Chapter 10

Daira, 34 Miraa, 4405, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Friday, 7 March 2019 Terran Standard Calendar


Daira, 34 Miraa, year 1330 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


KNS Belaar, orbiting SS2-14-2C (Tir Tairngire)

The landing bay of the cruiser Belaar was typical for a Kimdori warship.  It was large, it was immaculately organized and impeccably clean, and it was very spartan.  The Kimdori didn’t usually employ fighters as part of their war strategy, and they didn’t really need to given their use of stream weaponry, but there were four Wolf fighters sitting in the landing bay with six Kimdori dropships, two Juggernauts, two Gladiators, and ten infiltrator pods.  Those vehicles barely filled up half the bay’s available space, however, which left plenty of room for a large table to be placed between a Wolf fighter and a personnel dropship, where Jason could see the Benga rigger sitting, waiting patiently.  He was wearing a uniform of sorts colored black with green vertical stripes along the sleeves.  He looked quite relaxed sitting there with two Kimdori sitting to either side of him—using high chairs so they could reach the table—and Jason was a bit impressed by the Benga’s appearance and bearing.  He was actually quite a handsome man, at least by Terran standards, with his hair in a military buzz cut and a single small silver stud earring in his left ear.

This was Lieutenant Gen Lun Ba Ru of the Syndicate Marines, his gestalt supplied, commander of an exomech company known as the Raiders.  He was one of only two survivors of his company, and one of the very few Benga riggers who survived the Battle of Atrovet.  He was also probably the best rigger the Syndicate had, far more skilled than his compatriots in the rigger corps…he was their version of Colonel Kyva Karinne.  The file on him that Miaari’s office had said that while he was not sympathetic to the Confederation, he was at least trustworthy in his desire to prevent war between the Syndicate and the Confederation.  So long as he wasn’t asked to betray his comrades in the Syndicate military, he could be trusted.  And Jason could respect that point of view.


He exited the dropship with his armor on but his helmet off, held under his arm as he walked towards the table, with Zaa right behind him.  When they reached the table, instead of climbing up into the high chairs—they offended his sensibilities for some reason—he used his grav engines to float himself up and onto the table, standing on it.  That put his eyes just slightly above the Benga’s.  Zaa vaulted up, showing off her deceptive strength.  “Lieutenant,” he said calmly, speaking fluent Benga.  “I’m the Grand Duke Jason Karinne.  Did they tell you why you’re here?”

“To speak to you,” he replied in that customary deep voice.  He then gave a salute, which caused Jason to return it respectfully.  That made the Benga’s eyes brighten a bit, and he took a much less disinterested posture.


“Was he briefed on our situation?’ Zaa asked as she stepped up to stand beside Jason.


“Not as yet, my Denmother,” one of the flanking Kimdori replied.


“Then I’ll do it,” she declared, stepping past Jason, getting within reach of the Benga’s arms.  “We have made a grave error in our efforts to convince the Board to negotiate with us, Lieutenant, and seek your counsel on how we correct our error and prevent a complete war between our two galaxies.”


“That doesn’t sound very encouraging,” the Benga grunted.  “Explain what happened, your Excellency.”


The Denmother was very direct in her explanation of the plan to attack the personal assets of the Board to push them to the negotiating table, and Gen frowned more and more as he listened to her.  “We were completely unprepared for their response, Lieutenant,” she finished.  “We believed that it would convince them to bargain with us in good faith, knowing that we could attack their personal assets directly.”


“That was the worst thing you could have done,” he said bluntly.  “With all due respect.”


“There is no need for formality, Lieutenant.  You are here to advise us,” she told him.


“My honest assessment, then, is that you completely fucked this up.”


“That’s our own assessment,” Jason said with a nod.  “Now the big question is, how do we fix it?”


“You don’t,” he answered.  “You violated the most sacred rule with the Board, and they won’t ever let it go.  You went beyond business.  There’s a line Benga won’t cross, no matter how intense a rivalry or grudge, and that’s that you never, ever, go after another Benga’s home.  You can kill his family, you can attack his business, you can poison his customers, but you never burn down his house.  The house is the one place of complete sanctuary that no Benga will threaten.”


“That is not encouraging,” Zaa frowned, propping one arm on the other and tapping her muzzle with a clawed finger.


“Yeah, but these guys have like a thousand houses,” Jason grunted.


“That doesn’t make a difference,” Gen told him.


“Well…fuck,” Jason sighed, tossing his helmet aside, where it clattered across the table, then dropped to the floor.  “So there won’t be any negotiating with the Board after this.”


“No,” he said firmly.  “Or more to the point, with this Board.  You made this personal, and now the only way you can prevent them from retaliating is to kill them.  All of them.  Their replacements didn’t have their houses blown up, so they’ll have a much less vengeful point of view.  And their replacements will most likely be amenable, since you saved them the trouble of taking out the CEO so they could take his place.  You might be able to negotiate a formal peace treaty with a new Board, who will be much more interested in consolidating their power than prosecuting a war with you.  Their stance may change once they have full control of their corps, but it will at least buy you a few orbits.”


“Wait, wait, you’re suggesting that we kill off the Board?  The entire Board?”


“It’s the only way you’re going to avoid a complete war,” he replied firmly, emphasizing his position with a nod.


“Isn’t that kinda against your code?”


“My code is to the soldiers under my command, the Syndicate Navy, and my people as a whole.  If the Board is threatening the survival of my people, then they have to go,” he said simply.  “And it wouldn’t be the first time the entire Board was assassinated.  That happened just 83 orbits ago, after the Consortium was pushed back beyond the Draygott Line.  Some of the current Board were in on the plot to kill off their predecessors.”


Jason and Zaa traded guarded looks.  “Gen, how do you think those second chairs in the Syndicate megacorps would react if we approached them before we carry out the attack?  Negotiate with them to make sure we have an agreement before we carry it out?”


“That could be dangerous.  The Board members don’t sit in their chairs because they’re not very aware of what’s going on under them,” Gen said after a moment.  “That’s one reason why I never went into business, and I’ve never let them promote me up into command.  I don’t have to worry about turning my back to my warmech pilots, where I would my corporate underlings or my junior command officers.  The fastest way to get a promotion in the Navy is to remove the person holding the rank you want.  That’s why I’m a Marine.”


“I can understand why you stayed in the warmech corps,” Jason told him.  “At least your men are loyal.”

“You don’t put a dagger in the back of the soldier that may save your life tomorrow,” he said with a simple nod.


“Alright, so we shouldn’t try to negotiate, we should just do it,” Jason surmised.  “It should be easy enough to kill all 153 of them in a simultaneous attack, but we can’t go overboard.  We need the Board to reform quickly after we strike so we can negotiate with them, mainly so they can quickly countermand the orders of the old Board and stop the mobilization of their Navy.  If we put all the megacorps in chaos, we’ll be getting in our own way.  We can’t let them launch for the Milky Way, we’d be forced to destroy the fleet, and that’s a war I want to avoid in any way possible.  I doubt they’d listen any more than Sha Ra did.”

“Cunning, cousin,” Zaa said with an approving nod.


“You have a strong grasp on how my people work,” Gen said calmly.


“Thank her, not me,” he said, pointing at Zaa.  “Denmother, we need to get eyes on not just the members of the Board, but also their lieutenants. No doubt each megacorp’s gonna have a bit of a row as the members of their boards fight over the big chair we vacated for them.  And we might have to help certain candidates along, mainly the ones most likely to negotiate.”


She nodded in approval.  “We’ll have to move carefully, and with the understanding that when we strike, we will not get a second chance,” she added.  “They’ll know that we have penetration into their corporate structure.”


“True enough,” he agreed.


“In the meantime, while we’re getting that set up, I think it would be best for us to keep pressing the Board’s buttons,” he speculated, rubbing his chin with his gauntleted hand.  “I’ll have my frigates keep blowing up their houses, make them so furious that they start getting sloppy.  That way they may not see what’s coming.”


“It will certainly enrage them,” Gen said in a warning tone, “but it also sets a very dangerous precedent for their successors. They’ll see where you will go, and may continue the war preparations just to protect their own.”


