Chapter 3

Raista, 36 Demaa, 4401 Orthodox Calendar


Monday, 28 June 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Raista, 36 Demaa, 4401, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar

KMS Patrick Henry, in low synchronous orbit over Karsa

Jason hadn’t looked forward to anything in a long time as much as he had this.

He was almost giddy with excitement as he stepped off the Marine corvette Honor and into the main landing bay of the destroyer Patrick Henry and in front of a formation of 26 officers, the command crew of the destroyer.  Leading them was the only captain the ship had ever known, Lisa Sheppard, a human telepath and like Justin, a former American military pilot.  She hadn’t been a fighter pilot, however.  She had been a transport pilot in the Air Force before the subjugation, flying the big C-5, and had risen to a command position within the KMS.  She was a tall willowy woman with dark hair and a very average face.  She wasn’t pretty nor ugly, she was Josephine Everygal, the kind of face you could never pick out of a crowd.  But she was damn smart, and she’d be moving up from her destroyer very soon.  The main reason she hadn’t moved up wasn’t because of lack of ability, but because she was one of the best destroyer captains in the KMS.  She knew the capabilities of a destroyer like few other captains, and having her experience on the bridge of a destroyer was an asset not just to her own ship, but to other destroyer captains who benefited from her experience.  She was so good that her ship was one of the few in the KMS that came through the battle at Karis relatively unscathed.  But she was needed further up the chain.  She didn’t know it yet, but the next cruiser that came off the docks at Kosigi would be hers.


Behind Jason boiled forth his children, all of them nearly as excited as he was, Shya, Jyslin, Tim, and Symone.  His entire family was going to Kimdori Prime with him, as well as Miaari, who was going to see her children.  But where Jason was in a tee shirt and jeans and his kids were in an assortment of old clothes, Jyslin, Tim, and Symone were wearing their armor, their helmets locked behind their necks, modified helmets that had untinted transparent titanium faceplates that would let the Kimdori see their faces, very much unlike standard helmets.  They would have to remain in armor at all times off the ship once they got there, where Jason and the kids would be able to wear whatever they pleased…just not anything they wanted to keep.  Their clothes would have to be thrown away after returning from Kimdori Prime due to irradiation.  Zaa was serious when she said that they made no exceptions for anyone that visited Kimdori Prime, not even Jason’s wife and amu.  They were taking only one ship to Kimdori Prime, the Patrick Henry, but there was a fleet of Kimdori warships that would escort them there.  That way, they only had to decontaminate one KMS ship, and since the Patrick Henry was going to be put in dock for a refit to test some of Myleena’s engine modifications anyway, it was chosen for the mission.

He patted Lisa Sheppard on the shoulder and chuckled as his five children rushed by them and towards the far side of the hangar.  “Slow down!” he barked at them.  “You’d think they were going to Disney World,” he sighed, which made Lisa laugh and her Faey exo give them a strange look.  She most likely had no idea what Disney World was.


“You look a little excited yourself, your Grace,” Lisa grinned.


“Hey, the chance to go to Kimdori Prime?  Who wouldn’t be excited?”


“And I’ll spend it all with the shields up looking out a window,” Lisa sighed.


Jason laughed.  “That’s up to you,” he grinned.  “Did you run the sims?”


She nodded.  “We’ll be able to get the shields up after coming out of hyperspace without injuring any crew member, as long as we pull them out of the sections next to the hull, just in case the computer doesn’t automatically raise them once we drop out of hyperspace.  For that reason, anyone in the sections abutting the hull will be wearing their gauntlets and helmets for maximum protection, just in case.”


“Sounds like a plan,” he nodded as Jyslin reached them.  “Jys, you remember Captain Sheppard and Lieutenant Commander Belanne, don’t you?”


“Of course I do,” she said with a smile, shaking Lisa’s hand in the Terran fashion.  “How are you doing, Erala?”


“Doing fine, your Grace,” Commander Belanne replied in a gentle, rich voice that just screamed that she was a beautiful singer.  Erala Belanne was one of the new breed of officers that Jason didn’t know as well as he felt he should.  He had personal relationships with most of the command-level officers in the KMS, relationships he was careful to cultivate.  He did so because they knew what was going on, and they’d tell him, where Myri often told him only what she thought he should know.  From the ship captains and the army Colonels, Jason kept track of what was really going on in the KMS where Myri and her general staff might not want him to see.  “We’ve set up a schedule of four jumps, lasting approximately four minutes each.  We felt it would be a little easier on the children,” she said, glancing at where Kyri, Shya, and Aran were standing at the foot of one of the four Gladiators that were assigned to the destroyer.  Shya was in armor where Kyri and Aran were wearing tee shirts and shorts.

“Sounds like a plan,” he said as the crew of the corvette carried out their luggage, mainly throw-away clothes for their trip, but also a set of formal robes for him and his children just in case.  Zaa hadn’t said anything about formal ceremonies, but he did want to be ready just in case something came up.  “We ready to go?”


“The Kimdori escorts are just waiting for us to signal them, your Grace,” Lisa answered with a nod.


“Then let’s get this mob herded in the right direction,” he said, then sighed as he saw Symone activate one of the Gladiators, opening its cockpit.  “Before Symone gets bored and steps on someone showing off for the kids,” he added, which made Jyslin laugh.


“I’ll be making the journey on the bridge, Jason, they’ll need me up there,” Miaari told him.


Jason nodded, for he knew that already.  Miaari would have to be on the bridge to answer the initial hail from the Kimdori, part of their old customs, as well as being there to answer the query from the automated friend or foe system in case there was a malfunction.  Only a Kimdori could make the automated defenses stand down in case the system thought the destroyer wasn’t allowed to be there, so Miaari had to be on the bridge just in case. 


Lisa put them in a lounge not far from the main hangar deck, and the Kimdori ships fell into position around them as Jason, Jyslin, and the eight guards accompanying them helped get the kids into their jump restraints. Aya trusted the Kimdori, the guards were coming mainly to keep the kids out of trouble rather than to protect them.  She’d decided that Jason would need plenty of extra hands for that, so she assigned three other guards to Jason’s usual detachment, came along herself, and put Kaera in command of the guards back home to keep watch over the strip while Jason was away.  In addition to the usual faces of Shen, Suri, Dera, and Ryn, Uma, Mai, and Lelanna were assigned to the detachment, to give Jyslin some help keeping the kids under control.  Each of them came from a different shift, to help spread out the burden of the home detachment being short-handed while Jason was away.

I hate doing hyperspace, Aran complained as Uma made double sure that the shoulder restraints of his jump harness was locked.


It won’t take too long for us to get there, pippy, Uma smiled at him, tapping him on the nose and making him giggle a little.  Then you’ll get to see something that almost nobody else has.  You, little man, get to go to the Hearth.  That’s a big, big honor.

I just wish Mommy and Daddy Vell could come, he fretted.


Sometimes things happen you wish didn’t happen, Aran, Jason told him steadily.   Zaa couldn’t invite everyone, so some people got left behind..  Jason didn’t tell him the truth, that the invitation was only for Jason and his immediate family.  While the girls on the strip were very close and dear to him, they weren’t his immediate family.  Zaa reserved opening the Hearth only to those with direct and intimate ties to Jason, who had something of an open invitation to visit the Hearth, which was an honor never bestowed to anyone outside the Kimdori that wasn’t a Generation.  Only those most worthy were allowed to enter the Hearth.  That was why it was such an honor for any Kimdori to be invited into the Hearth, and also why it was such a big fucking deal that Miaari could enter the Hearth without invitation from Zaa, as was her right as a Handmaiden.  The doors of the Hearth were never closed to Miaari.


The Hearth wasn’t just a palace, it represented the very core of Kimdori society.  It was why Zaa’s official title was Denmother instead of Queen or Empress, for she was the keeper of the Hearth, the most sacred place in Kimdori society.  She was the mistress of the symbolic den which was the home of the Kimdori race.


I know, but I still wish she could come, Aran sent, his nervousness bleeding into his thought.


It won’t be so bad, Aran, Jyslin told him as she locked her armor into the seat.  Remember, sometimes you see funny things as well as scary ones, and always remember that everything you see and feel isn’t real.  It’s just sensory ghosts caused by hyperspace.  I’ve never minded hyperspace jumps.


I dunno, Jys, I’ve seen some pretty scary things jumping, Symone noted as she locked her armor in as well.  Symone was the last one to lock in, and the guards moved among them to make sure everyone was secure.

Those weren’t real either, Jyslin grinned at her.


We’ll be jumping in three minutes, your Grace, Lisa sent from the bridge.  Are you ready?


The Dukal party is secured and ready for jump, Aya replied strongly, sending throughout the ship rather than back to Lisa.


Prepare for jump! Erala’s sending rippled through the ship.  All section chiefs report jump readiness!

Jason listened in as the officers and lead NCOs reported back to the bridge in a specific order, all of them sendings, then the ship turned and started to slowly accelerate as the navigator aligned them for the first jump.  What’s about happen, Daddy? Sora asked.  I feel the ship moving.

They’re lining the ship up to jump, he replied.  Jumping requires the ship be pointing the right way, just as if it was moving normally.  Right now, the navigator is lining the ship up so we can jump to our first stop point.  We’ll stop three times along the way because it’s too far for us to get there in one jump.  It’s sixteen minutes to Kimdori from Karis, pippy.  We’d all go crazy if we tried that in one jump.


Why?


Jump shock, Jyslin replied.  We can’t take exposure to hyperspace for that long at once, pips. Our minds are based on our senses.  Overload your senses, and it overloads your brain.  That makes us go crazy.  That’s why we always stop and check each other for jump shock when we drop out of hyperspace, so nobody does anything crazy once they get out of their jump restraints.


That sounds scary.


It can be, but you’re some tough kids, I’m sure you’ll be fine, Jason smiled at Sora.  You’ve all jumped before, you know what it’s like.


Doesn’t make it any less scary, Aran noted.


I think it’s kinda neat, Kyri countered.


Then you don’t do it enough, Shya sent fervently.  They made me do jumps last year, cause a Princess has to be able to handle long distance jumps.  It was not fun.  I had nightmares about something I saw in a jump for a month.

And that’s why they don’t usually let kids your age jump more than absolutely necessary, Jyslin told her.


Then how did the bug people do it all the way from Andromeda? Aran asked curiously.


They put them to sleep for the journey so they didn’t suffer jump shock, Jyslin answered.


