Chapter 2

Kaira, 31 Demaa, 4401 Orthodox Calendar


Wednesday, 23 June 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Kaira, 31 Demaa, 4401, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar

Foxwood East, Karsa, Karis

It was almost an eerie parallel to his own youth…just with what he would have considered a fantastical spin when he was that age.

Jason wasn’t surprised very much that it was Zachary that was expressing an interest in sports before any of his other children.  In many ways, his raven-haired son was most like he’d been when he was a kid, for he was sober and reserved even as a young child, mainly due to the fact that they’d moved around so much.  Life on a military base was very different than civilian life, even for the families of the military servicemen.  Everyone was from a different place, people came and went regularly, and it was hard to form friendships when everyone knew that odds were someone would be gone in six months.  Sports were huge for military brats on bases, giving a sense of continuity, something that didn’t change even where everything else might, the game being the same whether it was being played in Korea, Japan, Germany, or Alaska.  Jason had played a lot of baseball and football on base, had played soccer off base with his friends when he was older, and his father had gotten him started on sports when he was five years old.  He’d played his first tee ball game the day after his 6th birthday, six being the minimum age for tee ball in the base league.  He’d play catch with his father when he was back from his sorties, then go inside to practice piano while his mother made dinner.


It was a warm and glorious afternoon on the beach.  Jason had blown off work after 48 new reports landed in his in-box after lunch, making him just bail from everything to take the rest of the day off…which he spent reading Miaari’s final intelligence reports with his back against his tree in the back yard.  The Parri shaman was right in how it made him feel when he was out there with it.  The tree had a palpable effect on him, calming him down, relaxing him, making him feel…happy.  It was his tree, after all, there to see to his needs according to the shaman, and all it asked in return was a little love and attention.  He’d also asked it not to grow so big, maybe a little self-consciously, but there were no indications yet that the tree was listening.  It already completely covered his, Myleena’s, and Tim’s houses with its canopy and covered half of the barracks, Maya’s, and Yana’s houses, providing almost constant dappled shade that was actually quite pleasant.  The canopy of the tree was very wide, but not very thick, allowing sunshine to slip through the many small gaps between the golden leaves.  He’d gotten through most of the first report, about Consortium activity and future plans revolving around the colonization force, when the kids all got home from the strip.  He’d given up on the report to hang out with his kids and some of the other kids on the strip, spending some actual time just relaxing and having fun.

Kids were very good at it, and good for it, and he was so lucky to be blessed with the kids he had, and more to come.


They were developing much as he’d expected when they were younger, watching their personalities emerge.  Aran was definitely going to be a scientist, he was extremely smart, and here lately he’d started expressing interest in learning.  That had been his problem before, a lack of desire or motivation, but that was understandable in such a young child.  He had more important things to do than wonder what if.  Sora was just getting more and more beautiful, but she was also demonstrating her own intelligence.  She was smarter than she looked, smarter than she acted, and it was starting to become apparent.  Kyri was still a little smug and overbearing, but that had toned down a little thank goodness.  But despite that, she was a very loving and affectionate girl, and she did love her brothers and sisters even if she did tease them more than a little than she should.  And Zachary was turning into quite the calm and confident little man, Ilia’s teachings deeply ingrained into him.  He was also the most athletic of the children—as long as riding hoverboards and such didn’t count—which just might be why he liked Dara so much.  Both of them had some shared interests.  Zachary loved baseball, football, soccer, bachi, and had started watching shiziki now that it was being played on planet.  He may not understand all the rules of the games, but he liked to watch them.

And that led to this, Zachary’s first milestone of growing up, playing catch with his Dad.  They were out on the beach as Jason taught Zachary how to throw a baseball, and after several initial clumsy attempts, Zachary resorted to his power, picked up the ball from the sand, and hurled it at Jason with surprising force.  Zachary’s telekinetic abilities were slightly stronger than Kyri’s, the strongest of the three kids that had expressed them so far.  Jason had to laugh as he caught the ball, giving Zachary an amused look.  [Stop cheating, little man.  You won’t learn how to throw it if you’re using your talent.]


[But it’s easier.]


[You can’t do everything with your talent, silly.  And if you ever want to play real baseball, you’d better learn how to play by their rules.  TK isn’t allowed to be used in a baseball game.  It’s cheating.]

That was a real rule, instituted into Major League Baseball last year when those two Faey women had managed to get onto the teams.  Since some Faey were telekinetic, and there were some, not many but some, who had enough telekinetic strength to affect the trajectory of the ball, they put that rule in to make sure a secret TK wasn’t cheating using her power.  They also had strict anti-telepathy rules, in almost every major sport on Terra, and they employed Imperial listeners at rather stiff fees to be there on the field to make sure nobody was using their talent to get the upper hand.  That had been a big scandal in the NFL, when the New York Jets secretly hired Faey “fans” to eavesdrop on the surface thoughts of opposing coaches and warn the Jets coaches what they intended to do.  The commissioner threw the book at the Jets, suspending the entire coaching staff for two years and imposing a massive fine on the owner.  No Terran sport allowed its athletes to communicate telepathically, to preserve the purity of the game as it was originally envisioned.  The IBL also employed listeners, but mainly to make sure the bachi players didn’t attack each other with talent.  That was a white flag offense, which was like a red card in soccer or an ejection in most other sports.  Bachi players were allowed to communicate with one another and their coaches using talent, but they weren’t allowed to use it against their opponents.

After nearly an hour of Zachary learning how to throw with his arm, Jason did play some TK catch with him, letting him practice in a structured environment…and that was how it was so much different from his own childhood.  If he’d been using his mind to toss a baseball around with his dad back when he was a kid, he’d wake up from the dream not long after that.  [You’re getting pretty good at this, pips,] Jason complemented as he caused the baseball to orbit his body several times, maybe a little gaudily, then lobbed it back at his son.  Zachary caught it with his power and did the same thing, causing the ball to circle around him a few times without slowing down before he sent it back.

[Mommy makes me practice an hour a day,] he answered.  [On top of the practice I get with Miss Ayuma after lunch at school every day.]


[Well, it’s certainly paying off,] he communed with approval shivering through his thought.

[Throwing a baseball was harder than I thought it’d be.  I thought it’d be as easy as tossing a ball with a bachi stick like me and Dara do.]


[That’s an entirely different set of mechanics,] Jason chuckled.  [The bachi stick does most of the work.]

[Hey, can anyone get in on this game or what?] Myleena asked as she bounced down the stairs and onto the beach.  She was wearing a pair of workout shorts and a haltar, and unlike Jyslin, her pregnancy had yet to start showing.


[Hey Myli, nice to see you actually took a break from work,] Jason smiled.


She laughed aloud.  [I’m playing hooky, same as you are,] she replied with a wink.  [Just got back from the annex for a scheduled exam.  My pregnancy is right on schedule, everything’s just fine.  I go back in two takirs for the next one. I think I’ll start showing by then,] she predicted, patting her flat blue belly lightly.  [Yana home yet?]

Jason glanced out to sea when he saw a flash of light, then realized it was a boat far off shore reflecting sunlight.  [She’s still at work,] he answered.

[Okay.  I need to catch her as soon as she gets home, we have some things to talk about.]


[Like?] he asked as Zachary lobbed the ball in Myleena’s direction when she reached them.  She held out her hand and caused it to slow to a stop directly over it, smiled, then launched it at Jason with some speed by pushing her hand forward.


[Like all the special things she had to do when she was carrying Kyri, since Kyri was expressed in the womb,] she answered.


[You’ve been sensing something already?] he asked in surprise.


[Not yet, but I don’t have any doubt that I will,] she replied with a slightly smug smile as she put a very gentle hand on her stomach, almost unconsciously.  [I’m way stronger than Yana, and Kyri’s a good example of what we should expect from Siyara.  Just stronger,] she communed victoriously.


[So competitive,] he accused, then he chuckled ruefully as he sent the ball to Zachary.


[You’re pretty good at this, Zach,] Myleena communed approvingly as he sent the ball to her.


[Thanks, Aunt Myleena.  Mommy makes sure I practice it.]


[Any movement on the Danelle front?] Jason asked.


She’s still trying, but no luck yet, Myleena switched to sending, glancing over at Zora and Min as they came down onto the beach with their kids.  Sora and Zara were best friends among the kids on the strip   Hey guys.

Hey.  Jason, can I talk to you a minute? Zora asked, her sending sober.


Sure thing, Zora.  Min, take over for me, just watch out.  Myli cheats.


I do not! she protested.


Zora took his hand and walked with him towards Dahnai’s guest house on the edge of the strip.  I may need your help with something.


What?


Oren, she sent with disgust.  Oren…he was proof that it was technically correct to say that Faey almost never divorced.  Oren was Zora’s husband, who lived on Draconis with their son, and the two of them had something of a volatile relationship.  They were proof that even a telepathic pair bond could decay over time if not renewed, for that was almost exactly what happened to them.  They married just after Zora began her conscription, but after they’d had their son, mainly a marriage of convenience to give Oren and her son Tenn access to Marine services.  When Zora entered the house and moved to Karis, Oren had refused to come, wanting to stay in his very good job on Draconis.  Zora had acquiesced and continued to help support Tenn by sending him to the best schools—Tenn was exceptionally intelligent and showed promise—but the time and distance between Zora and Oren had decayed their relationship.  They still liked each other, and could probably repair their relationship if they compromised a little, but the simple fact that Zora was dedicated to the house and Oren was dedicated to his career as a young executive at 2M had caused them to drift apart.  Oren was a nice fellow, smart and friendly, but he was devoted to his promising career.  To hear Zora send his name with abject disgust laced through it meant that things had gone south in a hurry.

What happened?


He’s finally asked to conclude the marriage, she replied, squeezing his hand a little.  In Faey society, that was a divorce.


He still won’t budge?


Not a tikra, she frowned.  He just can’t get it through his head that he’d have a much better career if he just moved here.


That’s not much of a surprise.  The Kimdori kept an eye on Oren since she was connected to Zora, and that fit everything he already knew.  Oren was a minor executive in their accounting division, and he had aspirations to finish his career on the board.  While it was a good thing to have a goal and have some loyalty to one’s job and employer, Oren had repeatedly turned down offers by Jason himself to bring him over to Karinne Spatial Technologies, the Karinne house-owned corporation that built all their engines and spatial devices.  Kimdori had touched him to find out why, and it was because he had an irrational prejudice against the Karinnes.  He was fanatically loyal to the concepts of the Imperium, and had seen them as a renegade house with which he would not associate.  Now that they’d split from the Imperium, Jason had a feeling that Oren didn’t even want to be married to a woman he felt was a traitor to his Empress.  Zora didn’t know that Jason knew that much about her personal life, and he wasn’t about to tell her.  That was her private business, and while it had the potential to affect the security of the house, he could be discreet about what he did know.  What about Tenn?