“True.  Okay, bad idea,” he nodded towards the Benga.  “I’m trying to stop this war before it escalates out of control, not just change ownership of it.  In that case, it might be a good idea to suspend the military action against Naval targets as well.  We don’t want their admiralty so pissed at us they try to convince the new Board to continue the war.  We made our point, we should pull back and let them chew on it for a while.”

“We’d need Lorna’s input for that,” Zaa urged.  “And she should be here.  You should bring her here.”


“True enough,” he nodded.  “You have a beacon on board?”


“Yes.  You contact her and have her report to a Nexus station.”


“Actually, she could just merge to a bionoid.  You have any on board?”


“No, cousin.  This is too sensitive for a bionoid,” she warned.  “Have her come in person.” 


“Who is this Lorna?” Gen asked.


“General Lorna Shaddale, a member of the command staff for the Confederation Combined Military,” Jason answered.  “We’re starting to infringe on her territory here, so we should include her in our debate.   If we do this, we’ll need to coordinate our effort with the Confederation Combined Navy, and she can issue orders to it.”


Gen gave them a look, then nodded.


Jason reached through the ship’s local network and accessed the biogenic comm node on Prakka, then used that to bounce his message all the way back to Terra.  [Lorna.]


[Yes, nephew?]


[Armor up and report to Nexus Five.  They should have a bridge linked back to me by the time you get there.]


[And why am I doing that?]


[Because you need to be here,] he answered.  [Trust me.  I’ll explain when you get here, but I’m not discussing it over intergalactic comm.]

She was quiet a moment.  [Alright. I should be there in about half an hour.]

Lorna was just one of three they called in.  They continued to hash out the basics of Gen’s proposal as they waited for Lorna, Miaari, and Kraal to arrive, coming in by beacon or by the Karis Stargate in Miaari’s case.  Lorna was the last to arrive, coming into the bay from where they had the beacon set—they didn’t want Gen to see the beacon—and giving them quite a speculative look as she advanced towards the table.  “Aunt Lorna, may I introduce Lieutenant Gen Lun Ba Ru, a consultant,” he said in Faey, motioning towards the rigger.  “He is an honorable soldier, and you should listen to him.”


“Lieutenant,” she said in Faey with a nod, then she returned his salute when he stood and gave it.


“General,” he replied in Benga as he sat back down.  “I understand your language, but excuse me if I speak Benga.  I have trouble with the pronunciations of your language.”


“That’s fine, I’ll be speaking Faey for the same reason.  The Grand Duke can iron out any mistranslations either of us commit,” she answered as she reached the table, then floated up to the top to join Jason and the three Kimdori.  “Now what’s going on?”


“We’re formulating a plan to effectively end the war, General,” Zaa told her.  “And we need your input.  We’ll need the cooperation of the CCM to execute the plan.”


“Alright.  Explain it to me in as much detail as you can.”


They let Zaa explain the framework of their idea to kill off the entire Board and then negotiate with their successors, including having the Kimdori help along potential successors that would be most likely to accept a peace treaty.  “Where you come into this is over our current military strategy,” Zaa told her.  “Jason feels that we need to pull back from our current offensive against the Syndicate Navy to prevent inciting the command staff into trying to talk the Board into pressing the war.”


“That’s a possibility, but you should understand that how military people think is much different than how politicians think,” she said thoughtfully, crossing her arms before her breastplate as she thought.  “What say you, Lieutenant?  From the perspective of a line soldier, how would you react if the CCM pulled back?”


“A soldier on the front line is always happy to be pulled off combat duty,” he replied.  “We may be paid to fight, but the best paycheck is the one that comes without putting your head in a firing lane.”


“Yeah, I agree with that,” Jason said.  “But when it comes to the Syndicate command staff, I think we’ve proved our point.  I think we should pull back and let them mull it over.”


“We could…but it might warn them that we’re planning something.  They’d see it as unusual that we’d suddenly pull back when we’ve made some real gains against the Syndicate.  We need a reason to pull back that they’d accept, that wouldn’t make them start reading into our actions.  We would…need an offensive,” she mused, tapping her chin.  “An offensive against a high priority military target.  And the most obvious one is the system where they’re holding the last of the Dreamers, V3ΔE-31.  They already know we’re after them, so it wouldn’t look out of place if we mounted an offensive to take the system.  That would also explain to them why we’ve pulled back all our other operations, to amass our forces for the mission.  And also why we’ve done what we’ve done, to weaken any response they may undertake after we attack  They know we only have a relatively small fleet in Andromeda, and that we’d need virtually all of it to take the system.  It would keep the command staff’s attention firmly fixed where we want it, and besides, it would complete our primary mission.  We could retreat back to Prakka with the liberated Dreamers and then negotiate.  It would make sense to their military and it would fit in with what they think we’re here to do.”

“The Dreamers…the little brown-skinned humanoids on Atrovet?   Are they that important?” Gen asked.


“I can’t answer that, Lieutenant,” Lorna replied.  “That’s classified.”

“I understand, General,” he said in a reasonable tone.  “I wouldn’t entirely trust you if our positions were reversed.  I am the enemy.”


“Hopefully not for much longer, Lieutenant,” Jason told him.  “Kraal, how many have your people pulled off the planet there?”


“Nearly two thousand,” he replied.  “There are 11,392 remaining.  And we can evacuate the rest of them in the confusion when you attack.  The Syndicate will be too busy looking up to keep an eye on the Dreamers.  We can use the attack as a diversion.  And I think I know how we can do it.”


“Which is?”


“Tunnels,” he said.  “We can get some Makati onto the surface and have them dig tunnels up into the camp in multiple locations.  Then we evacuate the remaining Dreamers in the confusion of the attack and hold them in shielded underground galleries while they wait for their chance to use the bridge.  Given how fast Makati can dig, they could have the tunnels ready in a matter of days.”


“That has some potential,” Miaari agreed.  “That way we don’t risk the Syndicate executing the Dreamers when we establish a foothold on the planet.”


“It does sound good, but it leaves open the issue with the Oracles,” Jason fretted.


“We can negotiate that point.”


“No, they’d never give them up.  Ever,” he said.


“The Oracle systems?  Why would you be so concerned over those?” Gen asked.  “You have much more powerful computers that probably make far more accurate predictions.”


“Let’s just say that the Oracle systems aren’t what you think they are, Lieutenant, and the Board will never willingly give them up.  And so long as they have them, they won’t honor any peace treaty they sign.  We’d have to take the rest of them before we attempt to negotiate.  Mee, could we do it?  Could we hit them all inside a takir?”


“We haven’t even gotten an accurate count of them yet, Jason,” she replied.  “Remember that the Oracle systems are the most heavily guarded secret in the Syndicate.  Give us a few days to find them, then we can determine how quickly we can recover them.”


“Well, if they’re going to muster their fleets, then they’ll be bringing the Oracles out into the open,” Kraal surmised.  “They’ll be sending ships carrying Oracle systems to our galaxy, much as they did with Sha Ra.  We can use the organization of the fleets to find the ships carrying Oracles.  And besides, cousin, they don’t have nearly as many of them as you think they do.  I think there may not be more than one hundred in the entire fleet.  Remember, only one ship in the fleet of thirty thousand that attacked our galaxy carried an Oracle system.”


“That’s a point,” Jason nodded.  “It’s going to hinge on how the Oracles predict the offensive.  We have the system interdicted so they can’t reinforce it, but they have a very large force there, and it grows by the day as they complete the ships on their docks and man them.  It won’t be easy.  Besides, the attack won’t be anything more than a diversion.  We have to make sure the Oracles see the attack, but don’t see through it.  If we do it wrong, the Syndicate will exterminate the Dreamers on the planet, and the Board members will know we’re after them.  They’ll go to ground, and that’ll make them much harder to kill.”

“Does the small number of the little brown-skinned people there warrant an assault to recover them?” Gen asked.


