Chapter 6

Daira, 31 Demaa, 4401, Orthodox Calendar


Tuesday, 18 May 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Daira, 31 Demaa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


The White House, Karsa, Karis

Dahnai was ridiculous.


Just utterly ridiculous.  For three days, the two of them had been locking horns over his declaration, and while she talked about understanding his position, she was doing absolutely everything in her power to basically turn his declaration of autonomy into “oh, I guess I’ll look the other way as far as Karis is concerned.”  She was being almost silly in her stubborn refusal to budge when it came time to negotiate the actual terms.  She wanted the House of Karinne to remain in the Siann.  She wanted right of passage into and out of the Karis system for INS warships, as well as access to Kosigi for repairs and refits.  She wanted the House of Karinne to continue to offer up its yearly tariff   In short, she wanted the declaration of autonomy to be a political machination, and she kept control of the house in every way but on a piece of paper.


Needless to say, the negotiations with her had been…spirited.  Dahnai seemed to have forgotten how bullheaded Jason could be, and she had gotten pretty combative quite a few times during the sessions.

But that wasn’t the reason that Jason was in a bad mood.


Aya.  Was going.  To die.


He knew she did it.  She was only one that had motive, means, and opportunity.   That put her at the very top of a very short list, and as soon as he got home, he was going to storm into her office in the barracks, rip her out of her armor, and spank her with a fucking scourge.


He inspected the damage in a mirror, and it was totally beyond any hope of covering it up.


Jason Karinne looked like a mutant smurf.


His skin was healthy shade of dark blue, at least healthy to a Faey, the coloring so deeply ingrained into his skin that there was absolutely no way to clear it.  Not even Songa could do anything about this.  She could use some medical tricks to revert his skin when it took on that dusky grayish hue that it got after brief exposure to the Draconis sun, but this was even beyond that, and she’d given him that professional opinion after rushing to his house after he told her he had a medical emergency, for he did indeed have second degree sunburn over most of his body and was a mere step below sun poisoning…then he heard her burst into laughter as soon as she got on the other side of his door.


So Songa got added to the list.


Jason did not look good with blue skin.  It didn’t suit him, and it didn’t look right on him.  But this was the full expression of his thousand year-repressed Faey genes, excited by the unique light wavelengths of the blue sun of Draconis, or in this case, excited by the artificially reproduced wavelengths created by the tanning bed in his basement.  It had two settings, one for the Terran sun and one for the Draconis sun, and he knew that Aya had switched those settings when he conducted his twice weekly session of 90 minutes at low UV, to maintain at least a somewhat decent tan, so he wouldn’t burn if he spent a couple of hours under the Terran sun.  The Karisian atmosphere filtered out almost all of the UV bands that caused human melanin to tan, or burn for that matter, and all Terrans on the planet had to spend time in a tanning booth else they’d turn as pale as their natural melanin levels would allow.  For Jason, who had some British blood in him, that could be rather pale, but the southern French and Spanish in him also made it relatively easy for him to tan.  But that ease of tanning had turned against him in this case, where 90 minutes exposed to high-level Draconis radiation had triggered a rapid alteration in him, which also gave him a fairly nasty sunburn.  The sunburn Songa could heal, but she couldn’t do anything about the color. 

The only ones that had been at home had been Aya, Ayama, and Surin, but his servants wouldn’t dare do something like this.  And Jason was never going to merge into the biogenic network to surf Civnet and play maddeningly addictive puzzle games in the tanning bed and rely on the settings and timer ever again.  It left him unaware of his immediate surroundings.


But he was at home, damn it all, the one place he was supposed to feel safe and secure.


Jason set down the mirror in disgust and looked up at Chirk.  Her compound eyes regarded him inquisitively, her small, useless wings fanning a bit on her back as they tended to do, wings that marked her as the noble cast, and thus among the most intelligent beings in the sector.  It was an alien intelligence, insectoid, but Jason had come to learn and appreciate just how damn fucking smart the Kizzik really were.  “I see no reason to be upset,” her translator intoned.  “It does not look entirely displeasing.”

“It does to me,” he replied with a grunt, pushing the mirror away with his blue-skinned hand.  The tanning bed had done its evil work; Jason tanned nude, and every square inch of him was blue, even his penis and scrotum.  “I’m gonna kill Aya, I swear I will,” he snapped churlishly, then leaned back in his chair and threw his bare arms up.  Jason was sitting in his chair naked after taking off his armor, to more fully survey the damage.  “Alright, what’s on the agenda today?”


“If appearing thus in public disturbs you, Revered hive-leader, then this is not a good day,” she warned.  “There are a large number ship christenings on the agenda today, two carriers, three battleships, and two tactical battleships, on top of two tactical cruisers, three cruisers, and five destroyers,  and you have scheduled yourself to attend them all in person.  The first, for the new carrier, is slated to begin in eighty-six minutes, with each christening staggered to begin immediately after the last.  The daily meeting of the Confederate Council is in five hours twenty-one minutes.  You have another negotiation session scheduled with Imperial hive-leader Dahnai in seven hours thirty-three minutes.  You have the weekly meeting of the cabinet in nine hours two minutes.”

“Oh yeah, they were set to come off the line today,” Jason remembered.  “And I guess they’re ready to activate the tactical battleship they parked.”  Dellin had jimmied the schedules around to get double the number of workers on the large ships to get them out of the dock early, shifting manpower to finishing the cosmetics, because he wanted those docks turned around to start on a new battleship as quickly as possible.  The big ones had been the carrier docks, because he was ready to start construction of a battleship and tactical battleship in those bays.  They had the keels and quite a few modular compartments parked around the drydock just waiting to get them in there to start assembling them.  The tactical battleship they’d parked because the crew wasn’t ready, well, they were ready now.