That’s where I might need your help.  I’ll give in on concluding the marriage, but Oren wants to sever all my rights to Tenn’s welfare.


Good luck with that, you’re the woman, Jason sent soberly.  Women had a major advantage in the very rare custody cases that came up.  A child was considered the woman’s child in all legal matters, where fathers had very few rights.


Yes, but Tenn’s been living with his father at least on paper for the last five years.  Dracora Polytechnical is only about 20 kathra from Oren’s apartment, and he stays with his father on weekends.

What does Tenn want to do?


Exactly what he’s been doing, she answered.  He wants to finish at DPA and then get into the Imperial Primary Institute.  He’s got the scores, and he knows you can get him the recommendation.

Easily, he nodded.  The Imperial Primary Institute was one of the most elite primary schools in the Imperium, where being a noble wasn’t enough to get a student in.  Like the Xerian Telepathic Academy, it was ability that got one into the IPI, but it did take at least a couple of connections.  Since the school was so elite, competition to get in was fierce, and candidates who had the academic scores and passed the entrance interview often needed a recommendation from someone with political connections with the Imperial government.


I’ll talk to Dahnai about it the next time I have her on a private comm, he promised.  I’ll also tell her that you’re alright with the conclusion, but Oren’s not cutting you out.  So, are you really okay with the conclusion?


I’ll get over it, she replied, giving him a wan smile.  We haven’t seen each other face to face in five years, Jason.  I guess it’s time for me to stop hoping he’ll come home and move on.


People sometimes drift apart, Zora, and there’s nobody to blame.  It does just happen sometimes, he told her compassionately.  Especially in long distance relationships.


I know.  Ever since I moved here, he’s just gotten more and more distant.  At first he hated the fact that I couldn’t really tell him much, you know, house secrecy.  Then when you started offering him jobs, he got really defensive about staying on Draconis.  The last few months, he’s been actively hostile to me when we talk, and now he drops this on me.

Well, look at it this way, hon.  Your life won’t change much after the marriage is concluded, he told her.  And I’ll make sure Tenn has what he needs to fulfill his dream.  It’s Oren that’s the one that’s missing out.  Not you, not Tenn.  Just him.  If he wants to be that way, then so be it.  Not everyone has what it takes to live on Karis, Zora.  You do, but this more or less proves that Oren doesn’t.

She gave him a grateful look.  Thanks, babes.  You’re always so good to us.


You’re one of my best friends and the mother of my daughter, Zora.  Of course I’m gonna be good to you, he told her, then he leaned over and kissed her on the cheek before the turned around and started back.  Now, it’s going to be a thousand credits an hour, that’s my basic fee for fixing a friend’s problems, he sent urbanely, which made her snap a surprised look at him.  Then there’s travel expenses, meals, bribes, he added, ticking off his fingers as she began to laugh.


Dream on, you silly man you, she grinned.  You start charging me for that, I’ll start charging you for the food you eat when you come over to my house.

Don’t get into a charging war with me, woman.  I have an accounting department.

She laughed brightly.


He squeezed her hand again.  And the last thing you’re doing tonight is moping around the strip.  I’ll come over and babysit Sora tonight, and you go track down a few friends and go out tonight.  Go to bars, go to clubs, get totally smashed, do things you’d never do sober, and wake up in some dark alley tomorrow morning with no idea how you got there or why you’re naked.

She burst out into uncontrollable laughter, then gave him a bright smile.  You know what, babes?  That’s a damn good idea, she agreed, then she turned her head.  Hey Min, you busy tonight?


Not particularly.


Cool.  Go round up the girls, we’re all going out tonight and getting very, very drunk.


Now that sounds like a good way to spend the evening, she replied impishly.


Zora and Min hurried off as soon as they got back to the kids, leaving Sora and Zara with Jason.  They got tired of watching Zachary play catch and dragged him off to go swimming, leaving him and Myleena to sit on some loungers and keep a passive eye on them.  [What was that all about?]


[Personal business for Zora.  Forgive me if I don’t go into it.]


[Enough said.  Now that you’re in more of a working mood, I do have some info to pass along.]


[Shoot.]


[I’ve got word from my old contacts back in Black Ops that the Imperial R&D department has almost reverse engineered Consortium engines,] she told him.  Since those engines were Consortium technology, Jason hadn’t throttled releasing that data to the Academy.  [They’ve already developed an augmentation to their power plants to power the engines enough to remove the relativity delay.  Consortium striated isn’t much stronger than current Imperium metaphased power plants.]


[They figured it out faster than I expected,] he answered with a grunt, rubbing his chin with his finger as he thought.  [If they break the relativity barrier so much faster than anyone else, it might upset the balance of power in the Confederation.]


[I’ll leave the political shit to you, Jayce. Griza told me that they’re about two takirs from testing a prototype engine and power upgrade that’ll let them jump in real time.]

He leaned back, his mind working through what that would mean.  With the Imperium able to jump in real time, it would give them a major advantage in exploration and annexation over in the P quadrant.  It would also make the Imperium a viable threat to the most distant empires in the sector cluster…which might actually motivate some of them to join the Confederation.  But the main issue was going to be exploration.  If the Imperium could jump their scout ships in real time, they’d be able to beat everyone else when it came to exploring the tracts of space around their holdings in the P quadrant.


The Imperium wasn’t the only one trying to reverse engineer Consortium technology to break the relativity barrier.  Every empire in the Confederation was doing the same thing, and in the case of the Shio and the Colonists, they were engaged in a cooperative effort, their scientists joined together and the two governments sharing the expense of research to give the two smaller empires the same resources as the larger ones.  Jason had estimated that it would take another year for any of them to manage to do it, but the Faey scientists over at R&D had exceeded his expectations.  Then again, Faey technology was the most closely related to Consortium technology, so it wasn’t too much of a shock that they’d managed to do it.

An Imperium armed with warships that could jump in real time would definitely do one thing…make interdictors very popular, and perhaps even motivate the other empires into accepting Jason’s Stargate proposal.  Jumping in real time would do the Imperium no good as a means to execute a surprise attack if every populated system in the sector cluster was interdicted.


From a purely military perspective, Jason figured that he might have to put a hand in.  The war with the Consortium had been primarily defensive, where they hadn’t needed ships that jump in real time, but the upcoming conflict with the Syndicate would be offensive, taking place away from their territory.  Maybe…maybe it was time for the Karinnes to help the other empires along in their research.  After all, other empires being able to jump in real time was no real threat to the Karinnes, even more so since Consortium technology was unable to overcome the interdictors to jump in.  Unless the Karinnes wanted to tow everyone else’s ships everywhere, they might have to start thinking of helping the others develop the engines.

At least up to a point.  He could let them do it on their own for about two years, but at that point, he might have to surreptitiously give them some help to finish so they’d have time to refit their ships with the new engines.  The Karinnes had to move subtly in this new order, where it couldn’t appear that they were showing any favoritism, but Jason also had to keep the peace between the empires in the Confederation and beyond.  He was now playing the same game as the Kimdori, doing what he could to mitigate the aggressive tendencies of the various empires in the sector cluster, to create a lasting peace that would stretch well into the time when the Consortium and the Syndicate were just footnotes in the galactic history book.

He wasn’t the only one doing that, thank God.  The Colonies were part of the Confederation, but they were very much a moderating influence on the more expansionistic members, like Dahnai and Assaba.  The Grand Master and Magran were a voice of peace among the rulers, always advocating the most non-violent path possible…but also knowing when the mantle of peace had to be laid down and an iso-neutron rifle picked up.  And Jason was hopeful that Kreel would bring the same voice to the council, since the Grimja were of a similar mindset.  They weren’t aggressive or expansionistic, but they also weren’t afraid to fight when the need was there.


[I’ll have to talk to Zaa about that,] he communed.  [We’ll have to handle that carefully.]


[Like I said, I’ll leave the political shit to you, Jayce,] she told him with a sly smile.


[I should make you sit in my chair for a few days,] he threatened.


[Good luck with that,] she communed with an audible laugh.  [You’re even busier than I am now.]

[Yeah, and I’ll have to do something about it.  It’s literally become too much work for me to do alone,] he admitted.  [I might actually cry when I see my inbox in the morning, given I blew off the entire afternoon to study those final reports Miaari gave me.]


[Anything important in them?]


[Not from your perspective.  It’s mostly that political shit you want to avoid,] he teased.  [She said she sent you the technology report.]


[Yeah, she’s pretty good for a desk jockey when it comes to analyzing how the change in the technology curve will affect the sector cluster,] she told him.  [And if the Kimdori are right about Syndicate technology, it looks good for us.]


[Only if we can build enough ships to take away their overwhelming fleet size advantage, and in both ways.  Size and numbers,] he noted.  [That reminds me, I need to check on the latest Gladiator results.]


[I got ‘em just before I left work, they look good.  They finished the refit to accommodate a jacked rigger, so now it’ll just be installed with the next scheduled maintenance on the rotation.  You planning ahead?]


[You saw the results for those jacked rigger tests,] he nodded.  [I can see what’s coming.  Jacked riggers and fighter pilots are going to become standard in the KMS.  It’s only a small step below a merge.  And it’ll go even beyond that.  When the house members see just what a jack can do, I can see a whole lot of them having it implanted just for the convenience of it.]


[I wonder if Kyva will do it.]


[The instant she’s sure the jack won’t damage her talent, yes,] he predicted.  [If it makes her a better rigger, she’ll do it in a heartbeat.]


[That’s true,] Myleena agreed with a nod.

[I could see it on her face when she got out of her rig after going against those jacked riggers.  She didn’t expect them to give her that much trouble.]


[They barely lasted ten seconds.]


[Which is about five seconds longer than any other rigger not in the KBB or the Red Warriors has lasted against her in a wargame,] Jason communed, pride for Kyva bleeding into his thought.  [She could see how it helped those riggers, taking away that tiny delay between seeing and acting.  When it comes to rigger combat, it’s like fighter combat.  Life and death can be measured in how many milliseconds it took the pilot to react.  Faster is faster, and in that world, speed is life.]


[Yeah, I know.  I’ve had my combat training, Jayce, and I’ve seen real action,] she grinned.  [If you don’t recall, I was leading that combat team that pulled your ass out of Scotland.]


[You’re right, I don’t remember.]


[Oh yeah,] she mused mentally.  [Songa said that wasn’t unusual, to suffer memory loss of events before and after a traumatic brain injury.  Guess we can blame that head injury on you being such a dinkus now,] she winked.

[I pay your salary, woman,] he warned, which made her laugh.


[Jason,] Songa’s voice called over the biogenic network.  [Jason, are you there?]