“Yes.  Those are my people, Lieutenant Ba Ru,” he answered, looking over at him.  “They were abducted from our galaxy hundreds of orbits ago, and we only recently discovered they were here.  And we will take them back.  I have a duty to them the same as you have a duty to the men under your command, and in the House of Karinne, we don’t abandon our own.  It’s my most important duty as the Grand Duke to get them out of there alive, and bring them home.”


“That I can understand,” the Benga said evenly.  “As much as I hate sitting here and not objecting as you plan an attack on my own people, I understand that it’s to save my people as a whole.  They would stand no chance against you if the Board escalates this to a full war.  I’ve seen your technology.  You could destroy every inhabited planet in the galaxy, one by one, and we couldn’t stop you.  You could annihilate every living thing in Andromeda,” he said in a powerful, controlled voice.


“That’s not how we conduct war, Lieutenant,” Lorna told him.  “Our people don’t involve civilians.”


“There are no civilians in war,” Gen answered immediately.  “And that is a fact you’d best understand about how my people conduct war.”


“That’s exactly why we’re trying to stop this before it spills over into our galaxy, to protect as many lives as possible on both sides,” Jason declared.


“And that’s the only reason why I’m helping you now,” Gen stated firmly.

“You’re a good man, Lieutenant,” Jason told him honestly, which made him look almost awkwardly embarrassed.  “But I think there’s not much more you can help us with.  With your indulgence, we’ll withdraw to discuss the nuts and bolts of the plan and let you return to Prakka.  I heard you’ve been testing Marauder mecha using one way interface control?”

“They’re allowing me to,” he nodded.  “They converted my warmech and we’ve been testing using your interface system with Benga technology.  It’s rather surprising how…permissive they’ve been towards me.  It’s almost like they don’t think I’d betray them in a heartbeat if I felt it was best for my people.”


“To earn trust, you have to show trust, Lieutenant,” Jason told him simply.  “And like I said, we don’t want to be your enemies, at least not forever.  Once we recover the Dreamers from the Syndicate and we’re certain the Board will honor a peace treaty, we have no reason to fight with you anymore.  You stay over here, we go back to our own galaxy, and everybody’s happy on our own sides of the galactic cluster.”


The Benga gave him a long look, then gave a solemn nod.  “I have to say, now I see why your warmechs are so fearsome.  You don’t control them manually.  That gives you a major edge.”

“Believe me, I know, Lieutenant.  You and me have the same job in our militaries.  I may be a Grand Duke, but I’m also a warmech pilot, what we call a rigger.  I serve my people in wartime as a warmech pilot.”


“Seriously?”


“I’m sure you’ve seen that we can pilot our mecha by remote.  I’ll bet you’ve done it yourself, controlling your Marauder from a control room so they can observe the telemetry.  That’s how I do it.  I’m not allowed to fight in person for obvious reasons, so I control a warmech from remote merge.  I take protecting the lives of my people seriously, Lieutenant.  Seriously enough to fight shoulder to shoulder with my soldiers on the front lines to do it.”


The Benga gave him a long, surprised look, then his eyes almost shimmered as he took a very respectful expression.  He then gave Jason a very slow, very deliberate salute.  Jason drew up to attention and returned it just as seriously.


“Now if you’ll excuse us, we’ll get to work and let you get back to Prakka to continue the testing.”


“Yes, your Grace.  It was an honor to meet you.”


“You as well, Lieutenant Ba Ru.  You’re a good man.  If all Benga were like you, I think I’d get along with your people very well.”

 Instead of withdrawing to a conference room, Jason instead talked the others into going back down to the planet and conducting their talks in his office so they could be closer to the party.  They pulled the chairs up to the other side of the desk and sat facing him, and once they were settled in, the six of them fully discussed and fleshed out their overall plan of taking out the Board and using the offensive at V3ΔE-31 to both conceal what they were doing and recover the last of the Dreamers held by the Syndicate.  It took them nearly three hours just to figure out how they were going to get around the Oracles that would predict the attack, and that was by fully and completely committing to the offensive.  They couldn’t attack until they had the Dreamers out and then pull back, that would tell the Oracles that the attack was just a diversion.  They had to commit to taking the entire system, two planets, three large orbital stations, and two moons that had military bases and the ship construction docks that were scattered through the system.  That was the system’s primary function as a military base, shipbuilding.  Yes, they had exercise ranges for infantry and warmechs, but that was just using available space.  The entire system was primarily a shipbuilding facility.

But that was only half of the overall plan.  The other half was going after the Board, and that was the realm of Miaari and Kraal.  The two Handservants proved that they were every bit worthy of the white bar as they pooled their experience and intellect and came up with one of the most devious plans Jason had ever heard, which was necessary to get past the Oracles that would see an attack on the entire Board for what it was and warn them.  And again, it all hinged on intent.  The attack had to be done in such a way that it wasn’t the intent of the attacker to kill his target, and the attack itself had to be one of choice, where death was only the result if the wrong choice was made.  That would require them to directly negotiate with the current Board, and do it personally…which would be how the attack would be delivered.


It would be done with spiders, medical spiders, which Syndicate scanners could not detect.  The negotiator would bring them into the huge room where the Board met, and he would spread them like the carrier of a deadly disease.  The negotiator would be like Typhoid Mary, carrying a deadly plague that she herself did not contract due to her immunity.  The way around the Oracles was to bring in the spiders and allow them to invade the members of the Board, but not activate them unless the Board made the wrong decision.  And all they had to do was get those spiders into the chamber where the Board held its meetings, and have as many members of the Board present as possible so it maximized the chance that the spiders could infect them.

It would be dangerous.  To fool the board, they’d have to send someone there that wasn’t a bionoid, and it would have to be someone important enough for the Board to agree to a meeting.  Of course, the Board would simply see it as an opportunity to capture the emissary and either extract concessions out of the Confederation for his safe return or kill him out of revenge.  It would have to be someone that could stand in that room and get out alive, either through the door or through the window.


It would have to be Jason.  The bait would have to be enticing enough for them to risk the prediction of the Oracles that their lives were on the table, or to possibly discount the danger since the Oracles were making conflicting predictions.  A member of the Confederate Council would be too irresistible to pass up, especially the one that had ordered the attacks that destroyed their manors and property.  And of the members of the council, Jason was the best choice to do this due to his abilities.  Jason was a top-tier, exceptionally well trained telepath that could stand up to their mindbenders, and with a tactical gestalt close enough for him to access, he’d have more than enough power to take them if it came down to a fight.  His status as a Generation would give him the best chance of any member of the council to get out of that room alive, either walking out the door or throwing himself out a window.  The Board and the Syndicate did not know about biogenics, did not know that Jason would walk in there carrying a device that significantly amplified his psionic abilities.  And while he would be able to kill everyone in the room if it came down to it, the fact that he wasn’t there to do that would fool the Oracles.  He would genuinely be there to try to get a peace treaty out of the Board, even though he knew it was a doomed venture.  There was no certainty of death for the Board in his arrival, only the chance of it.  And to make them take the bait, take that risk, they needed bait that the Board could not pass up.


Jason Karinne. 

It was almost fitting.  Jason had said he’d do virtually anything to stop this war, and now he knew he’d have to put his own life on the line to make it come about.


Jason would be the bait that they couldn’t resist, but what they didn’t know was that Jason was not the cheese in the mouse trap…he was the trap itself.


“Are you sure about this, cousin?” Zaa asked intensely.  “It would be the most dangerous thing you have ever done.  Far more than your actions on Terra with the Legion.”


“My life is not worth the billions that would be lost if this war escalates, Denmother,” he said with simple clarity.  “The only way they’ll agree to the meeting is if we use bait they absolutely cannot resist, bait that will make them take the risk that the Oracles see in the meeting.  And while our bionoids will fool their sensors, it won’t fool their telepaths, so I have to go myself.  And let’s be honest here.  No other member of the Council has a better chance to survive that meeting more than I do.  Not even you.  I’m the one that caused this mess.  And by God, I’ll be the one to fix it,” he declared in a powerful voice.