And boy, was there that major command shake-up he was expecting.  With that many big ships in need of captains, it was creating a big shift in the command structure.  As he expected, Ravai was being moved up from the Jefferson, but they had slated her for one of the new carriers instead of the tactical battleship…and as he expected, Sevi had turned down every ship they offered her.  She was still too attached to the Abarax to leave it, but Myri and Juma weren’t going to let her get away with that much longer.  They were going to make her take another ship, and do it soon.  An admiral from the command staff, one of the high-level Admirals working in the command center as a tactician, analyst, and member of the Admiralty, the council of Admirals and Generals that advised Myri, Juma, and Sioa, was going to return to command and take over the second carrier.  Staff Admiral Kirai Karinne was returning to the chair after spending three years in the command center, which worked since Kirai was in the INS before coming to Karinne and had real experience commanding a flag-level ship.  Kirai was also in line to reach the highest rank anyone but Myri, Juma, and Sioa could achieve in the KMS, and that was Command Admiral or Command General, or what Jason would call a four star General in Air Force terms.  His military heads were 5-star Generals, carrying the rank of Admiral of the Navy or General of the Army, and Myri was like the Secretary of Defense, but she had military rank, like a 6-star General, and was officially known as the Chief General of the KMS.  Koye and the other heavy crusier captains hadn’t been there long enough to fulfill the new command requirements, but Juma wasn’t about to put a flag-class ship in the hands of someone that didn’t have experience with large ships.  That meant that virtually the entire staff of heavy cruiser captains were being promoted to take over the larger ships, everyone but Sevi anyway.  Farea and Koye would be promoted to the new battleships.  But it still left them two captains short to fill the large ship vacancies, and for those, Juma had to go down to the next rung on the ladder, the tactical cruisers.  She selected Samantha Kerry of the Raleigh, a Terran telepath, and Rola Karinne of the Revenge to command the battleship and tactical battleship respectively.  They had the highest scores of all the cruiser class captains, and while it was a gamble to move them up that far, Juma was also going to put them on defensive and picket duties until they got more experience.  And that started the merry-go-round of promotions, mainly from the cruisers, to fill those holes.  Three captains from the tactical cruisers were being promoted up to the heavy cruisers, cruiser captains were moving up to the tacticals, and destroyer captains were filling the holes.  Naturally, the captain of the Defiant was moved up, and that was Drae.  She was jumping over the tactical cruisers and going straight to a heavy cruiser, promoted to take the Jefferson, and Toiri Karinne from the destroyer Loyai was taking her place. Joni Suvalle and Hora Karinne from the cruisers Demir’s Sword and Shaivi were being promoted up to the tactical cruisers Katana and Herani, and Inaba Takeshi and Toia Karinne were being promoted up to the Temeron and Hailaeri respectively.  Gema Neyalle of the cruiser Doyalo was replacing Inaba on the Katana, and Joni Suvalle from the cruiser Demir’s Sword was replacing Toiri on the Herani.  The Raleigh was being taken over by Miya Foralle of the cruiser Imai.  The destroyer captains…eh, he didn’t know any of them as well as he should, because there were more and more captains every day.  He was going to have to fix that soon.


And those were just the big ships.  There were also 6 tactical cruisers, 4 cruisers (all new cruisers were now Mark II cruisers, so Dellin no longer differentiated on his boards), and 6 destroyers all within two days of completion, but all of those were being built in the smaller docks.  Those docks would turn around and build the components for new heavy docks instead of starting on new ships, to increase their production capacity of large ships, to meet the demand for when they had to face the Benga.

So, they were going from four main battleships to seven, and adding two more tactical battleships, and that was on top of them getting the second capitol ship not long ago.  Juma certainly had to be wearing a maxipad today to prevent rusting the codpiece of her armor.


So, there was all that, and there was also something just as important today, and that was Rann’s birthday planning.  It was only six days away, and Jyslin was handling that part of things since Jason was so busy.  They were having his party on the beach at home in the late morning, and Yeri had arranged it so the leaders didn’t start to arrive until later in the afternoon.  It gave as much time as possible to Rann, which was only fair to him…a boy doesn’t turn six every day, after all.

And he prayed to God that this blue faded out before then.  He’d never been burned this deeply before, had his skin turn this blue before.  It usually took four or five days for it to fade, like a sunburn, but the deeper the blue, the longer it took.


Just another reason that Aya was going to fucking die.


“Well, I guess I could wear my helmet with my armor,” he mused, looking over to where it was sitting on its stand, waiting for him to put it back on.  Since he had to go right back out again, there was no reason to go get a tee and jeans on.  He then sighed, “or, I just bow to the inevitability of it.”  He activated his military PA, which would put out a message on the military command frequencies, right from the desk of the Grand Duke.  “This is the Grand Duke Karinne.  I’ll be attending the christenings of the new ships on schedule today.  But, since someone sabotaged my tanning bed, and as a result has made me turn blue as a Faey, the first person to laugh, giggle, chortle, grin, or even look even slightly amused in my general direction will be scrubbing the burn marks off the outer plating of the warships without an E-suit.  That is all.”


Chirk gave him the most amused expression that a Kizzik could.  “You know that will only incite the very reaction you seek to quash.”

“Probably, but this way the first person to get a messy object lesson has plenty of warning.”


Almost immediately, a holo winked on, from the command center.  It was Shey.  She took one look at him, then burst out into gales of laughter, literally falling backwards out of the picture.  Chirk gave a clacking little sound that was as close to laughter as a Kizzik got.  Juma, Myri, and Sioa crowded in over Shey’s now-vacant chair, and they too burst into laughter.  Jason gave them all a dirty look, then blew out his breath and laughed himself.

“Now you look good,” Myri grinned.  “Who did it?”


“I’m fairly sure it was Aya, getting back at me for the fight,” he replied with a grunt, which made them all laugh again.  Faey loved a good joke, even it was on themselves.  “I was surfing Civnet, and wasn’t keeping an eye on the tanning bed.  I didn’t think I had to,” he growled.  “She must have snuck down while I was playing Banyer’s Maze and changed the settings.  She also gave me a fairly wicked sunburn.  I’m going to get her for that.”


“You always tease us about our vanity,” Juma winked.


“Mine isn’t vanity, it’s so I don’t turn white as a sheet,” he replied.  “Terrans can’t tan here, the atmosphere filters out the UV bands that make us tan.”


“It does for us too, but our base coloration is a little darker than yours,” Myri grinned.