That sounds kinda smart. Wish we could do that.


It takes too long to put a Terran or Faey into a state like that for it to be practical for short trips, Aran, Aya told him in a gentle mental tone.  But I’m sure that Duchess Myleena is right now tinkering with some kind of system to allow our crews to jump long distances without suffering jump shock.  She’s a born tinkerer.

Most likely, Jason agreed with an audible chuckle, then he heard the twenty second warning.  Okay, everyone, we’re about to jump.  Close your eyes and get ready, and remember, none of it is real.

Jason had to agree with Aran about hyperspace.   He gritted his teeth and gutted out four minutes of the entire world going crazy both inside and out, as wild and chaotic sensory impressions roiled through his mind.  Colors, light, smells, sensations, random and irrational, and almost overwhelming.  He winced when a sharp jagged edge of pain lanced through his left arm, like some giant claw had raked over his bicep; feeling pain was just as possible as pleasure in a jump, and the most common cases of jump shock were from those unlucky ones that suffered extreme instances of psychosomatic pain.  Pain triggered all kinds of hormones and reactions in the brain, none of which responded well to being in hyperspace, and often led to the psychotic break known as jump shock when they came out of hyperspace, or its more severe form known as jump psychosis, which was permanent mental damage caused by jump shock.  Or, at least damage that was permanent until repaired by a highly skilled telepath via a telepathic technique known as psychic surgery, the telepathic repair of aberrant mental states like psychosis or schizophrenia.  Ryn would probably be the only telepath on Karis with that kind of skill, unless Songa had managed to lure one in from the shaishain to take up residency on Karis.  Those kinds of telepaths were often doctors, since psychic surgery was considered a medical technique more than a telepathic technique.

They came out of hyperspace, and Jason breathed a sigh of relief.  Almost immediately, Aya was standing over his chair, her hand on his face and checking him for signs of jump shock.  He looked up at her and gave a nod.  I’m alright, he told her, but she just took hold of his chin and raised it, making him look her squarely in the eyes.  And who’s checking you, Aya? he asked playfully.


I don’t need checking, like certain weak men who shall remain nameless, she replied with a slight smile.


Just keep adding to the list, Aya.  That will make the retaliation that much more spectacular, he sent dryly.


Alright, now I’m sure you’re okay, she grinned suddenly, then moved down to check Jyslin.


I hate that, I hate that, I hate that, Zachary growled mentally.


That’s one down and three to go, pippy, Jyslin told him supportingly.  And remember, they’re not all the same.  Next one may be better.

Or worse, Aran grunted.


If you always think something bad is gonna happen, it will, Rann declared.


Next jump is in ten minutes, next jump is in ten minutes, Erala sent from the bridge.  Remain in your assigned jump areas.

The rest period after the second jump was a little longer, as the ship had to make a course correction due to drift in hyperspace, then the jump recalculated.  After the third jump, Jason saw the shields activate out the viewing window across from him, shimmering into visibility for a second and then fading away.  We must be really close to Kimdori for the shields to activate on their own.  The latent background radiation must be pretty strong, Jason noted to Jyslin after Aya checked them.


What’s the minimum radiation threshold for the shields to automatically activate? she asked.


No idea, I’m not Myli, woman.  I don’t know everything about everything.

Jyslin laughed.  She does know her shit, she grinned.


Your Grace, have the Duchesses, the Duke, and your guards put on their helmets and gauntlets, Lisa called.  The next jump will be to Kimdori Prime, and you’re in a section abutting the hull.  That puts you in a danger area, so anyone there has to be ready in case the shields don’t come online when we drop out of hyperspace.


We’re on it, Captain, Jason said as Jyslin pulled her helmet up and over her head and pulled it down.

The destroyer came out of its last jump with a large bluish-purple planet dominating the view outside the window, the planet Kimdori Prime.  It was the only planet in orbit around its star, but it wasn’t the planet that Jason was gawking at…it was what was behind it.  The sky behind Kimdori Prime was dominated by faint white light, which was the combined light emissions of the stars in the galactic core.  Kimdori was about halfway to the core, and those stars were close enough to turn the entire inward sky a soft white, the individual stars lost in a wall of gentle white light.  There was absolutely no doubt in his mind that they were closer to the center of the galaxy than Jason had ever been before, and that being that close was something that one would not miss.  Miaari entered the lounge just as Jason passed his final check for jump shock and started working his way out of his jump restraints.

“Kimdori Prime,” he said as he raised his jump restraints and got out of his chair, walking over to the large viewing window with Miaari.  “It’s beautiful.”


“One of the most unique planets in the galaxy,” Miaari nodded as she leaned on her hands on the edge of the window.  “I’m very glad you could come, Jason.  It’s only proper that you visit the Hearth.”

“I’ve never even seen a picture of it,” he mused.


“That is because only worthy eyes are allowed to look upon it,” Miaari smiled.


“Then why the hell are you allowed in there?” he asked lightly, which earned him an elbow to the ribs.  “Did the shields raise properly?”


She nodded.  “Didn’t you feel it?”


“Feel what?  I was too busy getting over feeling like I was dunked in ice caused by hyperspace.”


“Ah, yes, you were still under the effects of sensory ghosts,” she nodded.  “Well, when we exit the shield, you will feel it.”


“Feel what?” he repeated.


She gave him a toothy smile.  “Why Jyslin will be in her armor.”


“And probably why I’m piloting the dropship,” Jason chuckled.


She nodded.  “It minimizes the exposure of your crew,” she affirmed.  “Since you can pilot the dropship, that’s one less person that will have to decontaminate later.”  She looked back.  “Come, cublings, it is time to be away!” she called.  “The Denmother is expecting us, and we don’t want to keep her waiting!”


They returned to the hangar and got into the dropship that they’d loaded just for this, a modified Karinne Spatial TS-220 rigged to deal with the high levels of radiation, which could monkey with plasma power systems that weren’t shielded against it.   Jason and Aya got into the pilot’s chairs as the other guards got the kids into seats before sitting themselves.  Jason looked back and saw that everyone was ready, so he assumed command of the dropship via his gestalt.  “Comm, this is Karinne One, ready to depart,” he said aloud.


“Karinne One, this is local control.  You have permission to depart.  The Kimdori planetary traffic command should be uploading a flight plan to your computer now.”

Jason checked the nav, and did indeed see a vector figure appear, telling him how they wanted him to come down.  “I have it locked into my nav,” he confirmed.  “Alright, I’m disembarking now,” he said as he lifted the large passenger dropship up off the deck, turning it slowly as the hangar doors opened, revealing the bluish-purple planet of Kimdori Prime slowly through the shimmer of the airskin shield.  Jason piloted the ship out the doors once they were open and accelerated, and when they passed through the ship’s shields, he gasped as he felt it.  He could feel the radiation of the system against his skin, and he was inside the ship!

“It’s stronger outside,” Miaari said from behind as he heard the others gasp as well.


“It’s like tingles!” Kyri blurted.


“I don’t feel anything,” Shya said.


“You’re in your armor, cubling, that’s why.  Were you not, you would feel it, and be in the hospital in about half an hour.  Faster if we were outside,” Miaari said dryly.  “That is why you are in your armor.”


Jason put that out of his mind as he got them down to the planet, staying within the descent vector the Kimdori sent up to him.  They came down through a cloud deck and over a city unlike any he’d ever seen before.  It was huge, absolutely huge, even larger than Dracora, but all the buildings were much smaller, the largest of which looked only around a hundred stories.  The buildings were all slender and slightly truncated, the bases wider than the tops, like spires, and all had flat roofs that served as landing platforms.  There was plant life between the buildings, plants with blue and purple leaves…which was what gave the planet its color from orbit, he realized.  Those plants must dominate the ecosystem, like the way trees and grass did on Terra, Draconis, and other terrestrial planets.  The sky towards the magnetic pole of the planet was lit up with an aurora, bright greens and blues shimmering and undulating, the effect of the background radiation emanating from both the Kimdori star and the galactic core colliding with the magnetic field of the planet.  The field couldn’t stop all the radiation, but probably reduced it to the point where the unique forms of life on Kimdori were able to flourish.

As they descended, Jason saw it, saw the Hearth…and he wasn’t too surprised.  The Hearth wasn’t some grand palace like Dahnai’s home on Draconis.  It was a mid-sized house akin to a French chateau with an elaborate garden behind it, surrounded by a simple metal fence, and with a large landing pad beside it holding three different Kimdori dropships and skimmers.  Two Kimdori were standing at the pad…Zaa and Grun, the Denmother and Denfather.  They had no escorts.  On the far side of the pad was a much larger and more modern building, which was Zaa’s seat of government.  The Hearth was not a place that Zaa conducted a whole lot of official business.  Jason landed the dropship right on the center of the platform’s borders, setting it down so gently that the ship barely even shuddered when weight was put on the skids.  Aya took over to put the ship in standby mode, and Jason gathered up his family and opened the hatch.

He could feel it much more strikingly when he stepped down onto the landing pad, like tingling warmth shining down on him from above.  The radiation of Kimdori Prime, which was deadly to anyone not a Generation, Kimdori, or Jakkan.  It was so strong that when he looked up in the direction of the galactic core, he saw tiny colored spots in his eyes, the effect of that radiation striking his retinas.  The radiation would kill Jyslin within half an hour if she weren’t in her armor, but for Jason and his children, it was harmless at least for now.  In six days, he’d have to decontaminate to purge the radiation built up in his body before it started doing physical damage, but for those six days, he would be safe.


Feeling that radiation against his skin made it so obvious why the Kimdori were so unique.  Only a creature with a viral structure could survive a native environment like this, whose cells were extremely tiny, resilient, and able to quickly reproduce.  The Kimdori had evolved to thrive in this high-radiation environment, as did all life on their planet, which made them immune to all but the most powerful forms of radiation. He stepped up and gave Zaa a fond hug, patting her on her furry back, then embraced Grun the same way as Zaa reached down and picked up Rann.  “I am very happy to see you here, Jason,” Zaa told him as bounced Rann on her hip a few times, and then set him down.

“I’m happy to be here, Denmother,” he replied as Miaari stepped around him and took her place at Zaa’s right hand.  “I want to see everything there is to see on Kimdori while I have this chance.”


“You speak as if you’ll never return,” Zaa chuckled.


“Given how busy we’re all going to be very soon, I figure this might by my only chance for a good six or seven years,” he replied seriously.  “The Syndicate won’t just roll over, and then we’ll have the colonizing force from the Consortium just two years after that.”