“Cousin, think carefully about this,” Miaari said, with far more emotion than Zaa exhibited.  “Even if you survive the meeting with the Board, they will not let you go.  They will try to capture you.  You will be a fugitive on E Chaio, and would have to reach a beacon extraction point with heavy pursuit. The entire planet will be after you.  And if they do capture you, we may not be able to get you back.  As skilled as Handgroom is, not even he may have the resources to free you from a Syndicate prison in time to save you before you’re executed.”

“I know what I’m getting into, Mee,” he said, putting a comforting hand on her shoulder as her eyes shimmered, looking at him almost pleadingly.  “But what you forget is that before I was the Grand Duke, I was a soldier.  I knew what I was getting into when I rebelled against Trillane, and I know what I’m getting into now.  If it stops this war, if it saves uncountable lives, I will take that risk,” he said intensely.

“We can mitigate that risk with planning,” Kraal said.  “Maps of the old tunnels under the city Jason can memorize.  Multiple beacon locations easily reachable from the capitol complex.  Kimdori in strategic positions to assist.  Equipment caches in close proximity to the capitol complex if he can’t easily make it to a close beacon, so he has armor and a tactical gestalt available for protection.  Multiple contingency plans so he always has a plan of action on which to fall back, so he always knows what to do next.  But truly, the key will be reaching a nexus bridge.  And since the Syndicate’s science does not know what they are, we could place one literally in plain sight within line of sight of the capitol complex.  If he could reach that position, we could bridge him home.”

“You will make those plans, Handgroom, and be thorough.  Our cousin’s life will depend on it,” Zaa ordered in a powerful voice.


“He’s my friend too, my Denmother,” Kraal said simply.  “I’ll do everything I can to get him home safely.”


“As a military commander, I can see the value in your plan and the logic in your reasoning, Jason,” Lorna said.  “But as your aunt, I object to this in the strongest possible terms.  You are my nephew.  I love you just as much I do any blood relative in our family.  And if that’s not enough, you are the Grand Duke Karinne.  You mean too much to me, too much to my nieces and nephews, too much to Jyslin, too much to the house, to take this kind of awful risk.”


“And I appreciate how much you care, Aunt Lorna,” he told her.  “But look me in the eyes and tell me that anyone else could pull this off.”


She couldn’t answer.  She could only look away from him with a pained expression.


“Alright then.  That’s what we’re going to do,” he declared.  “And I don’t think I have to say it, but I will anyway.  Mee, Kraal, Denmother, my life is in your hands,” he said, looking at them.  “Lorna and the CCM can plan everything out to get me there and plan out the offensive to decoy the Syndicate so we can recover the Dreamers, Myli can prepare the spiders for the operation, and I’ll handle setting the trap with the Board.  But after it’s over, no matter the outcome of that meeting, I will absolutely be depending on you to get me home.  I have put my life in your hands before, and I do so now with no reservations.  You have never let me down, and you never will,” he declared.


“We will get you home, cousin.  That is my sacred vow to you,” Kraal said in an intense voice.  “On my honor as a Handgroom and the worth of my life, you will get home.”


Jason gave him a bit of a startled look.  That particular oath, Kraal had just vowed to get him home or die.  If Jason died, if he didn’t make it home, Kraal would kill himself in shame over his failure.


“And mine as well,” Miaari stated, standing up.  “On my honor as a Handmaiden and the worth of my life, Jason Karinne, you will get home.”


“No.  No,” he said intensely, standing up himself, reaching over his desk, and pushing Miaari back down.  “You will not do this.  You will not kill yourselves over me,” he declared, which made Lorna’s eyes widen.  “This plan is too risky for all of us to risk our lives over it.  Denmother and the Kimdori will need you if I don’t make it back.  My family will need you, both of you, Miaari’s protection and Kraal’s wisdom and experience that he can teach to them. Don’t take that away from them.  Don’t compound my family’s loss needlessly, and orphan Maaleth, Haan, and Yemaari.  You take that vow back, right now, both of you, or so help me by every Denmother and Denfather that ever lived that I will kick both of your asses here and now.”


“Jason—“


“I said take it back,” he nearly hissed, glaring down at her.  “I want to hear it, Mee, I want to hear it from both of you.  Right now.  Say.  The.  Words.”


She looked up at him, almost defiantly, but not even Miaari could cross swords with an angry Jason Karinne for long.  She sighed and lowered her eyes.  “I bid my Denmother’s permission to absolve my vow,” she said, almost sullenly.


“As do I.  I seek absolution of my vow, my Denmother,” Kraal added, staring at Jason as he said it.  His expression was not nearly as compliant as his words.


“Honorable absolution is granted,” Zaa said formally.  “I commend your devotion and your commitment, my Handservants, but Jason is right.  I need you.  Our cousins will need you if Jason does not make it back,” she declared.  “If you fail in this sacred task, your penance will be to serve Jason’s family and descendents faithfully as protectors, teachers, and guides for the rest of your days.  This do I declare as Denmother.”


“I obey, my Denmother,” they said in nearly perfect unison, a formulaic response to a formal command.


“All we need is a timeline, and some preparation on E Chaio,” Jason said.  “And to start the countdown, I need to talk to Myli and Cybi for sure, Songa only if we must.  They may need to make some adjustments to the medical spiders to do what we need them to do…and we may need to limit Songa’s knowledge of the plan,” he grunted.  “Doctors don’t kill, and if she finds out we’re designing the medical spiders to kill the Board, she may refuse to help.  I’m fairly sure that Myli and the CBIMs can design an assassin spider without Songa.  Once we know when the spiders can be ready, we can build a comprehensive timeline so everything happens when it needs to happen to keep the Oracles from being able to accurately predict what’s coming and get me into the Board’s council chambers carrying the payload.  That should give Kraal and Miaari enough time to prepare the plan to get me off E Chaio, and it should also give me enough time to prepare for whatever may come.”

“Agreed.  The first thing we need to do is get a tactical gestalt close enough to that room for Jason to access,” Zaa said, looking at Kraal.  “Can it be done, Handgroom?”


He leaned back a little in his chair, scratching the underside of his chin.  “It would be possible,” he said hesitantly, “but very risky.  The security within the capitol complex is quite formidable.  But it would carry definite risk.  It would come down to how well we can keep it hidden.  They conduct regular security sweeps of all equipment and maintenance areas to search for alien devices, a measure adopted after a bomb destroyed four floors of the building some 140 years ago in an assassination attempt.  We could get it in there, but there’s no guarantee that it will stay undetected for long.  But there’s another way to get a tactical gestalt into the building, one that Jason will carry with him that they can’t detect.”

“How, in my pants, Kraal?” Jason asked.


“In your arm,” he replied, reaching over and pulling Jason’s arm out, then touched it just above the elbow.  “We remove Jason’s arm right here, and replace it with an endolimb.  Rook has made considerable advances in building the biogenic circuitry that controls a bionoid into the metal bones, so we do that here.  Rook designs a tactical gestalt that fits within the metal bones of the endolimb, and we use the same Kimdori SCM we use in the infiltrator bionoids to fool scanners to hide that fact.  To their scanners, Jason’s arm will appear to be flesh and blood, and the fact that it is flesh and blood on the outside will further hide that fact.  That gives Jason a tactical gestalt considerably more powerful than his interface model that the Syndicate cannot remove, one that they can’t take away from him.”


“That has potential,” Zaa said with an approving nod.


“Wait, you want to cut off my arm?” Jason protested.


“Think about it, cousin.  Is that not the best way to get a tactical gestalt into the room with you?” Kraal asked.  “And we can keep your organic arm and reattach it after the operation.  Karinne medical science is more than capable of it.”


He was about to say something, but then he shut his mouth and thought about it.  Zora had an endolimb, and she actually liked it better than the arm she lost.  It didn’t cause her any problems at all, it didn’t affect the quality of her life in any way, and in fact, it was quite useful to her since she could disable the limiters that caused it to adhere to her natural norms and access the limb’s mechanical strength.  So, walking in there with an endolimb wasn’t going to hinder him in any way if it came down to a fight; in fact, it may help him out more than if he had a natural arm.  And Kraal was right about the tactical.  Rook could probably incorporate a fairly strong tactical gestalt into the arm, within its foamed iso-alunimum “bones,” one that would give him a major boost to his psionic power, more than enough to repel their mindstrikers and give him serious power with his telekinesis.  It wouldn’t be anything like the tactical in a vehicle, but it didn’t need to be.  It only had to be strong enough for him to be able to get out of that room alive.