[I’m here, what’s going on, Songa?] he replied, casting his thought into the network.  For her to be using that, it had to be important.  Songa, like other high-ranking members of the house, had a biogenic relay in their comm that would let them use the network to get in touch with him.  Hers was installed in her office vidlink, telling him that she was at the annex.


[Commander Taggart is awake and responsive, and we’re running the initial tests now.  You wanted me to tell you.]


[Outstanding.  I’ll be right over, I want to see him.]  Aya, get someone to the dock, I’m going to the Medical Annex.  And the kids are going to need someone to watch them, they’re swimming.  Captain Bori, warm up the corvette.


At once, your Grace, Captain Bori answered.


[Wanna come?] he asked Myleena.


[Nah, I’ll just read the report,] she replied.  [Besides, I wanna be here when Danelle gets home.  I wanna surprise her.]


[She shouldn’t be much longer, Maya has her and they’re in town shopping.]


[I know, so go ahead and go.  Say hi to Songa for me.]

After getting his armor on, he met Aya and Shen at the dock, and they boarded the Marine corvette Eluri for the five minute trip over to the Medical Annex.  They always landed on the roof of the building, and the size of the corvette required a pilot with some actual skill, since there was virtually no extra room up there.  Karinne translation engines made that fairly easy, and the corvette’s pilot proved to be up to the challenge, disembarking the Grand Duke and his two guards with the corvette’s skids right on the corvette landing lines at the very edges of the platform, then taking off to hover just above and to the east of the building to clear the platform in case an emergency medical dropship had to land.  Songa met him at the elevator, carrying a handpanel and wearing her medical coat, which was a pleasing shade of blue.  “How is he?”

“Complaining already,” she replied with a gentle smile as they entered the elevator, which was big enough to hold two patient gurneys side by side.  The roof was often used for emergency patient reception.  “They’ve finished the jack viability test, and the jack is fully operational.  They’re giving him the Baelin-Anarin test now.”  The Baelin-Anarin test, named for its creators, was a test that measured basic telepathic power.  It was administered by a psyologist, a Faey doctor that specialized in neurology as it pertained to telepathic and psionic power. Psyologists were medical doctors who studied telepathy the way other scientists studied geology, or biology, or any other major scientific field, studying the mechanics of psychic powers and the beings that possessed them.

Songa led them to a private hospital room with bright colors and a large window, on one of the upper floors of the annex.  Commander Justin Taggart was propped up on a comfortable bed, his eyes closed and being attended by a middle-aged Faey man wearing the pattern blue medical coat.  The Faey man had reddish-gold hair with a streak of blue in it over his left ear, premature graying for a Faey.  The man was fairly handsome, and he had his hand on the side of Justin’s face.  Justin had a cloth cap over his head, which was shaved, and the shiny metal rim of the cyberjack was prominent behind his left ear, anchored to the bone and about halfway between the bottom and top edges of Justin’s ear.  Justin’s interface would fit over that jack, would plug into it actually, the interface serving as the primary control computer where a tiny computer inside the jack itself would serve as the basic input/output controller.  Justin’s right arm was in a sling, since it was effectively paralyzed by his brain damage, and his right leg was covered over by a blanket.  In the corner was a hoverchair for Justin to use, since his right leg was also paralyzed.  They were quiet as the doctor conducted his examination, which took about five more minutes.  The Faey man opened his eyes, which were a red color not far from Myleena’s, and smiled  “I’m finished, Commander, you can lean back,” he said.


“What’s the prognosis, doctor?” Songa asked.


“He has lost no telepathic power at all, Commander,” he replied with a smile.  “And I can find no trace that his subconscious defenses have weakened in any way.  It’s my opinion that the jack did no harm to his talent.”

“I’d like a formal report as soon as you can write it,” Songa said.  “Along with your data.”


“I have my data compiled already, doctor, so I’ll have the report ready for you in a couple of hours.”


“That’s a relief,” Justin said with a sigh, flopping his head back onto the pillow.

Jason chuckled and advanced over, leaning over the bed as the doctor on the other side stood up, then quietly left the room after a reassuring pat on Justin’s shoulder and smiled down at him.  “I think I’m going to put you in for a medal, Justin.  It took some bravery to volunteer for the jack implantation.”


“I didn’t have all that much to lose, your Grace,” he replied with a slight smile.  “The operation is what’s going to really count.”


“We’re on schedule for that, Justin,” Songa called.  “In four days, we’ll be ready to perform the operation.”


“That will give you some time to get some jack assimilation training under your belt,” Jason told him.  “It does take some training to use that fancy body jewelry you have now.”


Justin chuckled.  “I can feel it, like little fingers touching the edge of my mind,” he said, reaching up and touching the small rim of the jack.


“That’s the controller chip in the jack initializing,” Songa told him as she came over.  “It’s conducting its handshake protocol with your mind, so it can build a basic map of your brain that it uploads to any interface that plugs to your jack, sort of like your mental fingerprint that computers plugged to your jack will need to know how best to talk to you.  That’s one of the main functions of the processor in the jack.  The sensation will pass when it finishes.”


“Something like a gestalt imprinting,” Jason mused, looking at her.


She nodded.  “Some of the computer to brain communication protocols we used for the jacks comes from the research the Karinnes conducted on gestalts.  The controller in the jack is adapting itself to Commander Taggart’s unique brain architecture, to maximize data transfer and interface ability, so it can communicate with the subject without causing confusion or sensory echoes.”


“Won’t that change when the operation is over?” Justin asked.


“Very perceptive, Justin.  Yes, it will, a little bit, and the jack will have to re-initialize once the damaged areas of your brain are repaired.  That’s why we’re going to turn it off and reset it before the tissue transplant operation. But what you learn in jack assimilation training before the operation won’t change.”


“Huh.  Does it need batteries?”


Jason chuckled.  “Actually, the jack’s processor chip runs off the bio-electricity your own body generates,” Jason answered.  “So no batteries.”

“And I’ll be using this in my fighter?”


“We’ve already refitted your fighter to run with a jack,” Jason told him.  “So most of what you see on your screens will be fed directly into your mind.  That’s where the jacks are different from interface control, Justin.  Interface is one way, from you to the fighter.  The jack allows two-way communication.”


“That’ll give me an edge, your Grace,” he mused after a moment. “I’ll be able to react faster.”


“We think it will, but we’re not mandating jack implantation for our pilots.  That’s too personal a decision for us to force it on them,” he said.


“Anyone who does this job and takes it seriously will do it, your Grace,” he declared.  “An edge is an edge, and that might be what saves your ass out there in a dogfight.”


“We’ll let the pilots make that decision.  Now, I think you need to rest a bit after coming out of that coma, so I’ll be back in a little while.  I know I do every time I come out of one.”


“Then stop putting yourself in positions where we have to induce them,” Songa chided.


“I’ve had that done to me three times.  Three,” he said, holding three fingers up at her.


Up in Songa’s office, he did knock out a bit of work he had, which was talking with her about the upcoming trip to Kimdori Prime and the radiation protocols she’d generated for those going, both those who had resistance and those who didn’t.  Jason would have to decontaminate before they left Kosigi after coming back so he didn’t pose a hazard to others, and they’d have a lot of radiation they’d have to clean up from the ship that went there. Dellin would handle ship decontamination, he already had a dock ready for it, but the Medical Service would be the ones to handle decontamination and post-visit physicals for everyone who went to make sure they were healthy.  Visiting a place like Kimdori Prime was not as simple as jumping over, having tea, and jumping back.  The deadly radiation in the system required extensive preparations before the trip and procedures to follow afterward.


He visited with Justin again for about an hour, then he headed home.  The kids were all engaged in other activities, and he had a meeting of the Confederate Council in about an hour anyway, so he gritted his teeth and worked through his inbox in the time he had, mainly just picking through the 109 items sitting there waiting for him for the interesting ones.   Two of the interesting ones he went through, both from Red Horn Construction, and both concerned his life personally.  The first was the confirmation that the renovation of his house would begin literally the minute he got on the corvette to head to Kosigi for his trip to Kimdori Prime.  They promised they could get it done in five days, so he would leave the house as it was and come back to his larger three story house, which would add 4 bedrooms to accommodate his current and future children.  They would take off the roof, build a third floor, move his office, his bedroom, and Rann and Shya’s bedrooms to the third floor, then renovate the second floor.

The second annoyed Dahnai a little bit, but that was her problem.  With her getting her new private island retreat on Karis, Jason decided that her house on the strip was just too prime of real estate to sit virtually unused.  Red Horn was going to pick up the entire house and move it to the island as a “pool house” of sorts, seating it on a new foundation, and the land up by the edge of the fence would be repurposed.  He would offer the land to Aura, since she was going to be the mother of two of his children—more like Aya all but demanded it—to put his children within the strip and inside the protection of the fence.  Aura didn’t know about it yet, he wanted to surprise her with it, and surprise her with the option to have her new house built to her specifications, so long as it fit on the parcel.  The pool and other amenities they’d built for Dahnai would still be there, but Aura wouldn’t have exclusive rights to some of it.  The huge pool they built for her would be made a communal pool, since not every girl on the strip had a pool, but the large garden behind the house would be Aura’s.  Dahnai was the kind that considered what was hers hers, and thus she was not happy when Jason told her about his intentions.  She seemed to forget that Jason never gave her that house to keep, but had it built for her to use.  The land and the house were still his.

He was about to call Aura when he received an incoming message.  Meya’s lovely face appeared on a holo in front of his desk.  She was sitting in the command chair of a scout ship, probably the Scimitar, leaning back with her legs crossed demurely.  “Hey babe,” she said with a smile.  “We got some news.”


“You have good timing, I was about to call someone else.  What’s up?”


“We’ve finished the initial installation at RG-118-3A,” she told him.  “We’ve got the modular buildings down and the perimeter shield up, and I’ve already gotten back the initial sensor sweeps.”


“And?”


“And this planet is like perfect,” she said seriously.  “Every scan we get back shows the same thing, almost everywhere.  Perfect climate, perfect soil chemical composition, perfect ecosystem, perfect atmospheric composition.  This planet will make Exile look like a fuckin’ barren rock once we get farms going,” she said with a slight smile.  “Is the colonizing convoy still on schedule?”

“Last I heard,” he replied.  “How’s Myra’s side of it going?”


“Slower, since her team has to do more detailed sensor scans of the ore deposits,” she replied.  “She’ll probably have the initial results finished in five or six hours.  But I know she’s got her advance outpost up and running.  She’s probably waiting to check in until she has sensor logs to upload.  Want me to go ahead and check planet two?”


“Yeah, and since Myra’s slow and lazy, she gets to run the orbital sweeps of the outer planets.  You can get planet one after you finish at planet two.”


She grinned.  “Sounds like a plan to me, babe,” she replied.  “How do you want me to handle the sentient race on planet two?”