She nodded, then took Jyslin’s armored hands.  “I’m glad you could make it, Jyslin,” she said.


“I couldn’t miss this, even if I have to wear this armor for four days,” she grinned through her transparent faceplate, which allowed Zaa to see her entire face.


“A necessary evil, my friend,” she said.  “You would not last long without it.”


“I know, I can feel it,” Jason said, holding his hand up, palm up, towards the sky.  “It’s like being under a harsh heat lamp.”


“Very harsh, as you would measure such things,” Zaa nodded.  “Are you having vision issues?  That was always a problem for Generations who visited.”


“Only when I look up,” he replied.  “I think it’s the radiation hitting my retinas.”


“Precisely that,” she said.  “Your eyes aren’t designed to deal with it.”


“So, it’s more than sunlight you have to protect your cubs against when they’re born,” Jason reasoned.


She nodded, then knelt down and hugged Kyri and Aran fondly.  “And how are you, my cublings?”


“We’re okay, Denmother,” Aran replied.  “This place is so neat!”


“And it will get much neater as you look around,” she said with a gentle smile.  “I’m going to show you things that few outside the Kimdori have ever seen with their own eyes, my young ones.”


“I can’t wait!” Kyri nearly squealed, her voice squeaking a bit.


“First, we’ll settle you in here at the Hearth,” Zaa told them.  “Then after your father and I have a chance to speak of important matters, we’ll go out and see what there is to see.  How does that sound?”


“It sounds good to me, Denmother,” Kyri grinned.  “But how is Mommy Jyslin and Aunt Symone and Uncle Tim gonna sleep in their armor?”


“We’re not, pips, we’ll be going back to the ship to sleep,” Jyslin chuckled.  “You get to stay down here, though.”


“It gives them a chance to decontaminate their armor every day to prevent excess buildup,” Jason noted.  “And we’ll stay down here so we only have to do it once.”


“A wise plan,” Zaa nodded, then she hugged Zachary and Sora.  She then reached her hand out to the armored Shya.  “And welcome to you, Shya Karinne,” she said.

“I’m happy I got to come, Denmother,” she said, a touch formally as she put her armored hand in Zaa’s.  “I wasn’t too happy about the idea of having to stay behind.  I miss Ranny when we’re not together.”


“You’ll have to leave him behind at night to go sleep, but you’ll have the days,” she smiled.  “Now, let us go into the Hearth,” she declared.


Jason’s assumptions about the mythical Hearth were shattered as soon as those huge gilded doors were open, for the entire building beyond was nothing but a single cavernous chamber.  The outside of the house was a shell, an empty shell, holding several dozen Kimdori sitting at desks and tables, and with a large sloping ramp leading down which was flanked by two Kimdori wearing ornate, archaic shoulder guards and holding serrated pikes.  The Hearth…of course.  It was underground.  It was the symbolic den of the entire Kimdori race, and they originally made them underground.  The Hearth reflected their acknowledgement of their origins.  The building above held Zaa’s staff, but it was what was hidden below that they considered the true Hearth.  Zaa and Grun led them down that ramp, a good 20 or 30 shakra underground, to another set of doors, these much less ornate, but also bound in a shiny metal like steel.  Two more guards holding pikes stood at those doors, and one of them opened the door for them as they approached as the other brandished his pike in salute.


Beyond was what Jason had almost expected.  It was a residence built underground, large and spacious, but also decorated practically, fitting Zaa’s personality.  The large main chamber was dominated by a massive fireplace, its white stone intricately carved with many shapes, most of them Kimdori.  That was the Hearth, and a fire burned in that 10 shakra wide hearth, which was itself flanked by another two guards.  A couple of servants scurried about in the large chamber, and an aide that Jason recognized stood by a large comfortable chair, a shaggy-shouldered male with grizzled gray fur.  That was Benaar, Jason recalled, one of Zaa’s main aides, who often sat in on council meetings when Zaa was otherwise occupied.

“The Hearth,” Zaa said in a measured tone, gesturing at the massive, stone-carved fireplace and mantle.  “You are welcome before the Hearth, Jason Karinne, you and your family.  May its fires warm you and bring you comfort.”


“We thank you for the invitation,” Jason said formally as his kids and Shya stood and stared at the large fireplace.  “And now a lot of those little Kimdori idioms make more sense,” he noted.

She chuckled.  “Only a Kimdori would understand the meaning of the Hearth, and it is not something that they would even tell you,” she smiled.


“Kimdori and their secrets,” Jason teased.


“Benaar, see to the comfort of guests of the Hearth,” Zaa called.


“At once, my Denmother,” the large male called, then stepped up and called for the other servants.  Jason stepped up to the large fireplace and put his hands out to it, felt its warmth over the heat in his skin caused by the radiation, which managed to penetrate underground, and Miaari stepped up beside him.


“It has been too long since I stood here,” she said in a musing tone.  “This is the one place that every Kimdori wishes to be, Jason.  You have no idea how honored I still feel to stand before the Hearth.”


“Guess even this is something that takes time to get used to,” he said, tapping her between her collarbones, touching the white band of station that marked her as a Handmaiden.


“When you attain a childhood dream, there’s always a few years of disbelief,” she said with a slight smile.  “And of course, sister Kiaari is unbelievably jealous.”


Jason laughed.  “You two wrangle almost as much as Kumi and the twins.  Just in your own special way.”


“It is my duty as her elder to keep that little upstart cub in her place,” she said airily, which made him laugh harder.


“So, first order of business.  When can we see your cubs?”


“Most likely tomorrow,” she replied.  “They are being assessed by a medical specialist to ensure it’s safe for you to be in the same room with them, and such examinations take some time.”


“How so?”


“Remember when I told you that we’re the most virulent form of life in the galaxy?” she asked, which made him chuckle.  “That is the threat you would face, friend Jason.  Newborn cubs often cannot control their viral attack cells, and your body lacks the defenses to fight them off.  They attack anything that touches them with viral attack cells, except their own mother.  A mother is immune to the attack cells of her cubs, since their viral attack cells see the mother as part of itself, and thus won’t attack our cells.  Denmother and the nurses that rear my cubs had to be inoculated against my cubs to be able to care for them, using a serum developed from my own immunity,” she chuckled.  “It is a quirk of our biology that the fathers do not share this immunity to the cubs, which is one of the biological reasons that our social customs about the young developed,” she smiled.  “Males cannot even touch the cubs until they reach a certain age, else the cubs will try to kill them.  They quickly gain control over their proactive immune systems, which they then use only to attack invaders to the den that might sneak in while the pack is out hunting.  You can think of it as a defense mechanism.  You being a Generation will protect you once they reach that stage, for the newborns will consider you Kimdori and won’t try to kill you.  The cubs are being assessed by a doctor to ensure that they’ve gained control over their attack cells.  When the doctor deems them safe, I will take you to them.  Until then, they are a danger to you.”


Jason whistled.  “That’s one hell of a defense mechanism.”


The Hearth was big.  It was an entire underground complex, of which only the top floor was open to Jason and his family.  Some of the deepest, darkest secrets of the Kimdori were kept on those lower floors, the only place they felt comfortable holding them, and as such there were very large and imposing security doors on the ramps leading deeper into the underground complex.  The honor guard of Kimdori that defended the Hearth’s secrets stood in pairs at every door and passage within the complex, and Miaari explained that only they knew of what lay at the deepest levels of the compound.  Not even Zaa knew every secret of the Hearth.  After all, she was only a temporary caretaker in the eyes of the Kimdori.  She would eventually either pass on or abdicate, and a new Denmother or Denfather would win the right to lead when the clan leaders met to undertake the trials that would choose the most capable among them.  But the honor guard would always remain, and so it was to them that some of the deepest secrets of the Kimdori were entrusted.

It was a curious metaphor to Jason.  The Kimdori, ever secretive, even kept secrets from themselves.


But despite being banned from the lower levels, the top level was more than big enough to keep Jason and his family occupied.  It was twice the size of Jason’s house, with living chambers, two kitchens, sleeping chambers, two separate home offices for Zaa and Grun, where Zaa did some of her work and Grun conducted many of his studies, and of course, there was the chamber that held Miaari’s cubs, just off Zaa’s bedchamber.  They’d brought some vidlinks and toys in for the kids to keep them occupied, putting them in a wing of the floor where three bedrooms opened to a single common room.  Sora and Kyri would share one room, Aran and Zachary another, and Rann would get the third bedroom to himself…and he wasn’t that happy about that, since Shya couldn’t sleep on the planet.  Rann wasn’t used to sleeping by himself.  Jason would be sleeping in a guest room just down the hall from Zaa’s bedchamber, with Miaari’s bedchamber between them.  Miaari had her own room in the Hearth, as was her right as a Handmaiden.

Kimdori servants helped Jason unpack his clothes and put them away, all of them wearing a small triangle of white fur between their collarbones, no doubt an indication that they served in the Hearth, then he met up with his family, Zaa, Grun, and Miaari back in the Hearth chamber.  “We’ll begin with a tour of the city,” Zaa said in a happy tone.  “Then we’ll go to a special place for a meal, so Jyslin, Tim, Symone, and Shya can partake with us,” she said, smiling at Jyslin, who was standing with Tim and Symone as they looked at a mural on the wall.


“Why do we have to go someplace special to eat, Denmother?” Rann asked.


“Because your family can’t take off their helmets to eat, cubling, and I’m sure they’ll be very hungry when we finish our tour,” she replied.


“I thought you wouldn’t take any special precautions for visitors, Zaa,” Jason noted.


“We will set up no radiation shield where I intend to have dinner, Jason,” she smiled.  “But it should be safe enough there for your family to take off their helmets for a short time.  I’ll have sensors at the location to make sure the radiation levels are within Faey tolerance for short exposure.”

“Sounds good then, I trust you, Denmother,” he told her.


The city was very interesting.  The reason the buildings weren’t that big was because the Kimdori built below the ground as much as above, almost Makati or Kizzik in their approach.  An average Kimdori’s home was half above and half below ground, with “public” areas above ground and private living areas below…at least those Kimdori that could live thusly.  There were too many Kimdori for that much ground area, so they also lived in more conventional apartments in the buildings.  But, it did explain Miaari’s house back on Karis, which she’d had built with a huge basement that she utilized.  The Kimdori liked lots of open space between their buildings, much like the Faey.