“I…I guess,” he said, pulling his arm back.  “I just find the idea, I dunno…creepy.  But I guess I shouldn’t.  This isn’t my original hand,” he said, grabbing his right wrist with his left hand.  “Alright, we go with that.  We’ll need to talk to Rook and Songa, see what Rook can come up with and warn Songa about the replacement operation.  But we need to make sure it fits within the timetable,” he warned.  “We have to do this relatively quickly, before they organize their fleets and launch them for the Milky Way.  If I remember right, Songa can replace an arm with an endolimb in about five days, which includes growing the tissue and skin over the endolimb.  I’d more or less have to start the process today to have it ready in time.  So we need to talk to Rook immediately.”

“Is Rook not here right now?” Zaa asked.


“Yes, he is.  I’ll call him up.  Songa too.”  [Rook.]


[Yes, Jason?]


[Come up to my office.  Songa, come up to my office, I need to talk to you.]


[I’ll be up in a bit,] she answered.

“When are we warning the council?” Zaa asked as they waited.


“Tomorrow, I suppose,” he answered.  “They can’t really stop it, but they deserve to know I’m doing it.”


“They can stop it, cousin,” Zaa disagreed.  “But I don’t think they will.  It is dangerous, but it is our best chance to stop this war before it turns into what none of us want.  Besides, more than a few of the council’s members would see your death as an opportunity to gain the secrets of House Karinne,” Zaa said darkly.  “They know that Rann would in no way be ready to handle the complex political position of the house.”

“I know.  I may have to consider something radical,” he grunted, drumming his fingers on the table.  “I may have Myli declared regent to run the house until Rann comes of age.  She’d be the best choice.  She could handle the job long enough for Rann to prepare for the responsibility, and she wouldn’t want to keep the throne, so I trust her to abdicate when Rann is ready. But what’s most important, Myli has the raw nerve to stare down the members of the council. She could keep things stable until Rann is ready.”


“Myleena may not be the best choice, cousin,” Zaa said.  “She has the intelligence and the education, but the house needs her elsewhere.  In actuality, I would suggest Jyslin,” she stressed.


“No, Denmother,” Jason said with a sigh.  “Jyslin will be in no shape to do anything if I die.  If she even survives it.  We’re too intertwined.  If I die, she won’t make it.  That’s why I need Miaari there, to help Rann deal with being orphaned and help teach and guide him to prepare him for the throne.  I’m fully aware that it’s not just my life I’m risking here, that Jyslin is as much at risk as I am.  But it’s still the best choice.  It’s really our only choice.”

“I would concur with Jason, my Denmother,” Miaari nodded.  “Jyslin and Jason are too deeply pair bonded.  Even if she survives his loss…she would never be the same.”


“I will be guided by you, cousin.  But it puts us back at the same problem, the fact that Rann cannot lead the house as a child, and Myleena is not the best choice to act as regent.”


“There…is another choice,” Kraal said.  “There is one person that could hold the entire house together and prepare Rann for his duties.  Cybi,” he said, looking at them.  “The house accepts her as a figure of great authority, and if you decree her to be regent, the house will obey your word.  And Cybi herself would be more than capable of the task.  She can run the house efficiently and with compassion, and she has enough experience to deal with the council.  They won’t be tricking or intimidating her,” he said strongly.  “In my opinion, Cybi is not just the best choice, she is the only choice.”

“You…just may be right, cousin,” Jason said after considering the idea a moment.  Cybi was indeed more than capable of running the house, and she would pass the throne to Rann when he was ready without trying to take it for herself.  In addition, she was more than politically savvy enough to keep the council on their heels.  Kraal was right that there was no way anyone on the council was going to trick or swindle Cybi.  And the very fact that she was the one holding Jason’s chair until Rann was ready would intimidate the council in its own right.  “In fact, I agree with your assessment.  Cybi is the best choice as regent.  With the other CBIMs there to assist her, she can keep the house prospering, hold her own on the council, and make sure Rann is more than ready to take his rightful place when he comes of age.  She’ll turn him into a better Grand Duke than I ever was.”


“I would disagree with that statement, cousin,” Miaari told him with a gentle smile.  “You are far more than you believe yourself to be.”

“Then we’d better involve Cybi in this…the rest of the biogenics as well.  [I need Myleena and all the CBIMs and CBMOMs to come up to my office,] he sent his commune through the house.

[What’s going on, love?] Jyslin asked, her thought muddled by the fact she was more than a little drunk.

[I’ll explain later.  You just keep enjoying yourself, love.  This is your day, relish every second of it.]

They arrived in a steady stream, and Jason didn’t explain anything until everyone was there.  There weren’t enough seats for everyone in his office, so he had the guards carry in a chairs for Songa and Myleena, and they all sat or stood in a semi-circle around his desk, with him behind it and Cybi and Cyra sitting demurely on the corners of it, as was their long-standing custom.  It was then that he explained what they were going to do, and he could see the surprise on even Cybi’s face as he explained their plan.


“Are you insane, dear?” Songa protested, jumping out of her chair and slamming her hands on the edge of his desk, glaring at him.  She nearly knocked Miaari out of the way to do it.  “It’s too much of a risk!”


“I’m the only one that can do it,” he told her evenly.  “No other member of the council is a Generation.  I’ll be walking into that room with an arsenal of weapons that the Benga can’t take away from me, and I’m going to use them to make sure I get out of there and back to Karis alive.  Kraal has his claws deep into E Chaio, and he’ll have Kimdori in place to assist once I get out of the capitol building.  Trust me, dear, this isn’t some adolescent superhero fantasy.  I know how dangerous this is, but I don’t see any other way.  If it stops this war, if it saves billions of lives, then I will take that risk,” he said strongly, staring her right in the eyes.  “Now, you can spend the next five days fighting with me tooth and claw and losing, or you can do everything you can to make sure I come back home alive.  You’d better make that choice right here, right now, so I have enough time to call in another doctor to do the endolimb attachment.”

She nearly broke into tears at the tone of his voice, but the steady, unwavering gaze he gave her assured her that he wasn’t saying it just to be cruel.  She gave a bit of a sniffle and surrendered a defeated nod, then sat back down.  Cyrsi stepped over and leaned over her chair and wrapped her arms around her shoulders to comfort her.


“Rook.  Bottom line it.  What can you build that can be ready tomorrow morning?”


“I can have a unit ready, but it won’t have enough power to complete the mission, Jason,” he replied.  “Amplifiers stacks take up a lot of room, and the bones in a forearm endolimb don’t have much room.  I will either have to replace the entire arm at the shoulder and install the tactical in the humerus section, or replace both arms at the elbow and split the tactical into a cascading tandem unit built into the radius of each forearm.”

“Well, that’s lovely,” he said darkly.  “Songa, which is best from a recovery perspective?  What will get me off the sickbed and into action fastest?”


She sniffled.  “Replacing the arm at the shoulder is a very involved procedure with considerable recovery, due to how the arm connects to the musculature of the chest and back,” she answered.  “You’d be best served going with two forearm endolimbs replaced above the elbow and with reinforcement of the remaining humerus with titanium-Telvestrium alloy strands to give the unit increased strength and leverage for un-limited applications.  We could complete the tissue and skin growth procedure in four to five days once the endolimbs are attached.”


“So, I’m basically not going to have arms for the next five days.  Lovely,” he sighed.  “But oh well.  I’ll roll with it.  Myli, can you design the spiders we need?”


“I already have them,” she replied, ignoring the sudden look from Songa.  “I had the idea of using spiders as assassination units a year ago, so I’ve already designed a kill unit.  The spiders are designed to stop the heart from the inside and make it appear the victim died of heart failure.  I can have a few billion mass produced and ready in three days.”