“So, I hope you four are really good at holding your breath,” he threatened, which made them all laugh again  Shey’s hand appeared at the bottom of the hollow, stiffened into a claw almost like a drowning woman thrusting it up seeking help, then it disappeared again.  “And tell Shey that she just earned herself a double shift.”

“She’s working dayshift today,” Myri grinned.


“So, you really want to bump it up to a triple shift?” Jason retorted.


“Go ahead, I’ll just give her a day off for every shift you make her work,” Myri shot back playfully.  “I see nothing wrong with laughing at what’s funny.”

“I’ll show you what’s funny,” he snapped waspishly, which made all three of them laugh even harder.  “Now have Dellin get the ship christenings ironed out and send the final schedule to Chirk.”


“You gonna hide behind your helmet, wimpy boy?” Myri taunted.


“I know where you live, woman, and I have a key to your house,” he shot back ominously.


“You do need to rethink your policy of attending every christening, Jason,” Juma said more seriously.  “Soon, it’s all you’re going to be doing.”


“Yeah, I know,” he sighed, leaning back in his chair a bit.  “Maybe I’ll turn it into a revolving duty for the cabinet, have them attend christenings in my place.”


“I’m sure Jyslin could manage to attend a few.  She’s not as busy now that she’s splitting her attention.”


“She’s even more busy,” he snorted.  “She still works for Myleena, and now she’s managing the Paladins.  And trust me, that’s a full time job.”

“Well, we’ll let you get back to plotting your revenge.  And warn me, I wanna see it,” Myri winked.


“You’re now part of it,” he warned, which made her laugh again before the holo winked out. “Faey,” Jason sighed forlornly, throwing up his arms.


“A lamenting tone of communication we ourselves have conveyed many times, Revered hive-leader,” Chirk’s translator noted.  “I will finalize your daily schedule when Admiral Dellin sends in his report.”

“Thanks, Chirk.  I guess I should get my armor back on,” he sighed.  “Oh, and track down Brall, I want to talk to him.”


“He is up at Kosigi.  I will call him.”

Jason felt extremely self-conscious as he attended the first christening, and while he did get plenty of stares, and a rather snarkily funny comment from Ravai that earned her a swat, everyone took his sudden radical change in appearance rather well.  Then again, by then the entire KMS knew that Jason had been pranked by one of his guards, and the Faey among them could appreciate it for the joke that it was.

But he did beat Ryn and Dera soundly about the head and shoulders when he got them back to his office for their constant sly looks.

He was about to settle in and plow through some of his paperwork before the Confederate Council meeting, but Zaa contacted him.  He enabled the hologram from his side, forming that free-roaming full body hologram she preferred, which on her side was her in an open area of her main office with a hologram of his office, allowing full immersive interaction.  Jason’s office wasn’t big enough to really allow that, at least from his side.  The room the hologram on his side created had to be smaller than his office…and his office wasn’t really that big.  “What’s up, Denmother?”

She gave him a curious look, then chuckled.  “What by the ancestors happened to you?”


“Someone sabotaged my tanning bed,” he replied with a growl, pinching at his blue cheek.  “And I’m gonna nail her ass to the wall when I get home tonight.”


She gave that same throaty, growling chuckle, then advanced towards his desk.  “I have more information from my children within the Consortium,” she replied, sitting in the chair in front of his desk.  “Cybi.”  Cybi manifested her hologram by his desk, then immediately sat upon it, crossing her legs demurely and leaning on her hand.  “The data sent isn’t as critical as the first packets.  It mainly deals with Syndicate technology and tactics that my children have extracted from Consortium archives.  Also, they now know about the string jammer,” she relayed.  “They have not yet figured out how we are jamming their communications to Andromeda, but they know it is happening.  They are no longer receiving the daily updates being transmitted from their main headquarters, and are even now working to discover how we’re doing it.”


“Good luck with that,” Jason chuckled.  “How far outside the galaxy is it parked?  Five thousand light years?  And just outside a sector of the galaxy they no longer control.”

Zaa looked to Cybi.  “I’ll have all data transmitted directly to you, Cybi, for you to store, study, and disseminate as necessary.”


“I will keep an encrypted channel open for your transmission.”

“Any word about Trieste?” Jason asked.

She shook her head.  “But, I now have two children inside, in the moon itself,” she replied with a slight smile.  “It was quite a feat for them to manage it, and I am very proud of them.  We must wait a few days for them conduct their investigations, but they will ferret out the truth.”


“Outstanding,” Jason said with relief.  “I still can’t figure out what they’re doing.  They’re moving all their ships there like they’re about to start a major operation, but how?  We destroyed their quantum phase device.”


“I know, but our foes have demonstrated ingenuity.  I have little doubt their engineers have a plan.”


“Amen,” he grunted.  He was about to say something else, but Miaari’s face appeared on a holo behind Zaa.  She almost laughed, but when she saw Zaa’s hologram, she got control of herself almost immediately.  “I have extremely critical news, cousin,” she said.  “Extremely critical.”

“What, Mee?” he asked.


“We have intercepted the latest reports the Consortium are sending to their forces here.  It’s not good news,” she declared.  “They’ve dispatched a massive relief convoy to our galaxy, both military and civilian assets, in response to the Consortium forces here having extreme difficulty defeating Confederate resistance.  The report warns the Consortium here to prepare the Imxi territory for colonization by a force of ten million Consortium civilians and one hundred thousand military warships.  They’re moving to colonize our galaxy in force, Jason,” she said grimly.  “The reports don’t say it, but it’s the opinion of several of my staff that have reviewed these missives that the Consortium are starting to execute a controlled retreat from Andromeda.  The war is turning against them, and we think that they are starting a plan to build a fortress of sorts in our galaxy in case they lose the war.  That way they can retreat here.”

Jason looked down at his desk…a hundred thousand Consortium warships.  “Fuck, they’ll come in behind the Benga and just smash them,” he realized.  “Even with two years of the Benga running amok in our galaxy, they’d still have an overwhelming advantage.  The Benga couldn’t possibly conquer enough territory and set up in time to fight them off, especially since we’re here, and we’d be fighting them,” he reasoned.  “The Consortium is counting on that fact now,” he realized.  “They can’t beat us quickly, so they’ll use us to stall the Benga until their second wave gets here, then smash everything.  And since they already have the Imxi and probably assets we don’t know about, they’ll be in a position to fight off a response if the Benga try to do the same thing.”