But the open land beyond the city was far more interesting.  Zaa took them out to the open land beyond the city, which was a low, rolling ground covered with what almost looked like moss.  Little flying animals hovered over the purple moss, almost looking like gray bats with hummingbird wings, and they weren’t very timid.  One of them flitted around the kids as they walked out, then almost seemed to play with them as Zachary tried to catch it, flitting and swirling around him as his siblings giggled.  Jason knelt down and put his hand on the strange moss, and saw that it wasn’t actual moss, it was some kind of fibrous plant that had hair-like growths on it, and was very soft to the touch.  It was also extremely tough, he found, resisting his attempt to pick a sprig of it for closer inspection.

“We call it carpet moss,” Zaa told him as he watched what looked like a tiny ten-legged insect amble along one of the shoots.  “It’s as common on Kimdori as grass is on Terra.”


“Plantlike,” Jason said.  “It must use photosynthesis.”


“Actually, it metabolizes the radiation,” she explained.  “Much of the life on Kimdori has evolved to take advantage of the radiation here, Jason.  All forms of life here are either immune to the radiation or actively metabolize it for sustenance.”


“Replacing sunlight with radiation, clever.  That’s almost Jakkan,” he mused.  “Let me guess, most of the life that doesn’t metabolize the radiation eats the life that does.”


“Yes,” she replied.  “And some do both.”


“Ahhh, so this place you’re taking us to have dinner is somewhere that has some kind of natural life form that consumes so much radiation that it drops the levels into the safe zone for Jys and the others.”


She smiled.  “Astute,” she nodded.  “They’ll cover the sky over us with their fronds, and those fronds absorb most of the radiation.  So long as your family stays in the shade of the fronds, they’ll be safe.”


Zaa took them next to what almost looked like a conventional forest, with tall, slender-trunked trees with blue and purple leaves, looking almost like pines with birch leaves, which had more fauna in it.  They saw several small quadrupedal tree-dwelling animals that were about the size of a cat, quite a few insect-like animals that buzzed around the trunks, and more of those hummingbird bats that were trying to catch the bugs.  “It was in forests like this that we originated,” Zaa told him as they walked along the trunks. There was almost no ground brush, just the occasional sapling of the same species as the trees, but carpet moss covered the ground.  Since he could still feel the heat of the radiation, he knew that there had to be more than enough getting through the trees and reaching the ground to sustain the carpet moss.  The moss didn’t cover everything, though.  There were bare patches here and there, usually around saplings, and others where little ant-like bugs were eating it.

Jason noticed one thing, which he found curious.  The air itself wasn’t very warm, and the sunlight wasn’t very strong.  He realized that if this planet and star weren’t where they were, the planet would be like Jobodi, an arctic wasteland.  The ambient radiation from the galactic core made up for the lack of solar power.


From there, they visited what passed for the tropical belt of the planet, Zaa taking them by dropship to a small island with white sand beaches and strange wide-leafed purple plants that almost looked like prehistoric ferns.  But it wasn’t for the plants that she’d brought them.  She pointed out to sea, and Jason gawked as he realized that the island across the way wasn’t an island…it was a living thing.  It was some kind of creature so huge that its back had plants growing on it, and he knelt down and pushed his hand into the sand, digging down until he hit something solid…chitinous.


“Correct,” Zaa said with a smile, looking down at him.  “We stand on the moving islands.  They are actually gigantic life forms akin to the turtles of your world that drift with the tropical currents, feeding off microscopic life in the water as well as drawing sustenance from the plants that grow upon their shells in a symbiotic relationship.”


“Amazing,” Jason breathed.  “That something so huge could be viral.”


“Are not the blue whales of Terra giants while being cellular?” she asked lightly, which made him chuckle and nod.


After exploring the living island’s small forest, they went to eat.  Zaa took them to a forest near the north polar region where it was just as warm as it was in the city, and they walked into the most unusual forest Jason had ever seen.  The plants here looked like water lily pads out of the water, huge dark blue fronds, some as big as twenty shakra across, suspended in air by delicate little stalks made up of multiple fibrous tubes braided together.  A tug on one of those showed that they were pliable, flexible, but they were also extremely strong…and they were holding down those huge dish-like leaves.  Those things were floating!


“That’s why we call them skyfronds,” Zaa told him as the kids ran among the stalks, which made it easy to see quite a ways underneath them.  The stalks were widely spaced and very slender compared to the size of the leaves they were holding down.  “These plants have evolved a natural form of suspension by utilizing the energy of the ambient radiation.  They float above the ground and compete with one another for open sky.  They are also highly combative,” she said, pointing.  He looked up and saw where to leaves were touching, how one leaf almost looked to have bitten off the other leaf where the two overlapped.  The result was the victim leaf had a big chunk taken out of it.


“What causes that?”


“Tiny animals that live on the leaves, which respond to an invading leaf by devouring it,” she replied.  “Any time two leaves touch, it is a war on a microscopic level as the frondmites from each leaf attempt to devour the other leaf.”


“They won’t eat their own leaf?” Jason asked.


She shook her head.  “Each leaf cultivates its own unique strain of frondmite, who won’t eat their host leaf.  The plant feeds them nectar, and in return, the frondmites attempt to devour any invading leaf that tries to block its access to the sky.”


“Huh,” Jason sounded, looking up.  “Almost like spider nanites.”


“A good analogy,” she smiled, then she turned and looked back.  “We’re deep enough into the forest, friends, you can remove your helmets,” she called.  “The plants above block the radiation.”


“Yah, I’m getting a green light on my indicator,” Jyslin said, then she reached up and took off her helmet, pushing it back to seat behind her neck.  “Those leaves absorb all the radiation?”


“Most of it,” Zaa nodded as Miaari knelt down and helped Shya remove her helmet.  “But you can’t go without your helmet for too long.  Keep an eye on your indicator.  Our meal awaits us deeper inside the forest.”


About half an hour’s walk into the strange forest, which had animals lurking in the distance that lived among the slender anchors, they reached a picnic area where some of Zaa’s house servants had set up a meal, and Jason noted lightly that they’d used heavily shielded boxes to bring it, to protect the food from the radiation.  How they managed to get the food here and cook it without irradiating it…that was a question he decided not to pursue.  Then again, given it was all Faey food, and Kimdori weren’t exactly known for culinary expertise, maybe the simple answer was that Zaa ordered carry-out.

No matter where the meal came from, it was a good one.  The food was good and the company was better, as Jason had the chance to just sit down and talk with Zaa, about both important and unimportant matters.  Zaa was his advisor and mentor in many things, but she was also a friend, and he enjoyed just spending time with her.  Given how busy they were, that often wasn’t possible.


“And what do you think of our world so far, Symone?” Denfather Grun asked as they finished up the meal.


“I think it’s all kinds of interesting,” she replied.  “I’ve never seen half the stuff you have here before.  I’ve never even heard of it.”


“Our world is somewhat unique,” Grun smiled.  “And just like Karis, it changes with the seasons.  The skyfronds are at their most active this time of year.  They grow as much as they can through the summer and then stop for the winter, biding their time until they can grow again.”


“Our seasons here aren’t based on the angular tilt of the planet, but the position of the planet relative to our sun and the core,” Miaari supplied. “When the planet is behind the star in relation to the core, it is summer.   When it’s in front, it is winter, because the sun’s solar wind either weakens or intensifies the core radiation depending on where the planet is.”


“That’s pretty cool,” Tim said as he finished his chocolate mousse.  “So this is summer?”


“Yes, Tim, this is the peak of summer, when the planet is almost directly aligned with the sun and core,” Grun nodded.  “The ambient radiation will reach its peak in two days, and then ebb as the angle of the sun changes, and its solar wind begins to impede the core radiation.”


“Your winter must not be very dark,” Symone mused, looking up at the leaves over their heads.  “The sun in the sky during the day and the core light at night.”


“Quite observant, my dear Symone,” Grun smiled.  “And these nights will be among the darkest of the year for the opposite reason.”

After dinner, the tour continued.  Zaa had their dropship fly all over the planet, visiting several cities, visiting several natural areas, letting Jason view the wildlife, which was staggeringly varied.  From the tiny bat-like animals to giant sloth-like quadrupeds that roamed a flat plain on the southern hemisphere, animals three times the size of elephants that moved so slowly that carpet moss was growing on their backs.  At first he thought they were just standing still until he realized that they were moving, moving so slowly that it took one of them almost five minutes just to move one leg.  Little canine-like animals dug at the footprints they left behind, taking advantage of the weight of the animals to tear the tough, fibrous carpet moss on the ground to get at bugs or something underneath.  The planet was rich in a vast diversity of life, from tiny to gigantic, from passive and friendly to highly aggressive, populating a planet that was almost exactly 50% land and 50% water, and all protected by the majority of the deadly radiation outside by a powerful magnetic field, the sky aglow to the north and the south with multicolored curtains of light akin to the aurora borealis and aurora australis on Terra.

By sunset, Jason was actually a little tired from their globe-spanning tour, and was happy rest a moment within the Hearth as Jyslin and the others prepared to go back to the Patrick Henry for the night.  After escorting them out to the landing pad, Jason playfully kissed the faceplate of Jyslin’s helmet as he held her armored form loosely in his arms.  You make sure you get back here early, he told her.  After me and Zaa have a conference, she promised to take us shopping in the city.

We’ll be back down after you finish those long, boring talks, she grinned in reply.  Wearing this armor this long isn’t as much fun for us as it is for you, silly man.


I know, I can’t feel you up or anything, he complained, which made her grin impishly.


Call when you and Zaa finish all the politics.


I will, he promised.


After seeing them off, Jason did get back to some actual business.  Three guards had remained behind to watch the kids—they trained extensively to wear their armor for long periods of time—freeing Jason and Zaa up to go over to her government building and attend a meeting of the Confederate Council.  Jason knew the room she used to attend the meetings, but it was a little different being inside it, sitting on the other side of her large desk   The others knew he was visiting Kimdori Prime, but they didn’t ask him anything about it as they discussed the imminent application of the Prakarikai into the Confederation, continuing a nearly week-long discussion they’d been having.  Jason and Zaa didn’t really have that much to do with it since they weren’t really voting members, but they did pay attention because the addition of Queen Anivan into the council would change things.

“Still no word from High Archon Gau?” Magran asked.


Zaa shook her head.  “My children report he still has made no decision,” she answered.  “However, I have received reports within the hour that the Jun Senate is in the final stages of approving tendering their own application.”