“And they won’t pose a threat to me?”


“Of course not.  I can DNA encode them so they only attack Benga.  To you, they’ll be completely harmless.”


“Do it.  Just make sure they’re not the self-replicating variety.  We don’t want to unleash a plague on E Chaio.”


“No sweat, Jayce,” she nodded.  “They’d be dormant without broadcast power anyway.”


“Speaking of that, can we get a broadcast power node close enough to the capitol building to power the spiders?” he asked, looking at Kraal.


“Easily.  The unit we have in the factory will power the spiders from where it is.  We just need to increase it to full power.”


“Good deal.  Now, I’ve clearly taken into account the possibility that I may not make it back,” he said evenly.  “I’ve decided to name Cybi as regent if that happens.  She will run the house until Rann comes of age and is ready to take up his duties.  And if that happens, it is the responsibility of everyone in this room to support Cybi in any way possible and ensure that Rann is fully and completely ready when his time comes,” he said in a powerful voice.  “Remember, all of you, that Jyslin will be in no condition to take care of our kids, and may not be for quite a while.  I’ll need you to stand in for us, be the parents that my kids will need, teach them, love them, and remind them that I did what I did because I love them.  Don’t take them out of their house.  Ayama, Surin, and Seido will be the ones to take care of their daily needs, and the rest of you make sure they grow up with all the love, attention, and care they’ll need to be everything they can be.  I’m counting on you,” he said.  He was quiet a moment to let that process that, then moved on before they dwelled too much on the negative.  “Cybi, I didn’t choose you on a whim.  You’re the best choice given our current political situation,” he said, looking over at her as she gave him a look of concern and worry.  “The house respects you and will follow you as a regent, because they know that you will do your duty and install Rann as Grand Duke when he’s ready.  And you’ll be able to keep the council in line.  If I’m not here, you know that they’ll do everything they can to either intimidate or trick whoever takes my place into giving up the secrets of the house, or abandoning our strict code of ethics, to sell out to greed or the lust for power and destabilize the entire galactic cluster.  But they’ll know beyond any doubt that there’s no way in hell you’ll let that happen,” he said, patting her leg.  “And that you’ll make sure Rann won’t let that happen either.  If there is anyone on Karis I know is absolutely incorruptible, it is you and your sisters and brothers.  I can’t even make that claim.  You are the anchor to our past, the gentle hand that keeps us on the righteous path, and you will confidently guide us into the future I’ve worked almost half of my life to bring about,” he told her.  “The house is in good hands with you and the other biogenic units helping you keep things together and prepare Rann for his duties.”

“Jason,” she said in a tremulous voice.  “I’m no leader.  We aren’t programmed to rule.”


“You don’t need to be to be the best choice for this job,” he told her.  “You are the best choice to act as regent until Rann is ready, Cybi, because your love for the house and for my family will carry you.  And you don’t have to do it alone.  You may be the regent, but you have the other biogenic units, you have the Denmother and the Handservants, you have Lorna, you have the other Generations, you have many people you can trust to help you complete your task.  I know you can do it, Cybi.  I’m so sure of it, I’m entrusting the most precious things in my life to you, my people and my family, because I know that they are safe with you.”


She reached over and put a hand on his cheek, saying and communing nothing.


“But excuse me if I tell you I hope and pray that you don’t have to do that job,” he added with a gentle smile, patting the hand she had on his cheek, “because I fully intend to come home.”


“Nothing would make me happier than to avoid that particularly promotion,” Jason,” she said with an emotional smile.


“Anyway, I think all of us have a lot of work to do, and sitting here talking about it isn’t going to get it done,” he said, looking at them.  “Rook, get the endolimb units built as fast as you can.  Myli, start producing the spiders.  Songa, get things ready for the operation.  Cybi, you and the others help where you can.  Lorna, you’ll have any KMS asset you need for the offensive.  Zaa, Kraal, Mee, get things ready, I’m counting on you to get me home.  You can start training me on that part of the plan after I wake up from the arm replacement surgery.  I won’t really have much else to do,” he said dryly.


“When are we going to warn the council, Jason?” Zaa asked.


“Tomorrow, after we get our plans organized and have a timeline, so we have something comprehensive to present. That way they can’t interfere else they jeopardize the mission,” he replied.  “Not that many of them are going to object too much, drooling over the idea of me not being here, but I’m sure Dahnai, Kreel, and Krirara may have something to say about my plan.  We’ll need the council to make contact with the Syndicate and set up the diplomatic meeting with the Board.  Kraal, what I need you to do is feed the Board the info that I was the one that blew up their houses so they recognize the name of the emissary coming to talk them in person, and get that info to them before they find out I’m the one coming.  That little tidbit should be enough to make them discount the danger the Oracles will predict and agree to the meeting, because they’ll see it as their chance to personally witness their revenge against me for what I did.  Personally, I’m going to go back down to the party and not say a word, so I don’t take anything away from Jyslin’s or Jenn and Meya’s day…and I don’t get locked in a dungeon by Aya,” he added dryly.  “I’ll tell her in the morning, right before I go to the annex.  We’ll meet again tomorrow after I wake up and consolidate our plans and build a definite timetable.  Does that sound good to everyone?”  When no one objected, he stood up.  “Then let’s get it done,” he declared.

He could sense their trepidation as they filed out of his office, their fear and worry about his plan, but he knew it was the only real way to do this.  Any other way could kill millions, billions of people, and he could never live with that on his conscious knowing that he could have done something about it.  And under it all was the simple fact that this was his fault.  He was the one that came up with the plan to attack the Board’s possessions, he was the one that ordered it carried out.  This was his fault, the escalation of the war was solidly on his shoulders, and now he was going to personally put things right.  It didn’t matter to him that it put his life at risk.  The only real concern he felt over this was what would happen to Jyslin if he died, because she shouldn’t have to suffer for his mistake.  But in the end, at the heart of it all, his life, and maybe Jyslin’s life, were not worth the mountains of dead that would result if he did nothing.


He was at fault.  It was his responsibility to fix this, even if it was an insanely dangerous, audacious plan.


But that audacity might be the very quality that would make it work.  No way in hell would the pampered members of the Board believe that Jason Karinne was willing to risk his life so recklessly.  They would certainly think he wouldn’t stand before them without a plan, without an objective, but they would believe he had some kind of plan that didn’t involve the very real possibility of his own demise.  They would see him as overconfident and woefully ignorant of Benga customs—an assumption reinforced by his attack on their property—and they would see it as a chance to use it against him and the Confederation by either holding him hostage or killing him as a warning to the council.  They wouldn’t see that he was using their own tendencies against them, counting on their need to gloat in his face to allow him in the same room with them.  They were cunning and intelligent, but they were cowards, and what was more, they saw all others as a reflection of their own cowardice.  The members of the Board had no idea what duty and honor were all about, would consider men willing to sacrifice their lives for others to be utterly insane, and would never in a million years assign those kinds of qualities in a ruler.  They would think that Jason Karinne would not be willing to die for what he believed in, because men in positions of power did not risk their own lives.


They had no idea how wrong they were.


He’d said it before, he’d say it again, and it certainly applied in this scenario:


Sometimes crazy works.


He rejoined the party, which was still in full swing despite having been going on for nearly seven hours, being careful to guard his thoughts while he was in direct contact with Jyslin.  But, given she was drunk, it wasn’t as hard as it usually would be.  This was her big day, and he wasn’t going to dampen her joy by weighing her down with worry for him.  She wouldn’t like his plan, but she would be able to accept it.  Despite her love for him, she was a rational and practical woman, and once the plan was explained to her in detail, she would see the value of it despite her personal involvement in the danger into which he was placing himself.

Aya was the one that wasn’t going to accept it.  He might have to have her locked in a cell until after he left, to prevent her from locking him in a cell to keep him from leaving.