“I agree.  The Consortium sending a large segment of their fleet here will most likely incite a response from the Syndicate, if they are indeed serious about conquering this galaxy,” Miaari added.  “They may send a hundred thousand of their own ships to counter the Consortium reinforcements.  But if they only sent their ships here to eliminate the Consortium presence here, they will not.”

“Denmother said it best when she first told me, Mee, the Benga are conquerors,” he said grimly . “If they think they can establish a foothold in this galaxy and try to conquer it, they will.  So I’d bet my gestalt that the Syndicate will respond with a massive fleet of their own.”


“Yes, but only after they take advantage of the Consortium reducing their fleet opposing them and conquer as much Consortium territory as they can,” Zaa said.  “For them, establishing complete domination of Andromeda is their primary objective.  Once they have the galaxy under their control, they can pool their resources and then make the crossing to our galaxy.”


Jason leaned back and pondered a moment, then he asked Cybi a question almost out of the blue, just a random thought.  “Cybi, can a Stargate bridge between here and Andromeda?”


“An intriguing concept,” she replied after a brief moment.  “The mechanics of how the Stargates work actually require the Stargate to expend less energy to link to a sister gate that is further away, but the stumbling block would be the fact that the two gates must communicate to form a link.  With a three month delay between here and Andromeda, it would take two gates trying to link approximately 563 days to complete the process.  It would take five years to get the gate there, then another five years to link it back to Karis.  That is theoretically possible, but highly inadvisable”

“A CBIM could do it,” Miaari mused.


“I would venture to say that a CBIM would be the only one capable of it.  If we strung high-power biogenic relays between here and Andromeda, a communion link could bypass the Teryon communications delay. Communion, like all forms of telepathy, exists outside of the common concept of time.  I could communicate with a biogenic unit in Andromeda in real time, so long as my transceiver had the power to reach that far.  My current one does not, it was designed to give me galactic coverage to contact or recall scout ships in case of a dire emergency, not intergalactic capability. It would take 35,240 Class XII biogenic relays set at optimal distance to establish a communion link to Andromeda.  But once the gate was linked, the relay system would no longer be required.  Communion can cross a gate as easily as other forms of communications using a directional peer to peer biogenic relay pointed at the gate”

“What do you consider, Jason?” Zaa asked.


“Nothing really, just a random thought.  You know, like how we’d get over there if we had to.”

“As in, if we have to take the war to the Benga,” Miaari surmised.


Jason nodded.  “But there’s no way in hell I’m jumping a Capitol class Stargate to Andromeda, that’s just begging them to take it.  Stargates are the one of the few things that nobody has but us.”


“But, it is within our technical ability.  I will consider this,” Zaa said, tapping her muzzle.


“Easiest workaround.  Can we build a biogenic transceiver capable of reaching Andromeda?”  Miaari asked.


“Theoretically, yes,” Cybi answered.  “But the transceiver itself would have to be placed at least 163 light years away from the current main array on Karis to prevent them from interfering with each other.  They’d generate crossband interference if too close together.”

“Build one, park it the Kypan Void,” Jason shrugged, referring to the vast expanse of empty space behind Terra.  Terra actually existed within the Kypan Void, an area filled with stars that had nothing worth anything to anyone that stretched halfway back to the very edge of the galaxy, unless they were asteroid miners.  Terra was an island of life surrounded by a vast cosmic sea of wasted space.


“Actually, the best place to put it would be at SAR-12,” Zaa countered.


“That’s almost in the core!” Jason replied.


“Yes, which means that only Kimdori, Jakkans, and Generations could reach it without injury,” she replied.  “It’s a blue supergiant cluster with a combined solar wind that actually deflects the radiation emitting from the galactic core.  It’s still highly irradiated, but far less than most stars that close to the core.  It is within Generation radiation tolerance.”


“Hmm…purely speculation here, Cybi, but how long would that take to build?”


“Approximately two months,” she replied.  “What do you consider, friend?”

“Actually, having something like that might be handy, if only so we could track a biogenic unit or Generation the Consortium or Syndicate manage to capture,” he noted.  “I wouldn’t be able to commune with it unless it had a working biogenic comm, but Cybi would be able to sense it, even from here.”


“That is one of the few things I’ve never understood about Generation technology.  Why could you not commune?” Miaari asked.


“Communion from a living mind has many of the same restrictions as normal talent,” he answered before Cybi could.  “And the main array is a transmitter, Miaari, it modulates the communion so it can exponentially boost its power to make it reach that far.  The communal comm transmits communal telepathy.  It takes another biogenic comm unit to demodulate it.  If we didn’t do that, then Cybi would fry the brain of every Generation and burn out every biogenic crystal on Karis every time she communed with anything outside our solar system, because of the power she’d have to put behind it to make it reach that far.  Now, if a Generation in Andromeda had a gestalt, then I could commune with him or her from this desk,” he explained, rapping his armored knuckles on it.  “The power of the unit on the other side doesn’t matter.  In that respect, the array acts like a telepath.  As long as one has the power to reach that far, both can communicate.”

Cybi nodded.  “Just so.  That’s why we have the biogenic network here on Karis, it doesn’t require ‘transmitting’ the communion over vast distances.  It is a distinction between what you might call a local system and a remote system.”

“Ah.  I see,” Miaari nodded.  “So that was why Cybi could sense and track biogenic crystals on Kimdori Prime, but could not communicate with them.”


“Not unless they’re connected to a biogenic comm unit, which if I remember right, you guys cannibalized to keep your biogenic computers operational,” he answered.  “The array here on Karis gives her the power to reach that far, and those crystals would know that Cybi was reaching out to them, but there has to be something on the other side that can understand what she’s saying, to use a metaphor.”


“Indeed,” Cybi nodded.  “But if those crystals were here on Karis, I could communicate with them without problems.”

“Yes, that was how we knew Jason had made contact with Cybi, because our biogenic units on Kimdori sensed her sweep,” Zaa told Miaari.  “Which caused me to dispatch you to Karis to investigate.”