“The Jun,” Magran whistled.  “It would take something truly as momentous as this for them to ally to anyone.”


“They understand the reality of the situation, Speaker,” Brayrak Kruu said grimly.  “As did we, which is why I am here now.”


“And we,” Zaa added.  “And the Leader,” she added, nodding towards the hologram of the present but ever-silent Leader of the Zyagya, who was attending today’s conference himself rather than have an aide listen in.  He had never uttered a single word during any conference, taking the title neutral observer to its ultimate expression.  “Most likely, they will join purely for the economic assistance, keep to themselves, and then fight alongside us when the time comes.”


“Even that stretches their political stance a bit, but it does make sense,” Dahnai mused.  “They almost never leave their sixteen systems.”


“Their traditions allow a pre-emptive war if they are certain that an invasion of their territory is provable, unavoidable, and imminent,” Assaba stated.  “They are simply taking steps to prevent fighting in their own territory.”


“Their traditions will have to bend a little, since the Benga are in Andromeda and thus beyond their reach,” Sk’Vrae noted dryly.


“I’m sure them annihilating the Benga to the last man here will satisfy their traditions in war,” Magran supplied.  That was how the Jun conducted warfare, and why the other empires in the Grimja sector had the sense not to bother them.  The Jun never left their sixteen systems, which they considered theirs by divine right, but their divine providence only applied to those sixteen systems, which was why they were easy to have as neighbors.  But anyone who went to war with the Jun had to be ready to fight a war of total annihilation; they either wiped out the Jun to the last man, woman, and child or they were wiped out themselves.  The Jun believed that anyone who attacked them would never honor their word and would attack again, so their brutally practical viewpoint was to eradicate the attacker to the last living soul, thus permanently removing the threat that race or empire posed to them.  They would sally forth from their territory and conduct a war of total genocide, even killing the infants of their enemy, level every city, scour every last vestige of their enemies from the universe, then return to the borders of their territory and pose no threat to anyone else…so long as they weren’t attacked.  That was how the Jun handled their business, and in an odd way, it was very effective.  The other empires in their sector would bite off their own fingers before they got into a war with the Jun.  Given that the Jun didn’t socialize with anyone else and had only the most basic diplomatic contact with outside empires, they were given a very wide berth.  They were even more isolationist than the Zyagya, who at least would agree to trade deals with outside empires.  The Jun would not, at least not with anyone but the Moridon, whom they trusted enough to handle certain financial affairs for them.  The Moridon were the only race allowed to enter Jun territory.

“The first thing they’ll have to stipulate if they join the Confederation is that they’re not fighting the war by their rules,” Dahnai said.  “They’re doing this our way, and that means that Jun military units obey the chain of command.”


“I’m sure they understand that,” Magran said, tapping his chin with a slender, gray, long finger.  “I have very tentative contact with the High Senator.  I think I’ll call him after the meeting and find out where things stand.”


“That would be much appreciated,” Ba’mra’ei noted.

[And when were you going to tell me that?] Jason communed with Zaa’s memory band, which would allow her to hear him.


[I just did, cousin,] she replied lightly through her band without looking at him.  [I just received word about the matter ten minutes ago.]


[I so need to be added to the Kimdori biogenic network, so you can’t drop these little bombs on me,] he complained, which made her give him an amused look.


“I think they understand that,” Magran said.  “But a little confirmation before they officially apply for entry wouldn’t hurt.  But, I see this as a good thing.  Perhaps allying with the Confederation to fight off the Andromedan invaders will soften their positions a little.  The Jun are a highly intelligent and culturally rich race.  Their isolationist tendencies have harmed them over the last thousand years.”


“In their case, it’s best for all if they stay within their territory, Magran,” Assaba declared.


“I have little experience with these Jun,” Shakizarr said.  “Are they that dangerous?”


“Dangerous?  Naw, as long as you don’t do anything they interpret as an act of war,” Kreel said lightly.  He had his feet up on his desk, showing them all the pads of his hybrid feet.  “But that’s the last thing you ever, ever want to do.  As long as they’re left alone and their borders are honored, they’re quiet and considerate neighbors.  Believe me, I keep our ships way the hell away from their border,” he chuckled. “We have a no-entry zone along their border that’s nearly five light years across.  I won’t even let our ships get close to their territory, to make sure there’s no accidental border incursion.  That’s all it takes, and they don’t give you a second chance.”


“Ah, I see,” Shakizarr noted.  “So one ship errantly entering their territory could spawn a war?”

“It’s not a guarantee, but it can,” Kreel said.  “Two hundred years ago, we had a ship accidentally jump into their territory when its jump computer malfunctioned.  They had the sense to immediately contact the Jun and tell them about the accident, then wait there for Jun warships to arrive.  The Jun arrived and inspected the ship, deemed it an honest accident, and allowed the ship to jump back to our territory.  They even helped fix the jump computer.  But if they’d have decided that it wasn’t an accident, then we’d probably still be in a war with them.  The Jun don’t surrender, and they don’t accept another’s surrender.  For the Jun, the war ends when the last living member of the enemy empire’s dead.”


“Brutal,” Shakizarr grunted.  “And dishonorable.”


“They have very extreme views, but the good side of it is they have established and well-known triggers,” Magran added.  “As long as you don’t set them off, they are peaceful neighbors.”


“I’m sure we can work around those burrs,” Dahnai said.  “We could use their help no matter what.  This is them against us, and we need all of us on the line when they get here.”

“Not for the Syndicate, but when the colonizing force of the Consortium arrive, yes,” Magran said musingly.  “With the Verutans and the Grimja with us, we should have the manpower to send the Syndicate back to Andromeda.  It’s with the Consortium where we will need all the help we can get.”


“The more we have to face the Syndicate, the fewer losses overall we take that we must replace to fight the Consortium,” Sk’Vrae said.


“True.  I’ve never been much of a military tactician,” Magran nodded.


“The esteemed Brood Queen speaks truth,” Grran’s vocoder added.  “The key to facing the Consortium’s colonizing force is the swift and total destruction of the Syndicate expeditionary fleet with minimal casualties to our forces.  We will need every ship, every resource at our disposal to deal with the much larger Consortium force.”

One of Zaa’s aides literally ran into the room, and almost tripped and fell when she crashed into another aide.  Both Zaa and Jason looked in her direction as she recovered and ran up to Zaa’s desk, bowing her head low and offering a handpanel to her.  Zaa took it and read the screen quickly, her furry brows rising.  “I have just received another missive from my children.  High Archon Gau has decided to apply for entry into the Confederation.  He intends to make the official announcement within the hour.  As usual for a Haumda, he is moving with determination once he has reached his decision.”


“That’s very good news,” Magran said with a bright smile.


“That was actually quite hasty for a Haumda to make a decision,” Shakizarr mused.


“Truly, but it was a good one, at least from our point of view,” Dahnai chuckled.  “So, that’s what, the Haumda, the Prakarikai, and the Jun?”


“The threat we face is a powerful motivation,” Vizzie spoke up, for the first time in the council…that was a little unusual.  She must be wrangling with Grizza again.  “The Republic joined this body for mutual defense as much as mutual cooperation against the Andromedans.  Gau sees that only if he sits on this council can he depend on Confederate assistance if his territory is invaded.”


[Jason, we are receiving a request for council from the Haumda,] Cybi communed with him, easy for her to with the Kimdori biogenic network.

“And speaking of Gau, he just asked to talk to me,” Jason spoke up.  “If you’ll excuse me for a moment,” he said, then he leaned back and closed his eyes.  He pushed his consciousness up into the Kimdori’s biogenic network, which felt decidedly different from the one on Karis, and constructed in his mind’s eye an image of his office back in Karis.  He placed himself into it, then looked towards where he’d usually regard a hologram.  [Go ahead and connect us, Cybi,] he relayed.  [I’ll do it this way.]


[Clever idea, Jason,] she said approvingly, and an image of Gau appeared on that imaginary hologram in his imaginary office.  Gau’s ursine face appeared before him, his eyes rising a little bit.


“I was under the impression you were on a state visit to the Kimdori, your Grace,” he said.


[Actually, that’s where I am now.  What you’re seeing is nothing but a construct that lets me focus my attention, High Archon.  In reality, I’m communing with Cybi and she’s feeding your comm directly to me.]


“Quite interesting,” he said with a nod and a curious look around.  “So this is all merely a hologram of some sort?”


[Something like that.  What you see isn’t real, but it helps me focus my attention, and it gives you something to actually look at, else this would be audio only.  What did you need, High Archon?  I’m attending the Confederate Council at the moment, and we’re talking about something fairly important.]



“Perhaps it’s an omen from our gods that you would happen to be talking to them when I call you,” he chuckled.  “I thought to contact you first, your Grace, and inform you that the Haumda will formally petition for entry into the Confederation.  I have my diplomatic staff on Terra tendering the written petition to the Confederate office at the Academy as we speak.”


[You had it ready?  It sounds like you’d already made up your mind a bit ago, High Archon.]


“Not entirely, but I like to have all paperwork prepared for any possible decision I make, so things can move smoothly once a decision has been made,” he answered with a slight smile.


[I’ll inform Denmother, she can tell the others,] he said, then he expanded his focus enough to query her memory band.  [Denmother, could you tell the council that the High Archon is having his diplomats bring his formal application to the office on the Academy grounds?  That way they know they’re coming.]


[Of course, cousin.  I’ll also tell Kiaari so she might quickly spread the word.]



[And there we go, High Archon,] Jason relayed.  [The Confederate Council knows, and they’ll be waiting for a copy of your petition to get sent to us.]



“Very good, your Grace,” he said.  “On a slightly different note, I called you first to also make a slightly unusual request.”


[Go ahead, High Archon.]


“I would ask that you allow me and three of the high priests of our religion to travel to Karis to investigate the possible fulfillment of omens.  And I would like a less crowded state visit, a chance to speak to you one on one in secure surroundings about important matters both Confederate and private between the Haumda and the Karinnes, things I would feel most uncomfortable discussing over galactic crypto.  I would only ask for perhaps two days of your time.”

Ever polite and considerate, the Haumda way.  Jason was a bit surprised he’d ask, and only thought about it for a few seconds.  [I’d be happy to receive you, High Archon.  Get in touch with Secretary of State Yeri and work out a schedule with her.  She knows my schedule and knows when I’ll be available.  Wait.  Actually, I have a better idea.  Cybi.]