“Avoid all contact, and that means run your sensor sweeps at night over their territory so they don’t see the sensor dropships,” he replied.  “And put some surveillance on them so we can study them from a distance, mainly for the xeno-sociology department.”


“Can do.  The passives we put on the Rakarri were a big help.”  The Rakarri were the canoid species native to QMC-202-2, which looked vaguely like bipedal coyotes.  They’d observed them from a distance using cameras before sending in a telepath who lifted their language from a lone traveler, and it was Meya herself who had done the initial contact.  She had met with the king of their largest nation, explained a few things to them, then offered to period-quality textiles and raw materials, like smelted iron, for their foodstuffs.  The king had taken almost two weeks to make a decision, and had agreed.  Rakarri vegetables were still being analyzed by the agriculture department to determine the ecological impact they may pose to the ecosystems of other planets, should they start growing wild outside of the farm areas, but the initial reports he’d gotten on them was that they were compatible with all species within the house, and were quite tasty for that matter.

The Rakarri themselves were highly intriguing.  They were very much like the Terrans without being human, for they were creative, resourceful, highly curious, very social, but they weren’t unified.  They were still in their monarch age, for every organized nation on their planet was a monarchy, and there were some wars on their planet between kings that didn’t like each other.  But their culture and their history and their science demonstrated that they were extremely intelligent.  For one, Dahnai had been right that their arrival had been noticed by several hundred Rakarri astronomers who had telescopes powerful enough to see the Merrane ships in orbit around planet 3.  And many of them had correctly discerned that those ships were not natural, that they were built, that there was someone out there with such technological sophistication that they had built iron boats capable of moving through space.  They knew what space was, for that matter, and they had highly advanced mathematicians and physical scientists, clustered primarily in the largest kingdom on their planet.  Their society was just at the beginning of its industrial age, they were like Terra in the 1820’s, but they also had scientists that were conducting research into atomic theory.  Their physicists were closer to the Terran science of the 1930’s, they just hadn’t made the same technological advances that the Terrans had.

The Rakarri were a race that Jason would like to see in the house, but he would adhere to the same rules he’d set for Dahnai.  He would leave them alone to develop on their own without interference, despite how much their natural intelligence would be an asset to the house.

“Get it done, hon,” Jason told her.  “Just hold up at RG-118 after you and Myra finish until we have new orders for you.”


“No problem, I’ll check out RG-119 and RG-120 while we’re here, do some sweeps.”


“Long as you don’t wander too far, that’s fine,” he told her.


“What’s the ETA on getting a Stargate over here?”


“Soon as we get two built, that system has priority,” he replied.  “Maybe a month or so.  Until then, the advance force will just have to tough it out on planet.”


“That’s why we pack party buildings,” she grinned.  “And we make sure we have enough hunky scientists to keep us happy til we can get back home.”


“Think with the big brain, Meya,” he chided, which made her laugh.


“Don’t talk to me about thinking with the big brain, you whore you,” she retorted.  “I heard you got another girl pregnant.  Grats, by the way.”


“Thank you, and we weren’t exactly trying,” he replied.


“So, what does that make it, fifty kids?”


“Oh ha, ha, ha,” he drawled, which made her grin.  “And where is your contribution to the house, Meya?”


“I’m too busy to raise a brat,” she replied lightly.  “And that’s what the kids on the strip are, a bunch of brats.”

“You are a brat,” Jason accused.


“But I’m an entertaining brat,” she replied with a wink.  “Now to avoid you trying to get me pregnant, I’ll go get things moving.”


“You’d spread your legs in a heartbeat, you hussy.”


“For you, anytime,” she said as she blew him a kiss, then her hologram vanished.


Jason had to chuckle a bit, then he went back to his report.


The meeting of the council was actually fairly important, so Jason paid much more attention than usual.  Everyone was in attendance as Lorna went over the military deployment that would happen tomorrow, when the Confederation would conquer the Imxi.  Shakizarr and Kreel just listened, since they had no real part of it—they hadn’t fought the Imxi, they had no real claim on any of their systems—as Lorna laid out a detailed plan of sweeping through the Imxi empire in one fell swoop, conquering the entire empire in a single day due to the fact that the Imxi’s military had been decimated by the attack on Karis and they had no real means of fending off the Confederation. Gaining actual control of the planets would take weeks, months, but the initial military takeover would only take a single day.  The KMS and the Kimdori wouldn’t be participating in the attack, but they’d have ships at PR-371, mainly early staging for the attack on the nebula stronghold of the Consortium.


“We should finish the military operation in 27 hours maximum,” Lorna told them as the holo map of the Imxi systems showed how it would look when they were done.  “The ships will jump from PR-371 on a schedule that will make all of them arrive at their destination systems at the same time, so we can carry out the initial attack to clear out their space-based defenses.  The primary focus of the operation will be the Imxi’s capitol, to capture their king alive and use mindbenders to dominate him, and force him to order an unconditional surrender.  However, in case the Imxi try to continue to resist, we will destroy all space-based defenses around every system and have sufficient ground forces with each fleet to take the inhabited planets if it becomes needful.  After that, each member empire takes over for ground occupation and assimilation of the local resources and population into their respective empires.  Interdiction won’t be in place due to the need to utilize Imxi ships and shuttles for their local population, but it won’t really be necessary in the short term.”


“An efficient deployment,” Grran’s vocoder intoned, his fingers dancing in front of him.  “What of the nebula attack?  Is that operation on schedule?”

“At this time, Field Marshall, yes,” she nodded.  “The ships the Verutan and Grimja empires have devoted to the operation are en route by normal hyperspace.  Since the operation won’t begin until our fleets are sufficiently repaired, they have time to reach the Entry Station by standard hyperspace.”


“They’re jumping in short busts so they can come out of hyperspace every 51 standard hours and receive communications, in case those orders change,” Shakizarr relayed.  “If there’s a need for Karinne or Kimdori ships to go out and tow them to Terra in real time, they can hold position and wait for them to arrive.  If not, they should start arriving in 18 days.”

“We’re doing the same thing, but on a 46 hour rotation,” Kreel added, leaning on his elbow on his desk in Grimjaka.  “Our fleet should start arriving at Terra in 21 days.”

“We’re basing our deployment schedule on those fleet movements.  By then, we should have enough Confederate warships back in service for the operation against the Consortium,” Lorna finished.  “After the Consortium presence in our galaxy is wiped out, we can begin preparing for the Syndicate.”


“That’s when things get interesting,” Dahnai mused.  She was wearing something almost scandalous for sitting in on the council, wearing only a dressing robe that was so loosely belted in front that most of her breasts were falling out of it.  Jason checked the time and saw that it was 27:50 in Dracora, so for her this was a very late-night meeting.  But she’d gotten more familiar with her fellow rulers, enough for her to feel comfortable wearing something like that in a council meeting.  After all, she’d paraded around topless in front of them on Jason’s deck at the end of the summit, so wearing a cleavage-revealing robe wasn’t much of stretch.  “Is everything on schedule in Kosigi?”

“Yes, your Majesty,” Lorna replied.  “Admiral Dellin has already met the increased production schedules.  When the new docks and workers arrive, they’ll immediately go to work.”


Zaa looked to the side, and a Kimdori’s arm reached into the hologram and gave her a handpanel.  She perused it, then one of her furry brows rose.  “I have some news to pass along,” she said.  “My children on Prakarika just sent word back that the King and Queen have decided to petition the Confederation for entry.”


“Sooner than anticipated,” Magran mused.  “Any word from the Haumda?”


“None as of yet.   High Archon Gau will thoroughly consider the matter before moving, Speaker.  That is the way of the Haumda.”


“And it can be a good one some times,” Shakizarr said candidly.  “Though it works against them at other times.  They are often slow to react to events that move quickly.”


“Well, we’d better consider the addition of the Prakarikai,” Dahnai said, a little sourly.


“We don’t have to like them to need them, Empress,” Magran said sagely.  “And we will need them as much as they need us.”


“I dunno, I kinda like how Queen Anavan goes ballistic every time I tell a joke during our meetings,” Kreel said with a malicious smile.  “But King Anivor is kinda cool.  I actually sorta like the little poppinjay.  I’ve actually seen him smile once or twice.”


“Smiling is overrated,” Assaba said with a sober look, which caused Jason and Dahnai to splutter out a laugh.  Assaba did have a sense of humor, but it was very subtle.


“What about the other empires in those sectors, Denmother?  Any word?” Vizzie asked.


“All are actively considering,” she replied.  “And all are leaning towards it, as per my last reports from my children.  But no decisions have yet been made.”


“We should extend invitations to their rulers to sit in on council meetings,” Vizzie offered.  “Even if they don’t join, they do need to know what’s going on. We should continue what we started with the summit.”

“Some of it, yes, I agree,” Magran nodded.  “But they should not be privy to military or classified financial information that moves through this council.”


“That goes without saying,” Vizzie said.


They discussed the idea of it a while, but then the council meeting ended, and Jason lingered in his office, looking out over the beach.  Tim and Symone were home from work, lounging down on the beach, and Rann was with them, talking to Tim over something from the looks of it.  Shya and Danelle were with Myleena in the surf zone, playing in the water, and Aran was out with Maya and Vell.  He pondered going down there for a moment, but he had things to do now, and among them was call Aura.  He turned back to his desk and was about to call her again, but once again, he was interrupted.  The lovely green face of Ensign Mikano Strongblade appeared as a hologram over his desk, and he saw almost immediately that she was sitting at one of the comm stations in the command center.  In fact, she was in Shey’s usual seat.  “Mikano, what are you doing in the command center?”

“They’re rotating us through the ground posts while our ships are under repair, your Grace,” she said, blushing a tiny bit.  “We had orders to contact you when there was important news.”


“Well?”


She flushed again.  “There was an incident on Exile.  A large band of natives attacked a robotic planter unit tilling new farmland.”


Jason snapped a glance up.  “Any injuries?”


“Just a few minor injuries among the natives from the planter itself,” she replied.  “Governor Kovann is going to attempt contact with the natives to negotiate a peaceful solution.”

“That’s what I told him to do,” Jason grunted, leaning back.  What could have motivated the Gruug to attack the fence?  Thus far, the mainland Gruug hadn’t really even had any contact with their operations, since they stayed on the coast and their farming operations were inland.  He had the planetary observation system bring up a time-elapse graphic of Gruug movement over the last year, and he saw in that animation that they were moving both north and inland at a steady pace.  The Gruug weren’t a nomadic species normally, when they found a good place to live they put down roots, but two very large tribes of Gruug had been on the move for several months, settling in an area just for a couple of weeks and then moving on.