Miaari smiled shyly and put three fingers on her white band, the mark of a Handmaiden, almost unconsciously.  “I have learned today,” she said modestly.  “It is a good day.”

“I think the idea of building a multigalactic array would be a wise thing to do,” Zaa said, drumming her fingers on his desk.  “Since it seems that we are graduating up to trans-galactic politics here, having a means of communicating with another galaxy in real time should they capture biogenics or a Kimdori would be useful.”


“Or a Kimdori…are you actually considering it?” Jason asked in surprise.


“I am now.  We Kimdori can enter a state of hibernation not much unlike the stasis the Consortium uses for their insectoids, so that the crews are not affected by such a long time in hyperspace,” she said with a light look at him.  “We can install Karinne food replicators on them for sustenance, since Kimdori don’t have to taste their food, and with the array here allowing real time communications, they could send back useful intelligence.  I could send a brave and daring team of scouts and explorers to Andromeda and have them take stock, explore, and be our eyes on their side of the vast gulf between our galaxies.”

“That’s a five year trip,” Jason protested.


“What is five years to a Kimdori, Jason?” she asked simply.

“Yeah, I guess when you’re ten thousand years old, five years doesn’t matter that much,” Jason said, giving Miaari a look.


She stuck her wolf-like tongue out at him.


“Getting a personal view of Andromeda might be to our advantage, especially when more and more Consortium and Syndicate ships cross over to our galaxy.”


“Well, that’s your area, Denmother.  If you want us to build that array, we can do it.  Hell, it’d be smart to have a backup to the one here, we never did get around to building another.”


“I will generate the plans and inform Myleena and Trenirk,” Cybi offered.  “Given the time before it is needed, it can be put on a low priority queue.”

“Yeah, no hurry on that one,” Jason nodded at her.


“I find myself intrigued by this idea,” Zaa said.  “Cousin, might you have a scout ship in your inventory you’re currently not using?  They are literally engineered to be self-sustaining and capable of extended operation away from a base of resupply, as well as powerful engines and strong defenses.  A Karinne scout ship would be the perfect vehicle to travel to Andromeda.”


“I have six of them, they’re parked over at Exile,” he replied.  “They’re under Meya and Myra’s command.


“Could I borrow one, or possibly two?”


He chuckled.  “Sure, you should actually take three, that way you have a backup for your backup.  Send a Kimdori team over to look them over and see how you need to refit them for a five year trip to Andromeda.  We’ll call them the Nina, Pinta, and Santa Maria.”

She gave him a strange look.


“Terran humor,” he said with a dismissive wave and a smile.  “Nevermind.  Anyway, I think we should all be thinking about the Consortium and Syndicate both sending massive fleets to continue their war over here, and what we’re gonna do about it.”


“Yes.  We should keep this to ourselves for now, so my analysts can study the data without pushy, nosy rulers asking for constant updates.”


Jason laughed.  “I know that feeling.  We’ll tell them when we have more information to pass, that way they don’t worry too much about it.  We’ll do the worrying for now.”


She nodded.  “I would expect the Consortium in Andromeda to warn those here of a massive Syndicate fleet jumping here within six months, as soon as the Syndicate detects the major shift in Consortium military resources and organizes a response.  They won’t let them go, but they’ll also take advantage of the weakened Consortium navy.  If they are a corporate plutocracy, it will take them time to decide on a major change in policy.  A government like that will not be efficient, it will be filled with greedy corporate rulers, corporate bureaucracies, and sycophants all trying to get as much as they can for themselves.”

“We might be able to use that against them, when the time comes,” Jason grunted, scratching at his blue cheek.  Then he frowned when he looked down at the back of his hand, which was a sea blue, almost like a Jeraman  Faey.  Fucking Aya, she was so going to die.  “But, at least we know they’re coming, and where they intend to arrive.  I might want to revisit my intentions with the Imxi,” he frowned.


“Conquer them?”


“No, the Karinnes will never do that.  But I guess I wouldn’t much mind letting the Confederate rulers chop up Imxi territory among themselves, and let the try to tame a highly hostile and resistant species.  We leave the Stargate in place at PR-371 and the Karinnes hold that planet as the common entry point, maintaining neutral administration, and let them take it over.  If the Imxi are that far in with the Consortium, then we have to do something about it.  And we sure as hell can’t have those Consortium ships have a place all ready for them when they arrive.”


“It would not be advisable, since our allies would risk losing those systems when those ships arrive, if we can’t stop them beforehand.”


“Yeah, didn’t think of that, just thinking of a little revenge, I guess,” he sighed.


“We’ll have five years to punish the Imxi before those ships arrive, Jason,” Miaari said.  “And we can’t just let them stroll in and start setting up.”


“No, but with so many of them, it’ll be tricky.  We’ll have to pick our targets, go for maximum damage with minimum risk.”


“In other words, send in the Legion,” Zaa said with a smile.  “This is not the venue for traditional warfare.”


“Not when they have a hundred thousand ships, it’s not,” he agreed with a grunt.


“Look at the bright side, cousin,” Miaari said.  “That’s a third of their fleet.  After we destroy it, we’ll only have two hundred thousand to go.”


Jason gave her a look, then burst into helpless laughter.  “Always the optimist, cousin,” he grinned at her.


“I need to get back to work, I have Tim and Kini working on the data.  I need to ensure they’re actually working,” she said, biting her tongue a tiny bit, which made Jason laugh.

“We do need to rein him in a bit,” Jason agreed.


“Go with my blessing, Handmaiden,” Zaa stated, and Miaari’s hologram winked out.  “I should go as well, Jason, I must consider this new information.”


“Yeah, we have the council meeting in half an hour,” he agreed.  “You get the invite to Rann’s birthday?”


“Yes, and Denfather is quite excited to be able to attend,” she said with a smile.  “Thank you.  He so rarely gets to leave the Hearth.”


“You’re family, in a way, Zaa, and I look out for family.”


“Indeed you do, cousin.  See you at the meeting.”