Cybi appeared in his construct of her own volition, inserting herself into his very mind, appearing in her usual pseudo-nude hologram, this time manifesting feet. Gau gave her a curious look as she sat demurely on the edge of his desk, as was her habit.  [Yes, Jason?]


[If you would please, make the arrangements for the High Archon to visit Karis. I’m sure the High Archon would enjoy another chance to talk with you.]



“I would very much like just that, your Grace,” Gau smiled, showing his fangs.


[I would be happy to do so, Jason,] she answered, smiling towards Gau’s hologram.  [And I would be most pleased to have a nice conversation with the High Archon.  He is a very engaging and intelligent man.]

[Then that’s all settled.  If you don’t mind, High Archon, I should tell the council about this,] he intoned deliberately.


Gau took the hint.  He nodded and glanced to his right.  “I’ll be available for conference if the council wishes to speak to me about the petition,” he replied.


[I’ll tell them.  Until later, High Archon.  Walk within the light.]


“Blessings of the Great Spirit go with you,” he returned.


Jason blinked his eyes open and found all of them looking at him, waiting.  “Gau said he’ll be standing by to speak to the council after you receive the petition,” he relayed, then realized that Zaa had her hand over his on the desk, which let her be privy to everything that went on in his little meeting…eh, like he could keep any secrets from a Kimdori anyway.


“Kiaari sends the message.  The Haumda retinue has reached the office, so we should have a copy of the petition within moments,” Zaa told them.


“Then perhaps we should adjourn until the petition has time to reach us through proper channels,” Magran offered.  “I find myself in need of a quick meal.  Today’s meeting was a bit inconvenient,” he said with a slightly rueful expression.


“That’s a good idea.  How about we reconvene in one standard hour?” Dahnai asked.  When nobody objected, she leaned back in her chair and turned it a little bit.  “Alright then, we’re adjourned for one standard hour.”


The holograms winked out, and Zaa tapped her muzzle.  “I think it might be time for the council to adopt more formal rules,” she said.  “The Prakarikai especially will seek to usurp the free-wheeling manner in which the council operates right now.”

“What kind of rules?”


“Nothing momentous, cousin.  But a formal council chair should be set up who has control of meetings, and the chairmanship can rotate through all council members, say, once a takir, and this chair of the council can only be held by a member with certain standing, to prevent a new member from having control of council sessions until they’re more established and used to how things work.  That puts a controlling voice in place that holds the Prakarikai in check.”


“I’m sure they’ll agree if you suggest it, Denmother,” Jason said.  “As long as you make sure us four neutral observers don’t take the chair, it’ll work just fine.”


“That goes without saying, cousin,” she nodded.  “It is a violation of both our oaths and yours to lead the council in any official manner.”


“I do think it’s a good idea, though,” Jason said.  “Sometimes things can get a little murky when Assaba and Dahnai are each trying to run things their way.”


After a quick snack and a chance to walk around a little bit, then a chance to read the one-page petition for entry into the Confederation from the Haumda, they reconvened, and Zaa wasted no time making her suggestion.  “The Prakarikai especially will take advantage of the open nature of council,” she explained when the other leaders gave her curious looks after she explained her idea.  “By putting a chair in place that has control of certain council meeting functions, it prevents Anivan from holding us here for hours and hours as she drones on.”


Dahnai laughed.  “I never thought of that!” she said.  “I don’t think it’s a bad idea.  So, we rotate through the chair every ten days, and it’s only open to the current members?”


“For now.  Once the new members have certain tenure, they should be added to the rotation,” Zaa nodded.  “That way they know that they are equal within the council and within the Confederation.”


“I think we can work out the chair’s powers and responsibilities after we receive Gau,” Shakizarr said.  “We shouldn’t keep him waiting for long.”


Gau’s hologram joined the others after a moment, and the council exchanged quite a few pleasantries with him before getting down to business.  “I think I can speak for the council when I say that you’ll have little trouble getting past the vote, High Archon,” Dahnai told him.  “We’ve been hoping that you’d petition for entry since the summit on Karis.”


“It was the summit that accelerated my decision,” he replied modestly.  “I saw that despite the great differences between your empires, you were able to come together around a picnic table and plan for a future that protected all of us, not just some of us.  We must defend our galaxy from these invaders, but also protect each other as much as our own.  I am convinced that the Confederation upholds that ideal, and so I have petitioned on behalf of my people to join you.”


“Well, I think we can call for a vote right here and now,” Kreel said.  “Before the rule change slows things down.  Anyone here not voting for the Haumda to join the Confederation?”  When there was silence, Kreel grinned that cheeky grin of his.  “Welcome to the Confederation, High Archon Gau,” he said grandly.


Jason just had to laugh, and Zaa smiled roguishly.  “I see the proposed rule changes were a good idea, Kreel is already abusing things,” Jason said.  “But as the Terrans say, welcome aboard, Gau.  We’ll be a better group with you among us.”


Dahnai chuckled.  “I think that does mean that you’re here now. even if it’s a bit unorthodox.  So we’ll have to get your military commanders to Terra as quickly as possible so they can start their orientation.  We don’t have to wait for you to sign the Articles to get things moving.”


“I’ll send a cruiser to Haumda Prime to pick them up,” Jason supplied.


“I would sign the treaty in person on Terra, as soon as possible.  There does not need to be a public ceremony over this.  We only have so much time, I’ll not waste it demanding a public spectacle,” Gau declared.


“If that is your wish, we can get things ready.  I will ensure you have suitable security, High Archon,” Kim spoke up, finally saying something.  He was usually as quiet as the Leader during the meetings, here mainly to know what was going on.  The Articles they’d all signed were on Terra, in the Confederate Headquarters, kept in a secure vault but with a copy on public display in the visitor’s center, a public demonstration of the alliance between the various empires for self defense.  Since most of the Confederate offices and departments were on Terra, he often needed that advance warning.  While the rulers may think they ran the Confederation, it was actually Kim that did most of the grunt work, for he was the one that coordinated the operation of the various new Confederate bureaus that were headquartered on Terra.


“I would appreciate it, Secretary Kim,” Gau nodded to him.  “I will arrive on the Karinne warship, but I would be willing to push back my arrival until such time as you have things prepared if it’s needful.”


“Feel free to arrive as soon as possible, High Archon.  I have a very efficient staff,” Kim said with a diplomatic little bob of his head.  “They will have everything ready for you. Will you require lodging, or will you return to Haumda after the signing?”


“I will return to Haumda, but thank you for the offer of hospitality,” Gau replied.


“I think it would be best if all of us came to Terra to witness the signing,” Assaba stated.


“That’s a good idea,” Dahnai agreed.  “We were all there when Shakizarr and Kreel joined us, we should afford Gau the same respect.”


“I would leave such official matters to you,” Zaa stated.  “As I’m sure the other neutral observers on this council will agree.  It is not our place to engage in such things.”  Brayrak nodded in assent, and the Leader just watched on impassively.


“I completely understand, Denmother,” Gau said with an eloquent nod.  “Neutrality must be maintained, for all of you.”


“It pleases me that you understand,” Zaa told him.   “It is not a matter of disrespect, High Archon.”


“I do understand, Denmother, and I take no offense at your decision.  Nor yours, your Grace,” he added, looking at Jason.  “Nor yours, Overseer, revered Leader.  Your position within this body is understood to me.”


“I should have everything ready for you to arrive at the main headquarters of the Confederation Bureau within the hour,” Kim declared.  “So you may depart at your leisure.”


“Then I think we should adjourn as soon as Jason tells me he has a ship on the way over here to pick me up,” Kreel grinned.


“I’ll get it on its way, Kreel,” Jason chuckled.  “A small one.  With broken jump restraints.”


Kreel laughed richly.  “I do love an adventure,” he grinned impishly.


After the council broke up, Jason relayed orders back to Myri to have her dispatch ships to pick up Shikizarr, Kreel, and Gau, to bring them to Terra to witness the signing.  “That was pretty fast,” he said to Zaa as they left her office, heading back to the Hearth.  Zaa walked without guard or escort as they left the building, something Jason fervently hoped he’d be able to do again when he got home and defeated Aya in an epic battle to the proverbial death over his movement restrictions.

“Faster than I expected,” Zaa noted.  “I thought it would take him two or three months to reach a decision.”

“You heard him say that he didn’t think we had time to arrange a public signing,” Jason said.  “He must be serious about it.”


“Truly.  And thank the gods, we won’t have to go to Terra to attend.”


Jason laughed.  “I should kiss you for getting me out of that,” he said with a grin.  “Much as I like Gau personally, I hate the ceremony.”


“As do I, cousin.  Sometimes neutrality has more than one benefit.”
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The Hearth, Kimdori Prime

The Haumda were officially part of the Confederation.

Gau certainly had everything ready for his decision.  Haumda military officers were already getting their initial briefings at the Confederate Combined Military Command Center, which was so brand new that the paint wasn’t entirely dry, but they needed it to be up and running and Lorna had barely waited for the Makati to get the carpet into the main command building.  Other parts of the complex were still under construction, but the main core building where Lorna and the other staff officers were stationed was only just finished, and she’d moved in literally as the Makati workers filed out.


 Luckily, Jason and Zaa didn’t have to go to Terra, so they had plenty of time.  After a surprisingly restful night’s sleep in the Hearth, Jason finally managed to do the one thing he’d really wanted, to see Miaari’s cubs.  The Kimdori doctors had declared them safe, and so Jason was there first thing that morning to see them, before the kids were awake, even before Jyslin and the others managed to get down from the destroyer.  Zaa and Miaari took him to the nursery chamber, which was on a lower level.  He had to utilize a sensor pod to “see” in the room, merged to it so he could see its sound-map imagery akin to an ultrasound, since the room was utterly lightless.  The cubs looked a little more mature now, had thicker fur, and their eyes were closed now, their lids finally having formed enough for them to close their eyes.  The three exceedingly tiny Kimdori infants were nestled in what almost looked like a doggy bed, the three of them curled up with each other in the soft cushioning of their little bed.  Miaari cuddled one of them to her breast as Zaa allowed him to pick one of them up, having to be very careful because they were so tiny.  He picked up the honey-colored female Yemaari in the litter, found her to be strangely hot, and so tiny she could fit in the palm of his hand.  To think that she would grow to be Miaari’s size, it reminded him of his own children, how small they’d seemed when they were born.  “They can actually tolerate the light now, but most cubs prefer it dark,” Miaari whispered.  “I would wait another week or so before I introduce them to the light, to make it as easy as possible on them.”