He very nearly called Kovann to see what was going on, but he took a breath and leaned back in his chair, as Mikano looked on quietly.  No.  He’d told Kovann what to do, and he had to trust that he’d get it done.  He couldn’t micro-manage absolutely everything, it was why he had so much work as it was.


“Alright, thanks, Mikano,” he said.  “I’ll keep an eye on things from here and we’ll see what happens.  Was there anything else?”


“No, your Grace,” she replied.


“Alright.  Have a good evening.”


“You too, your Grace,” she said, then her hologram winked out.


Though he wasn’t going to get involved, he did put a holo of the area up to the side of his desk, showing a Stick flying out to pick up the planter. It had a few scratches on its paint, but no real damage.  The Gruug had attacked it with stone clubs, and the injuries they sustained were probably from falling off after trying to climb it.  The unit was programmed to stop operation and shut itself off if anyone got too close to it, to prevent injury, and it had done its job.

He blew out his breath and moved to call Aura again, and this time nobody interrupted him.  She was at home, appearing without wearing a shirt or bra, her lovely breasts exposed as she dried her hair.  “Hello, Jason,” she smiled.


“Hey hon,” he replied.  “Nice shirt.”


She laughed.  “I knew it was you calling, so why get dressed?” she winked.  “What’s going on?  Are you calling for a date?  I thought you were going out tonight with Zora.”


“I still am, sort of, but I still needed to talk to you,” he replied.  “How would you like to move onto the strip?”


“Me?  On the strip?” she asked, a slightly surprised look on her face.  “How?”

“Dahnai’s getting her private island, so I’m taking her house on the strip,” he replied.  “She doesn’t need both.”

She laughed.  “She’s going to smack you.”


“She’s already made a couple of snide comments,” he drawled, which made her grin.  “I’m letting her keep the house itself, but the Makati are going to move it to her island and build a new house on the foundation.  And hon, I’d like that house to be your house, if you want it.”


“What a silly thing to say!  Of course I’ll move there!” she replied immediately.  “I’ll miss this house, but this is a chance to live right on the beach.  Being just a few doors down from you, well, I guess that’s a benefit,” she said playfully, which made him laugh.


“You just saved yourself a personal visit from Aya.  She’s the one that wants you here, so she can keep my children all under her eye.”


“I’m not surprised, and I’m not complaining,” she smiled.


“Alright, I’ll send you a vidlink number for Red Horn.  You talk to them about the house you want built, just remember that it has to fit on the original foundation,” he chuckled.


“That’s far too big for me, even with our children coming,” she said with a cluck of her tongue.  “I’m not quite so extravagant.”


“Which is just another reason why I like you so much,” he told her.


She gave him a sweet smile.  “Alright, Jason dear.  Let me get dressed, and I’ll call Red Horn. Perhaps they can simply move this house to the strip,” she mused, looking around.  “I am quite fond of this house.”

“Or they could build an exact duplicate,” Jason offered.


That taken care of, Jason decided to work through some of the reports he’d put off, then gave up after a couple of hours, when Jyslin came home.  She sent her greeting as she always did when she was in range, some couple of minutes before her corvette landed off the beach, then she went straight up to the room as she told him about how the day’s work went with the team.  She ambled into his office a moment later wearing a Paladins tee shirt and a baseball cap of all things with the Paladins crest embroidered upon it, and nothing else.

“Rowr,” Jason called, which made her grin impishly.


I was halfway into getting ready to take a shower and realized it’s too lonely in there, she sent, holding her hands out to him.


Since when can I say no to the loveliest woman on Karis?


You’d better not say no, buster, she winked.


So, Jason was pulled away from work and was actually pampered a tiny bit.  He sat on the stool in the shower area as Jyslin stood behind him washing his hair, and she continued telling him about practice, how their coaches were discussing which free agents to pursue with the front office staff, and how they had all settled in.  They’d passed Miaari’s screening with flying colors, and the team members currently on the roster had passed Miaari’s alternate screening.  They were handling the players a little differently, since they were more or less temporary.  They weren’t receiving the same scrutiny as people who joined the house, but Miaari was also going to keep all of the players under heavy surveillance while they lived on the planet.  If any of them were somehow convinced to try to steal Karinne technology, the Kimdori watching them would know.  Six of the players had already moved into the luxurious apartments Jason had arranged for them, but they wouldn’t be allowed to buy or be assigned a house.  They lived where the house told them to live, but they had little reason to complain, since they were getting ultra-luxury penthouse style apartments and they were rent-free.  The rest of the players already on the roster were scheduled to arrive over the next ten days, to move into their seasonal apartments.


They should have the practice facility done before pre-season training camp, Jyslin told him as she rinsed his hair then massaged his shoulders.  We should have everything ready.

So, how many free agents were you talking about going after?


Several, she replied.  There’s some good talent available this year.  We’re going to focus on our defensive positions, since that was our weakest showing last season.  Uera Miyalle is on the market, she’s one of the best center defenders in the game.  And I think we can lure her away from the Menos Predators, rumor is she’s not happy with the coaching staff there.


Center…that’s the one that controls the robotic goalie, right?


One of them, yes, love, she replied.  There are two center defenders and two flanking defenders.  The center position is split between strong-side and weak-side center defenders, with the strong-side defender being the one that controls the goalie drone.  And outside of them, you have the left flanking defender and right flanking defender.  Uera’s not as good with the drone as most center defenders, so she usually plays weak-side center.  You have seven other players, and it’s up to the coach how they deploy.  The most common configuration is three midfielders and four forwards, she continued.

I know all that, he protested.  I just don’t know all the technical crap.

She laughed and leaned over, looking down at him impishly.  I’ll make a fan out of you yet, love, she told him.


I like bachi well enough, I just don’t study it, he told her.


You mean you like watching the women bouncing around in their haltars.


Well, that is a major selling point for the sport, he replied shamelessly, which made her laugh.


I’m sure they’d be very flattered that you and many other Terran men like watching their tits and asses more than what they’re doing, she grinned.

It’s eye candy, he sent expansively, leaning back against her belly and looking up at her.  Much like this view I’m getting is pure eye candy.

She laughed.  My, we’re getting a little frisky.  Too bad you’re going to Zora’s tonight.


That may not go much of anywhere.  She’s probably out getting drunk right now with some of the girls.

After Jason explained what was going on, Jyslin sighed and leaned down and put her arms around him from behind.  I guess I’m not too surprised, she sent somberly.  And it’ll be a good thing that you’ll be there waiting for her when she comes home.  That’ll make her feel wanted.


Until then, it’s just personal time with Sora, so it’s win-win, Jason added.


That personal time started right after dinner.  Jason took Sora back to her house and they spent most of the evening together, personal time with her that he did his best to mirror with all of his children.  Rann was lucky that he lived with his father, but his other children got something of the short shrift in that regard.  But he did his best to spend quality personal time with each of his children as much as he could.  That personal time also went to their mothers, keeping his relationships with the mothers of his children strong.  He couldn’t deny that he enjoyed sleeping with them—all of them but Maya—but it wasn’t so much about the sex.  That was just something of a bonus.  It was about keeping his friendships with the girls healthy and strong, and since they were Faey girls, they expected a little more out of him than a Terran girl would.

Not all of the girls had the same needs, however.  His friendship with Maya was purely platonic, neither of them had the particularly urge or need to take it any further, where Yana was still working through the crush she’d developed for him more or less since the day they came to Karis.  Ilia and Zora liked a good romp in the bedroom, but they weren’t all that pushy about it.  Jyslin and Symone were very understanding about it, but they didn’t have too much to complain about.  Out of every ten days, Jason maybe spent three at someone else’s house, not counting nights spent in the pool house with Aura, and also spent quite a few afternoons with his children one on one to give them personal attention.  Jyslin didn’t mind, because those days he was sleeping over, she was either over at Tim and Symone’s, or she was doing a little of her own oat-sowing.  Jyslin enjoyed a little extra-marital action as much as Jason did, and she did so with his blessing.  After all, she let him sleep around, and he both wasn’t a hypocrite and also completely trusted Jyslin the way she trusted him.  She was just very discreet about it, unlike Symone.  She dallied with her boyfriends away from the strip in clandestine meetings usually during the day, or on evenings when Jason was sleeping over at another house, which was what excited Jyslin.  Evenings were devoted to husband and family, but in the daytime and when Jason was otherwise engaged, that was when the naughty Jyslin came out to play.  Symone was even bandier than Jyslin, and Tim, that slut, he egged her on.  It turned him on that his wife was so wanton, as much as it turned her on that Tim was such a little manwhore.

Tim had definitely embraced the Faey lifestyle.


Zora didn’t come back until nearly midnight, long after Sora went to bed, staggering through the door with her shirt missing and a dark stain of some sort on the left hip of her slacks.  Jason regarded her with a little surprise as he used the time waiting up for her to work through more reports.  She had dark smudges on her bare breasts, as if she’d fallen into some dirt somewhere.  And there was little doubt she’d fell down, because she was completely smashed.  “Hi—hi—hiiiii,” she slurred as she staggered into the living room.  Jason rushed over and caught her before she fell down, leaning heavily against him and looking up at him with glazed eyes as he put his arm around her to hold her up.  “Wha—wha’ you doing in the bar, Jayce?”


“Bringing drunk little bad girls home so they can sleep it off,” he chuckled.  “What happened to your blouse?”


“Wha’ blouse?  Wha’, I’m naked?  Coooool,” she slurred.  “Wanna—wanna go back in the bedroom and make me squeal like a chabi?” 

“As drunk as you are, hon, I think you’d throw up if I did that,” he chuckled.  “And you certainly take orders well,” he added as he half-carried her towards the bedroom.
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The Imxi knew what was coming, but there was simply nothing they could do about it.

Jason didn’t particularly need to be in the military command center for this, but he did at least want to observe the initial movements.  The Karinnes weren’t involved in the attacks in any way, they weren’t even towing ships, but what happened there did involve them in that the Imxi would soon be a part of the Confederation…just as a conquered empire chopped up into pieces by the conquering force.  Every original member of the Confederation would have Imxi in it after today.

Myri had a big hologram up of the entire Imxi empire, showing the location of inbound Confederation ships, moving through hyperspace and staggered so they’d all drop out and into their target systems within 10 seconds of each other.  The others had more or less browbeaten Jason into allowing Karinne tugs to tow the ships so they could jump in real time, which was the extent of Karinne involvement in the operation.  But that also limited the number of ships that could participate in the attack to the number of ships Jason had available that could tow large warships in real time through hyperspace, and also predicated having the ships jump in a great distance from the planets so his tugs could jump back out without coming under fire.  Even that almost seemed too much, a violation of his oaths, but if the Imxi saw them coming via regular hyperspace, they might stiffen their defenses even more and cost even more both Confederate and Imxi lives.  In the interests of making it as gentle as possible, Jason had reluctantly agreed to help get the ships there, and that was it.  He had 130 tugs available to tow that many ships to the 27 systems of the Imxi empire, which were all located in a very tightly packed area of stars only 47 light years in diameter at its widest point, which was an elliptical area.  The area was an astronomical phenomenon known as a star cluster, where a group of stars were very close to one another, and it was fairly common.  But, the number of stars in the Imxi cluster did make it a little unusual.