After her hologram winked out, Jason got up and looked out his window, his hands behind his armored back.  So, things were coming to a head in Andromeda, and that meant that in five years, they were going to pay for it.  The Consortium were ceding defeat and now doing what Miaari had once postulated over a year ago, establishing a colony over here that the Syndicate could not easily attack, and attempt to rebuild their empire.  A hundred thousand warships.  Ten million civilians.  The logistics to manage to pack ten million people on civilian transports and freighters then jump them between galaxies, it must have been something they’d been working on for years.  It told him that they’d had this plan ready, and when the Consortium ships here failed to take Karis, probably on their first attempt, well, they just got that information over in Andromeda not too long ago, given it took the message three months to get there.  It also explained their leaders telling them to ignore Consortium law, do absolutely anything it took to take Karis, because they’d need the secrets of biogenics and the Generations to protect the colonizing force they intended to send here all along.


They were never going to take it back to Andromeda, they were going to use it to defend this galaxy.

They were ceding Andromeda to the Syndicate, and starting over in the Milky Way.


But even that wouldn’t be enough. If the Benga were like what the Consortium’s own records said about them, they wouldn’t be satisfied with controlling an entire galaxy.  Once they secured Andromeda, they’d start looking at the Milky Way, the closest galaxy to them, as well as the other galaxies bordering Andromeda as well.  They would try to extend their influence throughout the entire galactic cluster, then the entire cosmic string, then to another cosmic string, and so on and so on and so on, until they either conquered the entire universe, or they were stopped.

Well, Jason wasn’t about to let them stroll into his galaxy and try to conquer it.  The Consortium was already executing a mass colonization plan.  The Benga had a fleet that might be half a million ships that would come up behind them, but Jason was on his home turf, they had to travel five years just to get here, and he could be just as ruthless as Dahnai when the situation demanded it.


Well, this situation was going to demand it.


But this was so fucking typical.  Every time Jason felt that they were getting the upper hand, he gets news like this, reminding him that compared to the Consortium and the Syndicate, the House Karinne was barely a speck of dust laying on a desert floor.  Hell, the entire Confederation was barely a pebble, and the pebble had to prevent itself from being crushed by the boulder rolling towards it.  They had the Consortium backed into a corner…they were about to win, and now he finds out that they were just the first wave.


Well, numbers didn’t matter.  He beat their advance force with barely any ships or intelligence.  He would beat this colonizing force, because he had five years to get ready for it.  And while they were getting ready for them, they’d gear up and smash the advance force the Syndicate had sent.


[Chirk.  Assemble the cabinet, I want to talk to them immediately after the meeting of the Confederate Council.  Tell Miaari I want her to actually attend this one, she always blows the meetings off.  Have Myleena there as well, we’ll need her opinion.  Just move up on the schedule.]


[I will see to it, Revered hive-leader.  I will contact Imperial hive-leader Dahnai’s office and warn them that the negotiation meeting will be delayed.]


[Thank you.  Tell her I don’t know exactly when I’ll be available.]  He checked the time on Draconis, and saw that their meeting was around noon Dahnai’s time, so she could be flexible.  [I’ll call her when I’m ready.]


[I will pass it along.]

Jason continued to look out the window, his mind turning over and over as he pondered how they were going to deal with this.  But they’d find a way.  They had to.

 Dahnai was never going to let him live it down.


She’d exploded into laughter when Jason appeared on her hologram, and after he explained what happened, that he’d apparently been pranked, she just grinned at him through the entire conference.  Jason spent the time fantasizing about the various ways he could murder Dahnai and get away with it, from planting a bomb in her house on Karis to feeding her to a pack of giruzi.


It did cause some problems, however.  Assaba thought that Jason had little or no control over his people if one of them could get away with playing a practical joke on him, and that took both Dahnai and Zaa trying to explain Jason’s much less formal method of governing, as well as some aspects of both Faey Terran culture that made it alright for very good friends to sometimes play jokes on each other.  If anyone ever did that to Assaba, he’d have them executed.

The conference revolved around Zaa’s declaration that she had Kimdori inside Go’jur’mi, the moon of Trieste, and the speculation of what the Consortium had planned, and the theoretical ways they could launch an attack from Trieste on all neighboring Alliance systems as well as Karis.

Jason had the feeling that they had something in that moon that would let them strike at Karis, but he wouldn’t know for a couple of days.


After the council meeting, Jason walked down the hall with Dera and Ryn behind him, grinning at him—he was going to get them too—and joined his cabinet.  They’d been warned about his “mishap” with the tanning bed, so they at least didn’t openly laugh when he came in, though Kumi did grin at him quite a bit.  Cybi manifested her hologram and stood by his chair as he sat down.  “Alright, bottom line,” Jason said, putting his hands on the table.  “The Consortium is sending a colonization force to our galaxy.  They just left, and we have five years until they get here.”


“How big?” Yeri asked.


“Ten million civilians and one hundred thousand warships,” he said bluntly, which caused quite a bit of consternation around the table.  He looked to Myleena, whom he was kicking around adding to the cabinet as the Secretary of Science…though she’d probably kill him for giving her even more responsibility.  The poor woman was already run ragged running 3D and the research division, which sort of existed as an independent entity that answered only to Jason.  “We have five years to come up with something, Myli.  I’d like you to throw this at 3D for me today and have them start pondering the problem.”


“Five years?  No sweat,” she replied confidently.  “Give me five years, and I’ll have something ready for them that’ll make them wish they never left Andromeda.”


“That’s a fairly radical move,” Trenirk said, to which Bunvar nodded.  “Isn’t that a major portion of their fleet?”


“We believe that they have reached the conclusion that the war against the Syndicate is lost,” Miaari said for him, twisting a bit in her chair to get the pressure off her tail.  “This is a retreating action, allowing them to colonize our galaxy well in advance of a Syndicate attempt to cross over here to continue the war, as well as try to conquer our galaxy.  They will hold off the Syndicate as long as they can with the forces they have in Andromeda and evacuate as many as they can here, then flee Andromeda and surrender it to the Syndicate.  While they are consolidating their hold on their newly conquered territory, the Consortium intends to set up in Imxi territory, conquer the far side of the galaxy, and prepare for the coming of their ancient foes.”