It was a good thing he’d had so many years in politics, it was the only thing that kept a smile on his face.  It was hard to believe sometimes that he had come to Karis as the Grand Duke Karinne at 22, and had ruled the house for seven years.  Seven years…where did the time go?  It seemed like just yesterday that Rann was still in diapers, and the planet beyond Kosiningi and Karsa was a barren wasteland.  In just seven years, the entire continent of Karga had been terraformed, was now a lush verdant bloom of grass and trees and life from coast to coast, and the other continents were well on their way to joining it.  If the projections held, the organic infusion process would be finished in just five more years, which would enable the soil of the entire planet to support plant life.  And as the green spread across Hirga, Sarga, Kirga, and Virga, so did the population.  Where did the time go?  When did his son get so old?  It was almost startling to him, how much things had changed in what seemed a blink of the eyes.


And it was a surprise to think that he wasn’t even thirty.  He was 29 years old, but sometimes, he felt like he was 80.  He had lived so much of his life in the last eight years, it was like he’d packed an entire lifetime into those years.  Dahnai was nearly twenty years older than him.  Jyslin was seven years older than him.  Symone was six years older than him.  He was the youngest member of the council, a fact that most of them probably didn’t even realize.


He had come so far so quickly, and had so much life left in front of him…provided he survived to see 30.

He made the rounds through the party as the sun started to set, then walked out onto the deck to look out over the ocean.  Leaning on the rail, the wind tousling his blond hair, he lifted his head when a shadow fell over him.  The alpha male wolf had padded up behind him and then sat down, towering over him, so close that his chest was nearly against Jason’s shoulders and his front paws were to each side of his feet.  The wolf leaned over his head and looked down at him, his expression sober but his eyes inquisitive.  “I’m alright,” he told the giant canine, then he reached up and over his head and scrubbed his fingers into the shaggy tuft between the giant wolf’s front legs…then considering that by this time tomorrow, he wouldn’t have the hand that was scratching through the wolf’s thick fur.

Nobody on the council had better fucking ever doubt his moral convictions and devotion to peace after this.  Not when he was willing to put everything on the line to protect his house, his allies, and his galaxy from the Andromedans.  One by one, the other wolves joined them, until it was him and the entire pack of five, the wolves almost surrounding him protectively at the rail as they watched the gas giant rise over the ocean directly in front of them, sharp and brilliant in the darkening sky, the cloud bands on the planet’s surface distinct.

And to think, ten years ago today, he was halfway through the spring semester of his freshman year at Michigan, and had no idea that the arrival of the Faey and the subjugation was just months away.


That was a lifetime ago.  It was almost as if it had been some prior incarnation of him, a past life, because it seemed so, so…disconnected from his life now.  It almost shamed him to think that he hadn’t thought of his father all takir, or his mother.  If they were alive today, he wondered how they would feel, what they would say about where he was, how he had gotten here, and what he was about to do to protect it.


He knew what his father would say.  He’d tell him that he’d never been prouder of his son in his life.  But unfortunately, his mother had died so long ago, his memories of her had become less and less potent over the years since she died, he really didn’t know how she would react.  Now, she was a misty recollection, and he could barely remember her face.  But her hands…he remembered her hands, and her voice.  And in a way, that was all he needed to remember to honor her and her memory.


He wondered if, in 30 years, his son would stand in front of a window and realize that he couldn’t remember his father’s voice.

He looked down at the rail, and realized that there was a small animal there.  It almost looked like a cross between a ferret and an otter, a small, long-bodied rodent native to the coastline that was one of the few non-flying animals able to navigate the rocky cliffs of the shore and get down into the water.  It must have climbed up onto the deck from the support beams underneath.  It looked up at him with curious eyes, standing up on its back legs to more easily regard him.  He gave it a gentle smile and patted it on the head, then looked back out over the water, considering the next few days.  He’d have that operation to replace his arms, and would spend the convalescent time preparing for the mission, both with planning and with training.  He was going to have Mrar teach him everything she possibly could in the time he had before leaving for E Chaio that might help him get out of that building alive, get him back to his wife, his amu, his children, and his friends.  He was going to be ready when the time came, because his life would literally depend on how well prepared he was when he walked through that door and faced down the Board.  Yes, the mission would technically be accomplished the moment he got inside the room, since that would deliver the package to the targets, but he had no intention of being a martyr.  He had no intention of his own armor standing in the Hall of Heroes at the White House, the armor that represented the greatest heroes of the KMS that had willingly sacrificed their lives in service to the house.  Jason had once vowed that he wouldn’t allow another suit of armor to be placed in that hall, and he meant to keep it by not adding his own.

He just had to be ready.  To save his own life, to protect Jyslin from wasting away and dying because he didn’t make it, to ensure that he lived to see Karis restored, he had to be ready.


He would be ready.


Something was…weird.

Rann couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was, but over the last few hours, he had felt…disquieted.  Strange.  It was a deep feeling, like a forgotten dream bubbling up from the dark corners of his imagination, not frightening but not normal, just…off.


He just couldn’t shake the feeling.  No matter how much Shy or Aria or his brothers and sisters tried to get him to have fun, he just wasn’t in the mood.  As they ran around and played and enjoyed the party, he’d sat at a picnic table over on the deck by the swimming pool, trying to figure it out.  It wasn’t like they didn’t have plenty to be happy about.  The Paladins had won the big match, Jenn and Meya had gotten married—he really liked both of them, Jenn was awesome and Meya was funny—and the new vacation house was finished, and it was seriously cool.  But despite all that, he couldn’t shake that feeling.

For hours he tried to figure it out, but to no avail.  At first, he thought it was because his father wasn’t there, that he’d been called away on some important business, which was something Rann more or less expected.  Dad was very busy and he had a lot of responsibilities, and he’d always said that those responsibilities were more important than fun.  But that wasn’t it.  When Dad came back, going straight to his office, it didn’t make him feel any different.  And when he finally came out and rejoined the party, it didn’t change it either.  He kept thinking about it for a while, at least until he realized that he hadn’t seen Amber for hours.  She sometimes took naps in hidden places, so it wasn’t entirely strange for her to be gone for so long, but he realized that she didn’t really know the new house that well, and she might have gotten lost.  He communed with the house’s computer, and it told him that Amber was out on the deck, which was a relief.  She hadn’t gotten lost.  But it was a bit strange that she’d be out there all by herself.


He got up and walked through the house to get back to the deck, and stopped short at the door outside and gawked.  At the rail across the deck, dozens and dozens of animals were sitting.  Big ones, like the wolves.  Little ones, like the little mice-like rodents that were all over the field.  Mammals, birds, reptiles, everything in between, there had to be forty or fifty animals out here!  Amber was out there with them, as were all the tabis.  Birds were on the roof high over his head, lined up on the edge and looking down, and swarms of insects flew in circular patterns near the edge of the deck, were crawling between the larger animals, moving towards the center of them…all of them looking in the same place.  Rann couldn’t see what they were all looking at because the wolves were in the way, but it struck him as really strange that wild animals would collect on the deck, animals that would usually eat other, just sitting or standing and all looking to the same spot.


He moved carefully through the animals, having to watch his step so he didn’t step on any tails or bodies of the tiny ones or bugs, he managed to get close enough to look around the biggest of the wolves and see what they were all looking at.


Dad.


He was standing at the rail with the biggest of the wolves right behind him, not moving, just staring out over the ocean.  But something, something had to be wrong.  The animals, they didn’t usually act like this, and he knew that Dad has some kind of special connection to animals.  They understood him, he could talk to them, and it had to be that special connection that was causing this.  The animals, they were responding to Dad, responding to something that Rann couldn’t hear, or sense.


No.  They were responding to the feeling of foreboding that Rann had been feeling all night, a feeling coming from his father.  It had unsettled them, and they had come to try to comfort Dad, called by his worry and seeking to make him feel better.  Dad’s special connection to the animals had called them to him.


What could it be?  Dad was hiding it from Mom, or she would be out here too.  They were like him and Shy, he knew what Shy was thinking almost all the time, and he could feel it when she was afraid or sad.  Dad was hiding how he felt from Mom, and that in and of itself was really strange…and really worrying.  Dad almost never hid what he was feeling unless it was bad, and if it had caused the animals to come to him to cheer him up, then it had to be really bad.