The Imxi stood no chance.  None.  They’d lost their entire fleet in the attack on Karis, so all they had were space stations, orbital weapon platforms, and whatever ships they could scrape up.  Every Imxi system showed the same thing, their military scrambling to get as many defenses in place as possible, able-bodied civilians being drafted into defense militias to repel the inevitable ground attacks they knew were coming.  But they had no chance, because the Confederation was testing out their strategy against the Benga in this attack.  Faey Imperial Marines were interspersed into every Confederate infantry unit, telepaths there to subdue the Imxi, and those Faey would utterly destroy any attempt to repel the surface invasions.  A single Imperial Marine could take out a hundred unprotected enemy soldiers with her talent, and do it from a position of complete safety.  She only had to be within a couple hundred shakra of her targets.

Myri, Juma, Sioa, and Navii were clustered around the main display console along with Jason and Cybi hovering beside him in her full holographic image complete with legs, them in their armor, Cybi her usual featurelessly nude self, and Jason wearing a brand new Karsa Paladins tee shirt that Jyslin gave him that morning, as the rest of the command staff bustled about all around them.  Mikano was back in the command center today, seated with the other comm officers at their stations, an Urumi ensign was receiving training at one of the other consoles, and two Makati hurried across the open area with a Beryan, the three of them with engineering stripes on their armor.  Jason rather liked seeing more and more integration into the house, as more races started taking positions in jobs that were more or less all Faey and Terrans.  And as more and more new house members got through basic military training, that was exactly what they’d be seeing.  Their most recent class held every single race where they had recruitment centers, a true melting pot of every race represented in the Confederation, including a mated pair of Zagya, three Verutans, and two Grimja.

“It should start in about four minutes,” Sioa said, looking at the graphic at the edge of the hologram showing the 27 different squadrons being anchored to Karinne tugs and preparing to jump.  “We’ll see how well those combined fleets operate without KMS ships there,” she added.

“They should be alright,” Juma replied.  “The KMS ships usually serve as the flagships for the theater commander.  Any other ship can fill that role.”


“There’s a psychological component to that, Juma,” Navii said in her reedy voice.  “When the other ships in the formation see that KMS battleship or heavy cruiser, they know it is the anchor of the formation.  It provides a sense of continuity when one is in a formation where most every other ship has a different design and is manned by another empire.  They know their command vessel is rugged and powerful, that their theater commander will be there to give orders during combat, and it provides morale throughout the fleet.”


“That is a very curious observation, Navii,” Cybi mused.

“True, but I sill don’t think that it should cause much trouble,” Juma persisted.  “Especially since the Naval forces will run into very little resistance.  If the plan fails, it’s the ground forces that are going to be doing most of the fighting.”


“If they have to fight at all,” Navii said sagely, studying the hologram between them.  “I think the Imxi might surrender once it’s clear that they have no chance, even if they initially disobey their king.  It will depend on how forcefully the Confederate forces make that point.”


“We can only hope, Navii,” Jason grunted as he brought up a camera from a Kimdori spy probe in the Imxi’s capitol system, PR-66, locally known as Imxa.  The Imxi had put together a crisis fleet of about 30 ships, looking to be decommissioned warships and ships that had been undergoing repairs or refits, clustered around a fairly large space station.  That was the largest fleet the Imxi had in any one system, some had no ships at all, just planetary defenses.  He could almost feel sorry for them…almost.  They’d put themselves into this, it was their lust for power that made them ally with the Consortium, and now they had to suffer the consequences of those actions.  When one went to war, one had to understand that losing could happen.  Those thirty ships would find themselves facing down 41 Confederate ships, all of which were bigger, faster, and much more powerful, with a mix of ships from every empire that would serve certain roles.  Each fleet would have the Faey ships in the vanguard to defeat the initial missile attack using their shockwave generators, backed up by large tanky Urumi and Skaa warships.  Alliance, Colonial, and Shio ships would flank any defending positions using their speed, and then the ships would deploy their ground attack dropships and support ships once all space-based resistance was neutralized, knocking out ground-based defenses and clearing the path for the ground invasion in case their plan failed.  While it was a Confederate effort in space, only the empire that intended to occupy the planet would invade with ground forces, but they would also have Faey Imperial Marines with them to help subdue the Imxi ground forces with a minimum of bloodshed and collateral damage.


They watched the camera feed as it began.  The Confederate warships dropped out of hyperspace about 40,000 kathra from the planet and immediately deployed, all ships raising their shields and the six Faey battle cruisers taking the lead with the other ships directly behind them, to force any incoming missile attacks to focus on the Faey ships.  They accelerated as they came in, and when they crossed an invisible line, the Imxi ships and station launched a large salvo of missiles…probably when the Confederate ships came into the missiles’ tracking range.  Behind the missiles, a large swarm of Imxi fighters also deployed, chasing after the missiles.  Alliance ships fired their defensive missiles as Confederate fighters launched by stayed behind the warships for their own protection, missiles that would shoot down missiles, which curled around the Faey ships and hurtled forward on their gravometric drives.  Another view popped on as a second spy probe activated, showing a hellstorm of explosions between the two fleets as the missiles met, which only about 200 missiles fired by the Imxi survived to go on towards the fleet.  Those missiles were torn apart when the Faey ships bloomed in red distortion, as their Torsion shockwave generators activated.  As the six Faey battle cruisers came through the smoke and fire of the missile explosions, their shimmering red fields winked out, and that heralded the advancing of the fighters.  Instead of racing off after the Imxi, they instead took a defensive position in front of the advancing ships, capable of dropping back in case more missiles were fired, baiting the Imxi fighters to come into the range of the Faey shockwave generator fields.

“I have control of the three spy probes in local space if you wish to change the view,” Cybi told them as the Imxi fighters surged ahead.  The Faey battle cruisers launched a volley of plasma torpedoes, a common Faey tactic.  Those torpedoes would explode just before reaching the fighters, trying to break up their formations and destroy some of them before they got within range.  They did just that, erupting into brilliant blasts of detonating plasma, generating that telltale plasma storm, an expanding field of intense heat and high-energy plasma that would wreak havoc on any system sensitive to ionization.  Several dozen Imxi fighters literally had nowhere to go and were engulfed by the hellish orange-red field, and they didn’t come out the other side.  The Confederate fighters pulled back to defend the ships behind the six battle cruisers as the Imxi approached, and the Imxi must have gotten enough intelligence from the Consortium to know not to directly attack the Faey ships, that their shockwave generators had far more range than they demonstrated.  The problem for them was, they had to go around the Faey cruisers to get to the other ships, and those cruisers were armed with weaponry that could track a small, fast-moving fighter.  Imxi fighters exploded by the windrows the instant they came into range of the Faey cruisers and their Torsion weapons, which had more range than the Torsion weapons on the Imxi fighters, and then more and more vanished in a fiery blaze when the ships behind the Faey ships gained line of sight on the fighters.  After the initial blitz, the Confederate fighters lanced ahead, Raptors, Warhawks, Un’Dara and Krissha fighters engaging the Imxi fighters just as they were scattered by the defensive blitz of fire, attacking at the perfect time to deal maximum damage.  The Confederate fighters pushed the Imxi fighters away from the fleet as it advanced on the Imxi warships, who remained in a defensive formation around the space station, pulling the Confederate ships into range of its weapons.  They’d planned for that, for the Confederate fleet began to slow as it approached, then once they were at the optimum distance, the fleet unfurled from behind the Faey cruisers like a fan opening.  The Confederation knew exactly what the range of the Imxi ships had for their weapons, so they pulled up just out of range and opened fire with their longer-reaching weapons. Plasma torpedoes, missiles, MPACs, Skaa ion and hot plasma, Colonial iso-neutron, Shio ion and neutron, and Urumi neutron and plasma weaponry, which tore into the Imxi ships just as the station launched another salvo of missiles, saving them for when the Confederation got closer most likely.  They were a different type of missile, Jason saw, probably with a shorter effective range.  Six Imxi ships were blasted into pieces by the barrage, and the rest of the ships had no choice but to race ahead to at least get into range so they could fire back, leaving the station behind.  The Faey ships stopped firing and raised their shockwave generators, but the other ships relied on their shields, explosions from the missiles blooming along their surfaces.  But Imxi weapon technology wasn’t as advanced without Consortium Torsion weapons, so no ship in the formation had its shields brought down by the barrage.

Jason leaned on his hands on the console and watched as the Confederation systematically eradicated the defending Imxi ships in about 14 minutes of battle.  The Imxi’s ships had no real chance even with their Torsion weapons, slower than the Confederate ships, with inferior shields but fairly decent armor, and the surprise tactic of pulling up and firing on them outside their range had fatally surprised the Imxi commanders.  Jason watched with sober eyes as the Confederation basically wiped out the Imxi defense, fighters destroying the Imxi fighters and then joining in what was a turkey shoot, then they destroyed the weapons on the station with controlled fire, beating the station defenseless without doing any major structural damage.  Once the station was defenseless, ten Faey troop dropships launched from the ships and crossed over with fighter escort, attaching to the hull on top of the station.  Those were ship to ship troop dropships, equipped with a belly hatch they’d use to either blow open a hatch on the hull or cut their way through with heavy-duty annealers, then board the station and take it from within, a tried and true Faey tactic when dealing with opponents vulnerable to their talent.  As they did that, Jason heard the Faey ship broadcast on all Imxi frequencies, demanding that the Imxi surrender.

They weren’t going to, however.  As marines fought their way into the space station, a large invasion force of Faey dropships launched from the cruisers and descended towards the capitol city behind low-orbit support craft, corvettes and frigates, which began bombardment of ground positions utilizing hot plasma weaponry, destroying ground batteries that could fire on the troop transports as they descended to their landing zone.  Imxa was Dahnai’s prize, the system she bargained hardest to procure, and she had a very good reason…the King of the Imxi.  Other systems had better resources, but Dahnai wanted the enemy’s capitol because it would put the King under her control, and that gave her the ability to take the rest of the planet without having to fight for every tikra of it, as well as giving the Confederation a means to take the rest of their empire without a long and protracted siege

Jason checked the other systems, and saw that in the time it took the Confederation to defeat the Imxi defense around Imxa, most of the other fleets already had boots on the ground, assembled at landing zones and preparing to invade should their plan fail, and in several cases, had accepted formal Imxi surrender.  Some of the planets saw the inevitability of it and capitulated on their own, mainly those on the edges of Imxi territory who had been starved of supplies since Maggie had shut down all commerce in Imxi space. Several systems surrendered almost immediately upon losing their orbital defenses…and Jason couldn’t blame them.  A planet was virtually helpless when some 20 or 30 ships orbited it from above, who could then simply bombard the planet to rubble.  A single Skaa antimatter bomb could annihilate a city the size of Karsa, turn it into a smoking crater, and 30 ships could launch a few thousand of those kinds of bombs.