“And we’ll be doing the same thing, because I have no doubt that the Benga will chase the Consortium all the way over here,” Jason nodded.  “They’re conquerors, they’re not going to just walk away from a galaxy like ours, which is filled with a large number of small and easily conquerable civilizations.  They’ll just send a few hundred thousand ships over here and sweep around the habitable belt of the galaxy. It may take them a couple of hundred years, but they’ll eventually do it.”


“The way to stop that is to paste their advanced force so utterly that they’d be scared witless to try again,” Bunvar snorted.  “Make them think that the Consortium colonization force is flying into the jaws of the pit beast, and they won’t bother.”


Miaari chuckled humorlessly.  “So, they have awakened the sleeping, angry god by burrowing down too deep under Undram Mountain,” she quipped.


“Yup.  I’m surprised you know that old Makati myth, Miaari.”


“It is an engaging tale, even to us non-Makati, Bunvar,” she smiled lightly.


“That tactic does seem to hold promise.  War is often a battle of deception,” Jrz’kii’s translator intoned monotonously.  “Frighten them with a tremendous show of force, and deceive them into thinking that we can exert even more, should they enrage us.”


“An age old tactic used in the Hive Wars of our ancient past,” Grik’zzk agreed.  “The ranks of the warrior drones arrayed in plain sight, when in reality they are all the warriors.  The tactics of the ancient times were to hide one’s reserves from an enemy hive, so they would be uncertain as to the true numbers of one’s warriors,” she explained to the others.  “Only the active warriors that were to fight would be displayed.”

“Actually, that does have some promise,” Myri grunted, rubbing her chin.  “The Syndicate doesn’t know anything about us, only what they’ve spied from the Consortium.  And the Consortium over there knows that we’ve kicked the snot out of the forces they sent here.”


“Well, we can’t depend on them not finding out,” Jason said.  “But we can make it pretty clear that even if they send a million ships over here, they’ll take the pieces back in a garbage scow.  We’ll need to just absolutely stomp the shit out of the incoming Syndicate fleet, and have the survivors send back horror stories that scares their superiors into leaving us alone.”


“Promising,” Jrz’kii nodded.


“I think I may have a few ideas,” Myleena said, rapping her fingers on the table.  “Since we have three years before the Syndicate gets here, all of us over at 3D have been considering how to greet them.  I think we could arrange something suitably traumatizing when they get here, a welcome to our galaxy, your heads will look wonderful mounted on our wall type of greeting.”


Several of them laughed.  “We should just buy a few hundred thousand antimatter bombs from the Skaa,” Yeri said.


“That’s only half of it,” Bunvar said.  “The other half is making sure there are survivors to limp away and warn the rest of the Syndicate that it was suicide to come here.”


Jason leaned on his elbow as he scratched at his cheek.  “We’ll give Myri and the guys at 3D some time to think this over before we make any decisions.  At least this time, we have plenty of warning and we know they’re coming, so we can plan out our response.  But what it does mean is that we’re not going to move out of a war footing for a while.  I’m going to have the recruiters open offices out into the Verutan and Grimja sectors,” he told them.  “Basically, any race or government that has students in the Academy, we’ll send recruiters out there.  We’re going to need at least five million more people to man the ships we have to build and work in the factories and yards that produce them.  Ten million more would be ideal, but I’ll take what I can get.”

“That’s easily workable, Jason,” Rund said.  “Power is only running at 7% maximum, and we’ve only colonized about a fifth of the Kargan continent.  We have more room than we know what to do with.  Bezar’s hammer, we have hundreds of cities the Kimdori built just sitting empty waiting for people.”


“I’ll speak with my father for more Kimdori screeners,” Miaari said, touching her memory band to make note of it.


“Can we afford the expansion, Kumi?” he asked her.


“Yup, easily,” she replied.  “I’m running so far in the black that the Moridon are getting a bit antsy at how much credit we have in their banks.  The trade ventures with Trefani had increased our profits by 48%, and given we’re running an income at 478% of our expenses, we’re stacking up cash hand over fist, to use the Terran saying.  Don’t you worry about paying for anything, Jayce.  We’ve got it covered.”


“Good.  Expect some calls from the recruiting offices about an increased budget, probably tomorrow.”


“I’ll call them,” she promised.  “They’ll get what they need, don’t worry.  I’ll make sure they can pay for a recruiting office on every inhabited planet in our sector cluster.”


 “Just don’t tell the Shio,” Yeri chuckled.  “I’ve seen the recruitment numbers.  They’re trying to take over the house!”


“I thought Faey liked the Shio,” Rund said with a slight smile.


“Of course we do, but we like being the majority around here.  Keeps all you troublemakers in check,” she teased with a bright smile.


“Someone wants the power to her house shut off, Rund,” Bunvar noted, which made Yeri laugh.


“How are the summit preparations going?” Jason asked her.


“On schedule and so far, without any problems,” she replied.  “We have five more days to get the rehearsals in, and you need to start attending them,” she said, a bit tartly.  “You do intend to greet the rulers, don’t you?”

“Oh, speaking of that.  Jason,” Miaari said, looking at him.  “Sister Kiaari told me just an hour ago that the Grand Emperor Shakizarr is expressing interest in attending the summit.  He’s made what you might call some informal inquiries as to if non-Confederate rulers can attend, primarily through his ambassador at the Academy.  Sister thinks he might make more formal inquiries very soon.”


“The Verutan Emperor?” Jason asked in surprise.


“I think the Verutans are getting more and more concerned, as they also know about the coming Syndicate fleet,” she replied.  “Sister Kiaari is investigating his sincerity, it might simply be a ploy to get onto Karis.”


“Well, that would depend on the council.  I guess if they invited him, that would be that.  I’d have no objection to him attending, as long as Kiaari clears him.  Yeri.”


“I’ll make some contingency plans to house at least six more ruler-level dignitaries,” she said, touching her interface and no doubt sending some command thought instructions to it.  “And I’ll research proper etiquette for greeting the Verutans.  I’ll have it ready for you by tomorrow morning.”

“Sounds good.”