Yemaari yawned and put her tiny, tiny paws on his finger as he touched her gently, and he gasped when he felt her connect to him through his nervous system.  The connection was open, unskilled, as she almost instinctively attached herself to his nervous system through the touch on his finger. Where other Kimdori throttled his ability to see inside them, Yemaari couldn’t, proving that the Kimdori’s unique ability did go both ways.  Since the tiny cub couldn’t control the connection she made, it allowed him to look into her mind even as she looked into his.  “I should have warned you that infants tend to do that,” Miaari smiled at him.  “It’s one way we learn, through direct nervous interface with our elders.  It is a very efficient way to teach an unformed mind.”

Yemaari’s mind was that of an infant, lacking rational cognizance, a bundle of instincts and impulses, but Jason could detect an underlying intelligence, as she learned from attaching herself to him, saw what was in his mind and understood that there was a world beyond the lightless den.  She also came to the understanding that Jason was not nursemaid or mother, but also sensing kinship with this odd creature.  She could sense that he was a Generation even at that stage, and it inclined her towards him.  She did not see him as alien.  In fact, she rather liked him.  He was different from nursemaid and mother, and the difference of him intrigued her rather than frightened her.

“She’s extremely intelligent, Miaari,” Jason said in a hushed tone as she picked up her other son.  “I can see it in her.”


“I know.  I have high expectations for all three of them, but she seems to have the greatest intellect.  I sense great physical ability in Maaleth, and a cunning in Haan that will make him a formidable player of the game.  There is much potential here.”


“As is only proper for the children of a Handmaiden,” Zaa declared in a soft voice, which made Jason chuckle a tiny bit.


“Are you taking them home with us?” Jason asked as he rubbed his fingertip along Yemaari’s furry little belly, which made her smile.  His finger was nearly as wide as the tiny cub cradled literally in the palm of his hand.  She was the size of a newborn puppy, and looked almost creepily similar to one.

“Not quite yet.  As soon as I have my home in Jaxtra to my liking, I will come for them,” she replied as Zaa took one of the males from her, cradling him in the palm of her hand.  “They are well cared for here in the Hearth, Jason.  That gives me leisure to ensure that everything is just so before I bring them home.”

“Will they be alright jumping hyperspace?” he asked in concern.


“Better than infants of other species,” she replied.  “After all, they were brought here by hyperspace.”


“True,” he chuckled, bringing Yemaari up and nuzzling her against his cheek fondly.  “You just wait til we get you home, little girl.  I’m gonna spoil you sooo rotten,” he said, which made Miaari laugh softly.


“Not my child,” Miaari warned.


“It’s more fun to spoil other people’s kids, that way you don’t have to deal with them at home,” he replied easily, which made Zaa laugh.


Once that bit of very important business was out of the way, Jason got back to the real reason he was on Kimdori…to relax.  After Jyslin and the others came down from the ship, they spent a few hours just puttering around the Hearth, spending time with the Denmother, Denfather, and Miaari.  They went to see Miaari’s cubs again after they had a chance to rest a while, then they went out on another trip into the huge capitol city of the Kimdori to do sightsee a bit and some shopping…not on an organized tour as Zaa had taken them yesterday, but just running around the city to see things from the ground level.  Zaa and Grun walked with them, not wearing their bands of station and simply mixing in with the millions of Kimdori that lived there, without guards, without trappings.  Just the way Jason liked things.  But, since Jason and his family weren’t Kimdori, they did stand out quite a bit, and got a lot of curious looks their way.

The city was large, clean, and orderly, and it had everything in it Jason would expect in a city, but a few things were noticeably missing.  For one, there was not a single restaurant or bar anywhere in the city…and he didn’t have to think very long about that one to understand why.  The Kimdori could eat, but they didn’t have to eat   There were shops that sold what a Kimdori would consider food…if featureless blocks of stuff that looked like gray tofu could be called food.  Eating held no social convention to the Kimdori, so in their own society, it had no dedicated shops that catered to the practice.  Their shops were much like Karsa’s in that they held merchandise from a large number of different empires, and many beyond even Karsa’s supply lines.  The Kimdori had their hands into almost every civilization in their quadrant, and their shops reflected that long reach.  For another, there weren’t any amusement places in the city either, like amusement parks or water parks or anything of the sort.  That seemed strange to him, since Miaari very much enjoyed the water park, and knew that Kimdori did in fact like to have fun.  They had no sports arenas in the city, no stadiums, no organized sports or any such things.  There were tons of museums and art institutes—Jason had no idea Kimdori loved art so much—but no sports.

That was what was missing.  There were places in the city devoted to the nature of the Kimdori.  There was a tutoring center in town where Kimdori with experience offworld hired out to teach other Kimdori to shapeshift into some of the animals out there that might be useful to them, or perhaps just animals they rather fancied, and of course they taught Kimdori the various sentient races.  Kimdori could shapeshift into animals and creatures they could see easily enough, but that was purely cosmetic, taking on its appearance and perhaps its basic abilities, such as the ability to run fast on all fours or fly using wings.  But to pass close inspection or to gain access to the creature’s more exotic natural abilities, they had to have intimate understanding of the creature’s biology and anatomy.  Miaari could shapeshift into the guise of a giruzi, would look like one in every way, but to be able to use its electrical discharge powers, she had to have an intimate understanding of exactly how those biological processes worked in a giruzi so she could copy it.  And that was where these tutors came into play.  They would shapeshift into the animal completely—well, up to the point where they were the animal but could withstand the radiation—and trained their customers in how to take the shape themselves.


There were places where Kimdori gathered, almost like coffee shops, but they sold no coffee or any other drinks.  They instead simply rented out seats where Kimdori sat and talked in groups while pleasant music played in the background.  There were also music halls where Kimdori would assemble and listen to music played live for their benefit, which seemed almost like a bar with a live stage, but they served no food or drinks there, only access to water.  There were news outlets on almost every street and corner, holograms and viddies from every empire in the quadrant playing for the populace, letting everyone in the city keep up with everything going on everywhere.  The Kimdori on homeworld may not be as involved with keeping things under control out there as the Gamekeepers and their staffs, but even Joe Kimdori who worked in the music hall as a musician liked to keep up with what was going on out there in the galaxy.  And theaters…the theaters!  There were theaters everywhere in the city, almost one every five or six blocks, where plays and other pieces were performed.  They didn’t show movies or viddies in them, they were all live action plays and performance pieces.

But aside from those little quirks, he found the city to be very interesting, the Kimdori friendly, and he and his family had a pretty good time.  Zaa took them to a music hall that had a piano in it, and she talked him into demonstrating the Terran instrument as played by a Terran for the Kimdori that happened to be there at the time.  They walked along a beautiful beach along the edge of the city and watched as the kids chased those curious little bat-like creatures, went to a couple of plays and found the acting superb and the stories engaging, and after Jyslin and the others went back up to the ship to eat and get some rest out of their armor, they returned to the Hearth and let the family relax a while as Jason and Zaa sat down for more talks about the Syndicate, the Consortium, and the Confederation. When they came out to relax a bit before the scheduled council meeting, Jason was quite surprised to see that Miaari had removed her cubs from their dark room and had brought them up to the main living area, still in their basket, and all three were awake and looking up over the edge of the basket with wide-eyed curiosity as Rann, Shya, and Kyri tried very hard not to play with them like they were puppies, sitting beside the basket and touching them, all but petting them, but not picking them up, as they were instructed not to do. 

“You brought them out,” Jason said as he knelt by the cushioned oval and touched Haan gently on the head as he looked up over the lip of the basket, staring at Kyri and Sora as they played with a couple of dolls they’d brought.  Haan looked up at him with those eerie eyes, and Jason felt him trying to connect to his nervous system.  “Hello, Haan, it’s good to see you,” he said in a soft, nurturing voice that made the exceedingly tiny little Kimdori cub smile at him.

“I told you they could tolerate the light.  I had the nursemaid gradually increase the light in the nursery while we were out, to prepare them.  It’s good for cubs to see beyond the nursery from time to time.  I will take them back to the nursery when they get tired.”


“It’s a good thing Amber isn’t here,” Jyslin laughed.  “I don’t think they’d be that peaceful.”


“On the contrary, vulpars have little trouble interacting with Kimdori cubs,” Miaari replied.  “They know they’re infants, and treat them carefully.”


“So, you guys almost done with your silly politics?” Symone asked as she studied a chessboard, sitting across from Grun.  Jason knew she knew how to play, he’d taught her himself, but didn’t know that Grun had learned the game.


“Almost,” he replied.  “Just have to sit through a council meeting, and we’re done.  It’ll be the first one Gau attends officially,” he noted.


“Gau will probably remain silent and simply observe until he grasps the intra-council politics,” Zaa noted.  “And you should take more of an interest in those silly politics, Symone.  Given who you are and where you live, understanding what goes on would only behoove you.”


“I’m just here for the ride, Denmother,” she grinned through her transparent faceplate.  “I’ll leave the politics to the smart people, like Jayce and Tim-Tim.”


“She doesn’t want to know,” Tim grunted as he bounced Zach on his knee a little.


“And has your father started you on your lessons, cublings?” Zaa asked, looking at Rann, Shya, and Aran.


“You mean teaching us what it means to be the Grand Duke? Yeah,” Aran replied.  “I didn’t realize those lessons were so boring, Ranny doesn’t talk about them that much.”


“They are lessons you should learn most keenly, cubling,” she smiled down at him.  “You cannot be a Karinne unless you understand what it means to be a Karinne.  And since your family holds the position of being the caretaker of the CBIM and the secrets of your house, no one on Karis should understand what it means to be a Karinne more than you.”


“Yeah, I know, but it’s still a little boring,” he replied.


“They’ll be coming to work with me twice a takir like I was doing with Rann before things got crazy,” Jason relayed.  “Just not all at once.  They tend to lose their focus when they’re together, so they’ll come one at a time.”


“Wise,” Zaa chuckled as Symone gave a short swear.


“Aww, come on, Grun!  You just learned this game!  You’re not supposed to be this good at it!” she complained.


“It’s a game with simple rules, but a complexity to its underlying strategy that intrigues me,” he replied.  “I thought emzura was a complicated game, but this one has many layers.  Many, many layers.  I would be of a mind to study it more formally.”

“Grun’s main job is to be Zaa’s most educated advisor, Symone.  I think you picked the wrong person to teach just so you could beat them and inflate your ego,” Jyslin teased a little.