As they watched, all resistance to the Confederation more or less ceased everywhere but Imxa, where the Imxi were stubbornly trying to defend their ruler’s palace.  They were a dictatorship, much like many other governments in the sector cluster, but their dictator was a popular one, who had the loyalty of his people, and they demonstrated it by fighting as valiantly as they could against slender Faey soldiers who withered their numbers without firing a single shot.  Absolute chaos reigned in their capitol city as Faey soldiers advanced behind a chaotic mob of dominated Imxi soldiers, who the Faey used as both weapons and shields, having them attack other Imxi soldiers as they marched right through the very large and very impressive capitol city of the Imxi.  It was yet another stark, almost frightening demonstration of just how powerful the Faey were in the scope of things, that their greatest weapon was not their technology or their weapons, it was them, it was their talent, and the fact that there was no defense against a telepath except another telepath unless the opponent was one of the very rare species of sentient beings who were naturally resistant to Faey telepathy, such as the Kizzik, the Kimdori, or the Consortium’s insectoids who were literally created to battle the Benga telepaths.  Those were the only known species in the galaxy that the Faey could not affect with their telepathy.

Jason was fairly sure that Kreel and Shakizarr were watching the same feed he was watching at that moment and silently thanking their gods that they were allied with the Faey in that moment, as the Imperial Marines conquered the capitol of the Imxi empire basically without firing a single shot from their own weapons. They showed the entire galaxy why the Faey were probably the most dangerous species there was, because of their talent and because of their natural aggression, who were only held in check because they were too busy fighting each other.  But when unified against an outside force, they showed the galaxy just how dangerous they could be.

The Imxi were defenseless.  Without telepaths of their own, they were swept aside like chaff all the way to the palace, and moments later, the telepathically dominated King of the Imxi marched out of his palace and declared in a strong voice that the entirety of the Imxi Empire had surrendered unconditionally to the Confederation of Allied Empires.  He surrendered his ceremonial sceptre to the Marine Colonel commanding the forces that had taken his palace, then ordered all Imxi forces throughout the empire to stop fighting and lay down their arms.

And just like that, the Imxi Empire was no more.


And while he hated the part he had played in the destruction of an entire society—and it would be destroyed, since the Imxi were now a scattered people throughout eight separate empires—he knew that it had to be done. The Imxi were a threat, an undeniable threat, and it was best for everyone in the PR, PS, and PQ sectors that their aggression was neutralized by the ironclad treaties the Karinnes forced upon the others for the opportunity to claim parts of the Imxi empire for their own.  By giving the others the Imxi, it would create a lasting peace through that part of the galaxy. The Imxi were the sacrificial lambs upon the altar of peace.  Besides, they did have it coming.  They attacked the Confederation, and in that attack, they opened themselves to counterattack.


Jason grunted out a sigh and Cybi looked over at him, then placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.  “That’s that,” he said grimly.  “The Imxi will probably obey their king.  I wonder what Dahnai will do with him.”


“It’s not our concern,” Myri said gruffly.  “But if she’s smart, she’ll keep him on his throne as a puppet.  The Imxi will obey their king much quicker than they’ll obey us.  As long as she keeps a mindbender in the palace, she’ll have absolute control over the Imperium’s cut of the Imxi empire by controlling the one Imxi that the others will obey.”


“And maybe even control over the systems held by the other members,” Navii said with a dark smile.  “I foresee a little chicanery on the horizon when it comes to the Imxi. Dahnai is not above using her grip on the king to try to steal little pieces away from the others.”


“Yila probably already has her hands in that koba pod,” Juma chuckled.


“Lorna budgeted 27 hours for something that barely took two,” Jason noted.


“That was in case the Imxi didn’t obey their king,” Myri reminded him.  “But it looks like they are.  I’m seeing reports from every Imxi planet that the ground forces are surrendering.  Now comes the reorganization.”


“And there they go,” Juma said lightly as large swarms of ships from the Confederation jumped out, holding logistical and supply ships, again towed by Karinne ships.  This time warships were also towing, since the military operation was over, which allowed Karinne ships to enter Imxi territory…which was now technically Confederate territory.  They were bringing in the supplies and materials and civilians that would occupy the systems and reorganize the native Imxi under their new respective governments. There were also exploration ships from every empire, including the Verutans and Grimja, who would race out to the unclaimed systems beyond the Imxi to search for systems they would want to claim.


That would almost be a circus, like the great western expansion of America in the mid-1800’s.  Scout ships from competing empires would be racing each other to the most promising systems to see if they wanted to use their claim rights on that particular system, and the Karinnes would not be towing them out there.  That was their own business, so they had to handle it themselves.

But, that would also help keep the peace.  As long as the other empires saw ways to expand and grow without taking territory from another empire, they had no reason to fight one another.

“I’m gonna go back up to my office,” Jason said.  “No doubt today’s council meeting will be long and self-congratulatory.”


Juma chuckled.  “It’ll be alright,” she told him.


Jason started towards his office, but almost unconsciously, he, Shen, and Suri were on the Marine Corvette Honor and were traveling over the northern coast of Karga.  He didn’t feel like sitting in his office, and he was a little more unsettled about the fall of the Imxi than he expected.  He felt a tiny bit of guilt in his own part of it, but he also knew that it had to be done.  And when he was a little unsettled, when he needed to talk to someone honestly, there was one place he knew he could be honest and receive wise counsel.


They landed on the outskirts of the Parri village just at the tail end of a passing shower, the water glistening on the grass and creating a shimmering rainbow effect.  The Parri shaman and her two apprentices padded towards him on all fours, then she rose up and gave him a smile, putting her large paw-like hand on his shoulder.  “It is good to see you again, Jason Karinne,” she said in her husky voice.  “What brings you to our humble village?”

“A social visit, and someone to talk to, honored shaman,” he replied honestly.


“Then please, come join us.  Tea for our guest,” she said in a lilting voice that nevertheless held the edge of command, and her two apprentices turned and loped back towards the village.


“I see a new jaingi on both of them,” Jason observed.


“They are progressing through the ten lessons at an impressive rate,” she said, pride for her students clear in her voice. “Soon they will begin their trials to make sure they can correctly interpret the meaning of the trees.  If they pass, then they will be my apprentices no longer.”  She dropped back to all fours and walked with him as they started for the village.  “And when will you take up your own apprenticeship, Jason Karinne?”


He laughed.  “I’d be a terrible shaman, friend.  Besides, I have other duties.”


“I disagree.  You have the potential to be a good shaman,” she replied.  “You understand the power of love, and do your best to stay within its gentle illumination as you tend the needs of your people.  We see it as a good thing that you are the one that rules this planet.”  She looked back at the guards.  “But things are slightly unseemly.  I would ask for you to bring your heir.  The trees have heard about him from your tree, but would like to take closer measure of him.”


He didn’t hesitate.  “Shen, have them pull Rann out of school and get him over here,” he said.


She nodded and turned to look back to the corvette, passing on the order.


“And what do the trees think about him?”


“There has been a change in him of late that your tree has noticed.”


“That’s not a surprise,” he said, then explained the unusual circumstances involving Shya.


“Ah.  Perhaps you might ask her to come as well?”


“Shen,” he prompted, and she nodded.  “Is this a good change or a bad change?”


“Change simply is, Jason Karinne.  It is how one accepts that change that can make good or ill come of it,” she told him.


“That’s a profound thought,” he mused.


“Actually, it is the simplest of things, it is just your need to complicate it that makes it profound,” she replied, looking over at him with a slight smile.


Jason laughed.  “I do that quite a bit,” he admitted.


Jason sat at the campfire with the shaman, her two apprentices, and his guards, drinking tea as Jason told her about the Imxi, and his own misgivings about his role in it.  “I know I’ve upheld my oaths, but I had to walk a very fine line,” he told her.  “It almost feels as if I’ve violated the trust placed in me by my ancestors.”


“You do what you feel is right for others, not yourself, and that is always a good thing,” she told him after sipping at her oye bark tea.  “But I see little reason for you to be so concerned.  Often, the upholding of an oath at its most strictest interpretation is as necessary as upholding it at its most generous.  Flexibility is not a bad thing in this case, so long as you do not lose sight of the meaning of the oaths you have sworn to uphold.  Stay true to that meaning, and how you interpret them will always be correct, even if that interpretation changes like the leaves through the seasons.”


Jason was silent a moment, then laughed softly.  “Why do I always feel better when I come talk to you, shaman?”


“Because you often need another to validate what you already know in your heart, Jason Karinne, and you have this misguided belief that I am wiser than you,” she added playfully.


“That’s not misguided,” he told her adamantly.


Rann wasn’t as awestruck as he was the last time he came to the village, but Shya certainly was.  She’d never seen a Parri in the flesh before, just what she’d learned in her lessons, and those lessons in no way prepared one for that initial meeting.  She gaped up at the stocky bobcat-looking creature, with her jaingi all over her body.  The shaman leaned down and greeted her with a gentle smile, then put her paw-like hand on the side of Shya’s face.  Rann and Shya joined them at the fire, Shya sniffing suspiciously at her tea, then gulping it down after taking a testing sip…then promptly burning her tongue.  Both of them had had enough lessons in etiquette to sit quietly and listen as Jason and the shaman talked of less important affairs, basically just catching up since the last time he visited.  The shaman liked to keep up to date on the activities on the strip, including the gossip…which never failed to amuse Jason.  She liked to know who the girls were going out with, what shenanigans Kumi was up to this week, and all the trouble the kids had gotten into since the last time she heard from him.  But then the shaman engaged Shya in conversation, and the girl quickly found herself being gently grilled about not just her new life on Karis, but what it meant to her.  The shaman was subtly digging for the truth of the little girl, and Jason knew that she was getting it even if Shya didn’t answer a single question honestly.

After tea, Jason allowed Rann and Shya to take off their armor—much to Shen and Suri’s disapproval, and let them frolic like sprites among the massive oye trees, bare as the day they were born.  Jason and the shaman walked along those huge trunks as the kids played.  “So, Shya,” Jason prompted.


“A complicated little girl,” the shaman answered, looking over and up at him as she walked along on all fours.  “There is a duality within her between all she was taught and all she wants to believe.  Hers is a heart that yearns for a light that she was told will burn her.  You need to take her in hand and teach her the truth of things, Jason Karinne, before her duality causes you problems.”