Dad was dreading something.  And he was afraid, a feeling that Rann almost felt his father would never feel.  His father was the bravest man in the whole world!


He carefully picked his way through the animals—and very nearly stepped on some bugs a few times—but managed to get all the way through the throng and reach his father.  He was standing by the rail, his hands on it, and there were little birds and one of the small bats sitting on his shoulders, those adorable water otters standing on the rail to each side of his hands.  His father didn’t move, didn’t seem to realize he was there, he just stood motionless as he stared off into space, his eyes half-open and unfocused, as if he were daydreaming.  But the expression on his face was not very encouraging.  A gust of wind carried over them, which caused his father to close his eyes and lift his chin upwards a little bit, then he opened them again and returned to looking out into the void.


[Dad?]

He didn’t move.  He didn’t answer.


Dad?  “Dad?” Rann called aloud, a tingle of, of fear starting to creep up his spine.


He blinked and looked down at him, his expression unchanging, then he reached over and put his hand on his head.  But then he put his hand back on the rail and returned to looking out into space.  [You’ll need to be brave for the next several days, Rann,] he finally answered, communing so tightly that only Rann would hear him.  Not even a listener like Shy would pick that up.  [There’s something I have to do.  Something that your mother and many others won’t like.  Something that only I can do.  But it has to be done.]


[Why does it scare you so much, Dad?  The animals, they’re trying to cheer you up.]


[Because I may not come back,] he answered honestly, without looking down at him to soften that blow.  [If that happens, Rann, you have to promise me something.]

[What?] he asked, his thought betraying his sudden shock and fear.


[Don’t let your mother give up,] he answered.  [She has to live for you.  For the girls.  For the babies.  Don’t let her give up, don’t let your sisters grow up without ever knowing their mother.  Don’t let them grow up unable to remember her face,] he communed intensely, powerful emotion rooted in his own experience, Rann knew.  Dad’s mom had died when he was a little boy, and he didn’t even have a picture of her because of how House Trillane treated people when the Faey first arrived on Terra.  [No matter how much she wants to give up, don’t let her.  Don’t ever let her.  It’s going to be up to you, son.   You’re the only one that can save her,] he warned, finally looking down at him.  [No matter how much she cries, no matter how much she begs, no matter how much she tries to ignore you, no matter how much she tries to push you away or gets angry with you, do not ever let her give up.  Do you understand?]

He nearly lost all coherent thought as the idea of his father never coming home and his mother just giving up hit him like a hammer.  Why would Dad never come back?  He was the strongest, smartest, most incredible Dad in the whole world!  Dad was his hero!  He was everyone’s hero!  The whole house loved him, he was like a dad to everyone!  Why would he go?  Why did he have to do it?  And why did he think he may not come back?  But when Dad looked down at him, his steady gaze snapped Rann out of his scattered thoughts and made him swallow nervously.  [I promise, Dad, but I’m scared now.]

[You are Rann Brian Fox Shaddale Karinne, son.  You are the next Grand Duke Karinne.  You will be a great man someday, far better than I will ever be,] he declared with simple dignity, looking down at him.  [Don’t ever forget who you are, son, but don’t let who you are blind you to your duty to the house and the responsibility it entails.  You serve the House of Karinne.  The House of Karinne does not serve you.  That is why I have to go, I have a duty to the house, and it will be very dangerous.  I may not come back.  But it has to be done, because I serve the house.]  He was quiet a long moment.  [If I don’t come back, son, I’ve made some decisions.  You’re not ready to lead the house yet.  You have a lot more to learn.  So, I’ve decided that Cybi will run the house while you grow up and prepare.  Cybi will be a regent son, meaning she will be temporarily in charge while you get ready to take over for her.  If that happens, son, your greatest duty will be to make sure that you’re ready to be the Grand Duke when Cybi steps aside,] he communed, looking down at him.  [There’s a lot more you need to learn.  There’s a lot more you have to see, to experience, before you’re ready.  If I don’t come home, it will be your duty to take my place, to lead the House of Karinne and take care of our people.  So promise me that you will be ready when your time comes.]

[Don’t think like that, Dad, if you think of bad things, bad things happen,] he nearly pleaded in reply.  [You’ll come back.  You have to come back.  You have to!]

His father turned and knelt in front of him, which put Rann’s head just above his, and put his powerful hands on his shoulders.  [I know this is hard to understand, and forgive me if this sounds harsh, but you don’t have the luxury to act like a child when the house needs you to act like an adult, Rann,] he told him, staring him in the eyes.  [I wish it didn’t have to be that way, but it does.  You and me, we weren’t chosen for this job, son.  The job chose us, and like it or not, we do what we need to do for the house.  If I don’t come back, the house will need you.  They’ll be sad, and scared, and confused, and Cybi will need your help to keep people from being depressed, to remind them of what it means to be in the House of Karinne.  Cybi can run the house, son, but she can’t inspire the people the way you can.  The house will need you the same way Aria needed you when she first came to live here.  No matter how sad you are, or how much you’ll want to cry, you keep a smile on your face and do everything you can to keep the smiles on the faces of the people who depend on us.  And nobody will need that more than your mother.  Do you understand?]

He gave his father a long, surprised look, then gave a silent nod.


[That’s my boy,] he communed with pride rippling across his thought.  [I believe in you, Rann.  I believe that once you grow up and have time to prepare, you’ll be a better Grand Duke than me.  The greatest Grand Duke the house has ever known.  Just believe in yourself, and believe in the House of Karinne.  The people of the house are your family, and family sticks together always.]  He felt a nudging at his foot, and looked down to see Amber staring up at him, her paw on his foot, giving him the most serious look he’d ever seen on her furry little face.  One of the little birds jumped from his father’s shoulder to his own, just over Dad’s hand, and gave a supportive little chirp.  [You see?  These members of the house believe in you,] his father communed with a gentle smile.  [Now, son, you’re going to perform your first ever official job as a member of the Dukal family.  You’re going to go back in there and smile and pretend that this conversation never happened,] he ordered.  [We’re not going to take away from your mother’s special day.  I haven’t told anyone about this yet, and you will keep it to yourself until I announce it.  Can you do that?]

[I can do that,] he replied, his thought trying to be brave, but was betrayed by his nervousness and worry.


[Good.  Now I hate to be rude, but I have a lot to think about, plans to make, work to do, and you know I do that kind of work best when I’m alone…or at least as alone as I can be,] he noted, pointing up over his head where the biggest wolf was leaning his head over them, looking down curiously.  That made Rann laugh despite himself, and that laugh made his father give him a genuine, warm smile.  [You go back in before they miss you, and relax.  Everything is going to be alright.]  He was pulled into a gentle hug, and he clung to his father in concern and fear.  But his powerful arms, the warmth of him, they did make him feel better.  There was no way he could ever be hugged by his father and not feel safe.

[I love you, Daddy.]


[And I love you, Rann.]

The animals all moved to let him walk out, even the bugs, and he couldn’t resist turning and looking over his shoulder as he walked towards the door back inside.  The animals returned to cluster around his father, who had turned to put his hands back on the rail and look out over the water again.  The little bird on his shoulder gave a little peeping chirp of encouragement, then took off and returned to its perch on his father’s shoulder.  Seeing the animals like that, it reminded him how special his father was, how magical he was, and why it always seemed like his father could do anything.  If whatever it was he had to do was really that dangerous, well, who in the whole world couldn’t do it better than the Grand Duke Jason Karinne?


But as he reached the door, he looked at the sensor plate in it that would accept his gestalt command to open, and he realized something.  Something had just changed.  When he went inside, nothing would ever be the same again, even if Dad did come back.  Dad would never treat him like a little boy again, and in a way, he wasn’t that little boy anymore.  He was old enough now to be trusted with real responsibility, real duty, and it had been a stark first lesson.


His father trusted him to do something very, very important, and he would not let his father down.  Not now, not ever.


Rann Brian Fox Shaddale Karinne had just learned an important lesson about growing up.