“I did not!” she protested.


“Mmm-hmm,” Jyslin hummed playfully as Jason sat down beside her and took her gauntleted hand.  “Just not the same, is it?” she asked with a smile through her faceplate.


“We’ll live for two more days,” he replied.


“Denmother, it is time,” one of her aides called from the ramp leading out.


“We must have been talking longer than I thought,” she mused, standing up.  “Come, Jason, let us get this overwith.”


Jason chuckled and stood up.  “That’s how I feel about council more often than not,” he agreed.


Council was somewhat surprising because not only was Gau attending for the first time, but the Grand Master was also in attendance, his hologram beside Magran’s.  The Grand Master very, very rarely attended council, allowed Magran to handle it due to his advanced age, and that age looked even more advanced than just a few takirs ago, when he came to Karis.  He looked…tired.


Jason considered that as they waited for the others to arrive.  The Colonies were a very orderly and calm place, and Magran’s position as the heir to the mantle of the Grand Master was already a settled matter.  The transition would be smooth for them, but it would cause about a month’s disruption in the Colonies as they observed the mourning rituals and ceremonies of succession that would seat Magran as the new Grand Master when the current one passed away.  He would pick a new Speaker for the council, and that Speaker would be his heir apparent.  But, Magran would be the one still attending council, since he wasn’t so old that it tired him out.


“It’s good to see you again, Grand Master,” Jason said to him as Assaba’s hologram winked on.


“And you, my young friend,” he replied in a weary voice.  “But I’m afraid I haven’t come to council today to be social.  I have an announcement to make to the council.”


“We’re listening, Grand Master,” Sk’Vrae said as the last of them appeared, Grayhawk’s hologram winking on.


“Now that we are all here,” he said, then he cleared his throat, which led to a minor cough.  “I fear that this will be my last official function as the Grand Master,” he declared.  “My medical staff has informed me that I’ve contracted Eniver’s Syndrome.”


Jason gasped slightly.  Eniver’s Syndrome was an incurable Colonist disease much akin to Alzheimer’s and Lou Gherig’s Disease in Terrans.  It was a degenerative nervous condition that caused Colonists to lose motor control and mental faculties.  It mostly affected very old Colonists, and few  Colonists were as old as the Grand Master.  The Grand Master was looking at a rather grim scenario ahead, where his ability to move and his ability to think would degrade at an accelerating rate, until he was effectively paralyzed and comatose.  But at his highly advanced age, he probably might not live long enough to reach that state.

“I’m so sorry to hear that, Grand Master,” Dahnai said with honest emotion in her voice.  She was very fond of the Grand Master.


“I appreciate your support my friends.  But in these trying times, it does not bode well for the Colonies or the Confederation for me to be ill.  For this reason, I’ve decided to take the unprecedented step of abdicating my position before my death.  The Colonies needs a healthy Grand Master at this time because of the trying times to come, a Grand Master capable of making quick and rational decisions with the support of a full council.  Because there is the very real possibility that I may wake up tomorrow unable to perform my duties due to my illness, I’ve decided that steps must be taken to protect the Colonies from my own indisposition.”


“I didn’t think that was even possible, Grand Master,” Jason said in surprise.


“There is a legal process for me to willingly step down,” he replied with a weak smile.  “It’s just never been exercised before.  Because there is no telling when I will become unable to discharge the duties of my office, I have decided to take the pre-emptive step here and now to prevent the process of exclusion.”  That process was the way the council could have a Grand Master declared mentally unfit to carry out his job due to illness, which took 20 days and a lot of procedure and ceremony to carry out.  “I’ve already begun the process.  In five days, I will step down as the Grand Master, and Magran will take my place.  I would ask that you, our friends and allies, come to Exeven to witness his coronation.”

“I would be honored to attend, Grand Master,” Assaba said with a stately nod.


“I would ask that all of our friends attend, Overseer Kruu, great Leader of the Zyagya, Grand Duke Jason Karinne,” he said, looking towards the grizzled Zyagyan, who was attending in person today.  “Though your position in this council is one of neutral observer, in my heart, the Zyagya are the friends of the Colonists, and I would ask that the Zyagya be present.”

For the first time ever in council, Hraga, the Leader of the Zyagya, spoke.  “It would be a great honor for the Zyagya to be present for the coronation of Magran,” he said in a powerful voice, thumping his fist against his chest.  “I will be there.”

“It warms my heart to hear that, great Leader,” he said with a nod.


“It would be both an honor and a pleasure to attend the ceremony, Grand Master,” Brayrak declared with an eloquent nod.


And that bombshell more or less derailed their entire agenda.  They spent the entire council organizing the Confederate Council’s trip to Exeven, the capitol planet of the Colonies, so they could be present when the Grand Master stepped down and allowed Magran to take his place.  The Grand Master informed them that he would be inviting every leader of every empire in the entire sector cluster, some 49 different rulers, with whom the Colonies had at least fleeting contact, and Jason saw that as primarily a good thing.

And he saw that even in his last act, the Grand Master was moving with political skill and subtlety.  He was using his abdication as a vehicle to get the non-member rulers in one place so they could be persuaded to join the Confederation.  It was simple truth that the more empires signed on, the better chance they’d have against the Syndicate and the Consortium, and with them on Exeven, it gave Jason and others a chance to talk to them face to face.


He already had it forming in his mind.  If there was one remote empire he would want to get into the Confederation, it was the Aridai. They were the largest empire in the sector “above” the Grimja sector in the cluster as one would view the galactic starchart, diagonally “up” and “outbound” from the galactic core from the home sector, and their empire was all the way over on the other corner, nearly as far as an empire could physically be from the Imperium and still be in the sector cluster. Over half of the Aridai empire were actually in the next sector over on Karinne starcharts.  What made them so promising was that their empire was 107 systems, a very large territory, comprised of 12 different races, and they were technologically advanced and had lots of natural resources at their disposal.  The founding species of the Aridai Empire and for whom the empire was named was also a humanoid species, they were a humanoid race that looked amazingly similar to the Terrans, Shio, and Faey…just that they averaged about 6.7 shakra tall on the average, or about 7.5 feet or about two and two-thirds meters.  They were from a slightly lower than average gravity homeworld that made them tall, like the Grimja.  If they could get the Aridai to join the Confederation, it would significantly increase their industrial production capability.  And since their empire was comprised of 12 races that had worked together for over two thousand years in a democratic government not too much unlike the old Republic of the United States, so they would be more amenable to working with different species with different viewpoints.

Jason could see that the Grand Master wasn’t joking about his condition.  He tired visibly during the council session, and looked exhausted when they finally called it after about two hours.  Eniver’s Syndrome moved swiftly once it reached a certain stage, and unfortunately, it was very hard to detect until it reached that stage.  It could also appear and start doing damage very quickly in the extremely aged Colonists…and the Grand Master was about as elderly as a Colonist could get.  It wasn’t too much of a surprise from a medical standpoint to see him suffering from the effects of the disease just days after its diagnosis.  Much like how cancer could appear suddenly and spread like wildfire through a Generation’s body, Eniver’s Syndrome could appear out of nowhere and strike hard and fast against an aged Colonist.


After the council session ended, Jason just gave Zaa a long, sober look.  “That is not news I wanted to get,” he sighed.


“I know.  The Grand Master is an asset to us all, and it grieves me to know that he is not much longer for this world,” she replied grimly.  “But even in his last days, he thinks ahead and thinks of us all.”


“I know.  He’s fishing to get others into the Confederation by having them attend Magran’s coronation,” he nodded.


“It is an opportunity,” she said as they both stood up.  “We will have the opportunity to speak to them face to face, in somewhat private surroundings.  And there are several that you should think seriously about approaching.”


“Not me, I’ll just tell Dahnai and sic her on them, or maybe Grayhawk, or Sk’Vrae,” he replied, which made Zaa chuckle.  “With us being independent now, I have to be more careful about what I say and do to make absolutely sure the house maintains its neutrality.  It gets close to the oaths I took to directly campaign to get others to join the Confederation, since the Confederation itself is nearly a violation of the oaths.  I can’t directly act, but I can sure as hell use Dahnai and others to do it for me.”


“I will make a Kimdori of you yet, cousin,” she said with an approving look.


Jyslin and the others were honestly shocked when Jason spread the word when they got back to the Hearth.  “The Grand Master?  That’s awful!” she gasped, putting her hands to her faceplate.  “He’s such a wonderful man!”


“I know, it’s like a gut punch,” Jason agreed with a nod.  “So almost as soon as we get home and decontaminate, we’ll be going to Exeven to attend Magran’s coronation.  I’d like you to come with me, love.  The Grand Master is very fond of you, I’m sure he’d like you to be there.”


“Of course I will!  I want to talk to him before he disappears from the public eye,” she assured him.


“Can I come too, Daddy?” Rann asked.


Jason looked down at him.  “Not this time, pippy, it’s going to be a little too uncontrolled for me to feel confident bringing you along,” he replied, then looked to Aya.  “I’m sorry for the short notice, but look at the circumstances.”


I know.  I’ll have the security plan on your desk as soon as we get back, she replied.  I will demand a larger than normal security detail, since you’ll be going outside the Imperium or the Collective.

“I can live with that,” he answered her.  “I want Dera in the detail.  She could be handy.”


That goes without saying, Aya agreed.  A listener is almost a requirement when venturing into unknown territory, especially if we’re going to the Colonies.  They have a very high percentage of telepaths in their population.

“I think we should try out bringing a few of the Marine Guard for this,” Jason mused.  “You said they’re ready, and there’s no real need to stretch your girls thin trying to protect the strip and escort us out for these state visits.  Exeven won’t be the only one, just the first.  Unplanned, but the first..”


I can do that.  The Marine Guard is almost up to my standards.  The field mission will be a chance for me to see how disappointed I’ll be in them.

“Such a bitch,” he teased, which made her smile roguishly through her transparent faceplate.


“I almost fear ask what she’s saying,” Grun chuckled.


“Debating the performance potential of the Marine Guard that protects the White House and a few other high-security sites on Karis,” he answered.  “Aya seems to think that they’ll never be good enough just because they’re not Imperial Guards.”


Naturally not, she sent arrogantly, though she was smiling.


“Ah, well, I’ll leave the internal wrangling to you, then,” Grun smiled.  “I’d much rather learn more about this fascinating game,” he said, looking down at the chessboard.


“Sometimes I think you have the best job in the galaxy, Denfather,” Jason told him.