“If you mean deprogram her little Imperial highness of her conditioning, yes, I’m doing that right now,” he said.


“Do so quickly, before that duality of her taints Rann’s purity,” she warned.  “We notice that you have been teaching him, but perhaps not enough.”


“How do you mean?”


“You are the light of this world, Jason.  What would happen to it if your light was extinguished?” she asked pointedly.  “Rann is not ready to stand in your place if it becomes needful.  Things are too fragile here for that to be permitted to remain.  Without you, all that you have built here will fall to ruin.  A wise man prepares for the storm even when the sky is clear,” she told him seriously.


“I’ve been teaching him, but with all the insanity of the last few months, I haven’t had as much time,” he grunted.  “But you’re right.  With things calming down, I’ll be able to take more time for it.  And perhaps I’ll put Shya in the chair beside him.  Since she has Rann’s ear, teaching her what it means to be the Grand Duke Karinne will only help.  That way she’s not trying to pull him away from the path he needs to walk.”


“Wise,” she nodded.  “Rann Karinne is showing promise, Jason Karinne.  I think he will be a fine ruler when he finally takes his place, so long as you teach him the power of love.  His is a receptive heart, gentle but strong.  He too could be a shaman if he wished to learn the ten lessons.  But as with most cubs, it must be properly shaped and molded for it to reach its full potential.”

“If you find him worthy, then that makes me a whole lot of relieved,” Jason said earnestly.


“I did so before, that opinion didn’t change,” she smiled.  “But the arrival of Shya Karinne does complicate matters.  That is what the trees wished me to address to you.  She must not be allowed to stain Rann Karinne’s heart with the darkness she herself struggles against, Jason Karinne.  It is important.”


“I understand exactly what you mean, shaman,” he nodded.  “And I’m already working on it.”


“Then the matter is as good as settled,” she told him easily.


Jason let the kids play for about another hour, then sent them back to school and got back to reality…and his reality was the endless reports sitting in his inbox and his growing dark fantasy of all the ways he could murder Chirk for filling it every time he turned around.  He put on a brave face and plowed through a good portion of it while he waited for the council meeting, which he felt would be filled with animated back-patting and mutual congratulations about how awesome they were for steamrolling a defenseless opponent, but at least it wasn’t a totally boring time.  Jyslin and Symone came over for lunch, Tim came up from his office, and they had a really nice lunch down in the cafeteria, just spending some time together now that things were slowing down.  He told them about his visit to the Parri, and her warnings about the kids.

Not a surprise, Jyslin noted as she took a bite of her sandwich.  We’ve known since before she got here that we’d have to scour the Imperial part out of her little Highness.


I’m surprised that the Parri would know that after just a couple hours, Symone mused.


The Parri are much more than they seem, hon, Jason told her.  That’s why I get advice from the shaman.  Her advice is always good.


Yeah, but that was some pretty dark advice, telling you to step up Rann’s training in case you die, Tim complained.


It’s not an unreasonable request, Tim-Tim, Jyslin said.  Think about it.  What would happen to the house if Jason died in some accident? They do happen, you know.  We wouldn’t have anyone competent to step up and take over, except maybe Cybi.  But she’d never do that.  Rann does need to be ready if that happens.  He’s the one Cybi has accepted as the next Grand Duke Karinne.  It can’t be anyone else.  Without Jason, the entire house would fall apart.  That was why the Consortium tried to assassinate him, they knew that.

And that’s why Aya’s so fuckin’ anal about keeping me safe, Jason grunted in annoyance.  I’ll be so glad when I can finally go around without armor again.

Not til after we take out the Consortium in the nebula, Jyslin told him.  But there is one thing we should think about.


What?


Rann shouldn’t be the only one getting lessons on how to be a good ruler, she replied.  Technically, any of your kids can take your place, love, and if we’re going to plan for what might happen to you, we’d better plan for what might happen to Rann.  We shouldn’t put everything in one basket.  We’d be in the same boat if something happened to Rann.  We’d have no properly prepared Karinne to take his place.


That…that’s a valid argument.  And besides, the others wouldn’t feel like Rann is more than them more than the already do, Jason agreed.  Alright, so I teach all the older kids what it means to be the Grand Duke, but I focus on Rann since he’ll be the one that does ultimately take my chair.  And I’ll also be teaching Shya.  Since she’s Rann’s wife, she’ll have his ear.  So, I’d better make sure she knows what it means to rule the house of Karinne, so she doesn’t subvert Rann down the wrong path.

I’m sure their jealousy will fade real quick when they find out who much more work Rann has to do, Symone noted with a wicked little tilt to her thought.


Yup, but I think they have a taste of that from Shya.  She’s told them what it’s really like to be an Imperial Princess, and they didn’t think it was quite so awesome once they heard about the dark underbelly of it, Jason noted with an audible chuckle.  But Jyslin, love, you’re right.  We should be preparing all of the first born for what I hope is a duty they never have to take up.


Sounds like a plan.  You bring the whips, I’ll bring the handcuffs, Symone sent lightly, which made Jason laugh.


Those might be necessary once they find out how boring the lessons can be, he told her.


He told Cybi about his decision after he got back to the office, as she sat demurely on the edge of his desk, leaning on her hand as she preferred to do.  [It’s only wise,] she agreed.  [If something disastrous were to happen, it would only behoove us to make sure that the house will continue without you and Rann.  I’ll start having discussions with the others as I often do with Rann.]


[You do that already.]


[Not those discussions, Jason,] she told him.  [And I will start discussing such things with Shya as well.  No doubt that Dahnai will approve that you include Shya in your preparation of Rann for the throne, at least until she finds out that part of that preparation is preventing Dahnai from influencing her daughter,] she noted with some amusement.

[Yeah,] he agreed as Chirk’s mantis-like face appeared on a hologram in front of his desk.  “What is it, Chirk?”


“Yila Trefani just arrived on the east pad and requests audience, revered Hive-leader,” she answered.  “She actually called ahead this time.”

Jason laughed.  “She’s starting to learn,” he said, which made Cybi smile.  “Send her in when she gets here.”


She came into the office a moment later, dressed in formal robes.  She must have just come from attending court.  She swished in and took a seat as Jason and Cybi looked at her, and then Miaari came in behind her and closed the door.  “Miaari,” he said with a nod.


“Good, she’s here,” Miaari said as she walked up and sat on the other edge of the desk.


“What, you called me here, Miaari?” Yila asked.  “I just got a message to come to Karis.”


“I sent it,” she nodded.


“What’s up, Mee?” Jason asked, a bit more seriously.


“Yila has extensive contacts within the Prakarikai empire,” Miaari said.  “We will make use of them.  Denmother sends word that while the Prakarikai intend to petition for entry into the Confederation and stand against the Andromedans, their motives are ulterior to the reason the Confederation exists.  They see it as the opportunity to gain access to the secret technologies held by each of the member empires, then use it to expand their influence through the Grimja sector and beyond.  They have always been dangerous players of the game,” she said seriously.  “We will have to watch them most carefully to ensure that they are kept in check.”

“That’s about what all of them want to do,” Jason snorted.


“But the Prakarikai have the greatest propensity to betray the articles as soon as they feel it is in their best interest to do so,” Miaari warned.  “The ultimate motivation of any Prakarikai is themselves over any others, hopefully while taking others down as they rise up.  They are an extremely selfish race.  While they will stand with us to fight a common enemy out of pure self-preservation, their objective will to be to walk away from the Confederation as the most powerful of the varied members, and as much at the expense of the other empires as they can manage.”


“I do have any number of business contacts within their empire,” Yila noted, tapping her chin.  “Which isn’t easy.  The average Prakarikai considers anyone not a Prakarikai to be only a slightly higher form of life than pond scum.  I don’t see how a race so tiny can have such towering egos,” she drawled, which made Jason chuckle.


“They’re compensating for something,” he quipped.  “We knew they’d be handful if they entered the Confederation.  This just proves it.”


“But it does represent a rare opportunity,” Cybi noted.  “Half the reason the Prakarikai are the way they are is because they shun contact with what they consider to be the lesser races.  Perhaps exposure to those lesser races will change some opinions within their empire.”

“Possible, but I am not quite that optimistic, Cybi,” Miaari said.  “At least the Jun are honest about how they feel and why they feel that way.  With the Prakarikai, you can never be certain.”


“Besides, seeing that the other empires are more than them might just make them that much more spiteful,” Yila added.  “They’ve been intensely jealous of the Imperium for over a thousand years, mainly due to the fact that telepathy is so incredibly rare among their species.”


That was true enough.  They were almost as rare as talented Zagya were, with only some .004% of the Prakarikai exhibiting any form of telepathic or psionic ability.  And nearly all of them were employed by the Prakarikai to deal with the Imperium, to pit telepaths against telepaths.


“With Yila’s help, we can keep them under control,” Miaari said.  “Come with me, Yila.  We have matters to discuss, and Jason has much work to do.”


“Send me a report.  A brief one,” Jason said as Miaari stood up.  “I’m already spending like all my time just going through reports here.  Don’t add to the workload.”


You owe me for this, Jason, Yila sent with a frown at him as Miaari padded past.  Yila didn’t like Kimdori because they gave her the creeps, not because she found their personalities unpleasant, and now she’d have to spend a lot of time closeted up with one.


I’m so glad you think so, he replied, making a shooing motion with his hand.


She put her hands on her hips, then turned around and swept out of the office.  Dinner, with steak and lobster, and Dara and Zach will be there.


Well, if that’s all it takes to buy you off, deal.  But I have to say, you’ve gotten a little too cheap and easy here lately, Yila, Jason replied with a smirking kind of smile at her back.  Sometimes I wonder why the rest of the Siann is so afraid of you. 

Keep digging, Jason, she replied tartly, which made him laugh.

He leaned back and put his feet up on his desk as he worked out a new schedule for the kids, which would pull them at least partially out of school to take lessons in leadership and ethics, to understand the essence of what being the ruler of the House of Karinne meant, and Shya was included into those lessons.  The Parri had only given voice to what Jason already knew, but in a slightly different way, that Shya was a viable threat to the House of Karinne by both the very nature of what she was and the potential it had to contaminate Rann’s objectivity.  He’d known he’d have to retrain Shya to be a Karinne, and that she might pose a threat to the house because of her mother.  But she also posed a threat by swaying Rann down the wrong path based on her Imperial upbringing, where power and rule were as important as food and water.


The shaman was right.  He had to start preparing for the storm, even though it was a bright and sunny day.  The house would need Rann to be ready if something happened to him, and the others to be ready if something happened to Rann.  And now that the immediate threat of the Consortium had been neutralized, he had the time to devote to the task of preparing Rann to be a good replacement for Jason when the time came.

He just hoped that that time was a long time coming.