They discussed the news about the Consortium for another hour, debating possible responses, and grilling Myri quite a bit about how ready the fleet would be to fight against a hundred thousand ships.  They even brought Dellin in to guess-timate how many ships they could build in the five years they had, which would be an absolute ton.  Dellin was slowly but steadily expanding the number of drydocks in Kosigi, and his eventual goal was to have 15,000 docks of various sizes, capable of building or refitting ships.  If they had 15,000 docks all in production at the same time, that was an average of 7,000 ships produced a month.  7,000 ships a month, 10 months a year, five years to build ships…they could have a truly frightening fleet ready for the Consortium when they finally got here.  Of course, Jason had to pay for those ships, both to build them and also to staff and maintain them.  While the military budget had barely scratched the GDP of Karis over the last couple of years, thanks to Kumi’s genius at selling for a nice profit what they could virtually make for chicken scratch from chicken scratch, if he was fielding a fleet of 50,000 ships…that was a fuckton of credits bleeding out of the house’s coffers every year.  Even Kumi’s economic wizardry would be hard pressed to finance a fleet of that size.

That was why Dahnai didn’t have a bigger fleet, she had to balance the size of her fleet against her ability to pay for it.


After they finished up, Jason boarded the Marine Corvette Lancer and took the four minute ride home.  It landed in the water off the beach, and both Dera and Ryn made wheezing, voiceless laughs as Jason pulled the long riding crop he’d had Colonel Fiyai bring him, bent a few times testingly, then marched down the quay in search of his quarry.  He went home first to see if Aya was at the house, as she usually was if she wasn’t with him or in her office over in the barracks, but only Ayama was home.  She was mixing batter for something, and gave him only the fleetest of glances as he came in, Amber sitting on the table in almost breathless anticipation of getting to lick the spoon.  Good afternoon, your Grace, she sent lightly…maybe a little too lightly.

He stopped and gave her a dangerous look.


By the way, Meya and Myra asked me to ask you if you enjoyed your tanning session, she sent pleasantly as she poured batter into a bowl, without looking at him.


YOU did this? he sent incredulously.


Let’s just say that I was acting by proxy, she replied almost teasingly.


Ayama gave a wonderful little scream of surprise when Jason yanked her over to the kitchen table, bent her over his armored knee, then spanked her like a misbehaving child with the riding crop.  He didn’t hit her too hard, but the cries of protest were almost like music to his ears.  She really had it coming, he realized as he spanked her, all her little games, her dangerous little maneuverings, always leaving him guessing, him never knowing quite where she stood…her and her damn quirky sense of humor.  He gave her the chastisement she so richly deserved, and she skittered away with both hands on her rear, rubbing it vigorously as he stood up and pointed the crop at her.  “I’m hanging this on the wall of my office as a little reminder of what happens when certain house servants forget that the twins are half a galaxy away, but this is right here,” he said brandishing the crop like a sword.  That only made Ayama laugh delightedly even as she rubbed her butt, but she quickly turned fully facing him when he took a step forward, protecting her spanked bottom from further retaliation. Her laughter all but chased him as he stalked out of the kitchen, leaving him fuming, and already plotting his revenge, both on Ayama and on those fucking twins.  Meya and Myra told her to do this, she admitted it, so they were now the ones that were going to die.

At least when they got back.  They were dispatched out on an exploration mission at the moment.  But when they got back…God help them.  Jason was going to be standing at the airlock with a paddle.


And when Jason got upstairs to his home office, he hung the riding crop on the wall right behind and to the side of his desk, since his window was directly behind the desk.  A window with armored glass and a hard shield to protect against sniper fire, but still a window.


What he didn’t expect was Amber trotting into the room, jumping up on his desk, and sitting right in front of him, her eyes flat and a little snarl on her face.  He chuckled and leaned down to look at her.  “She had it coming, she did this to me,” he protested, pointing at his blue face.  “And you’re missing out on licking the spoon.”


She blinked, glanced back at the door, then decided that getting a treat was more important than declaring war on him.  She turned and scampered off the desk and back downstairs.


The main reason he’d come home solved, and with a growing list of nasty things he intended to do to Meya, Myra, and Ayama growing steadily on his panel, he decided to get the other major piece of business out of the way.  He called Dahnai using their private line.  She burst out laughing again when she saw him, then grinned impishly into the camera.  “So, finally, my darkest fantasy is fulfilled…or at least my bluest one,” she winked.  “You’d better be that handsome when I get there, so I can see if that blue is full body or not.”


“Don’t get all kittenish before we start fighting like angry kree, Dahnai,” he said urbanely, which made her laugh again.  “It just ruins the whole thing.”


“We’re not fighting that much today.  We have most of this ironed out,” she said confidently.  “We have Terra all put away, a plan for the Stargate system I can live with, and now it’s just you conceding that I’m not completely letting you go.”

“And that’s why we’re going to fight,” he drawled.  “For this to work, you have to completely let me go.”


“Not completely.”


“Our families are marrying, woman, sheesh!  You don’t need the house in the Imperium!  If anything, you can think of it as letting Shya start her own empire!”


And it went downhill from there, though they kept things much more civil than the last few days.  Dahnai was still too amused over seeing Jason’s blue face to be serious about arguing.  The main sticking point, and the last point they had to iron out, was the status of the House of Karinne within the Imperium.  Dahnai did not want to let the house go, because, Jason suspected, she didn’t want to lose her rulership over Jason.  That was a major, major point for her, and it was almost as if she thought he wouldn’t love her anymore if he was a theoretical equal instead of her subordinate.  But that was her sexist Faey upbringing meddling in what should be a logical and rational decision.  Dahnai was raised to believe that men were not the equal of women, that her husband and her amu dorai were hers to command, so that “cavewoman” part of Dahnai’s brain didn’t want to release her grip on him.  Dahnai could be a very possessive woman.

They chased each other in circles for almost two hours, until Jason finally had enough.  “Alright, this is the way it’s gonna be, Dahnai,” he said, blowing out his breath.  “You’re going to accept my plan that makes Karinne independent.  It’s just that simple,” he declared.  “All of our plans for Terra and the Confederation depend on a neutral Karinne that our allies can trust, and no amount of whining is going to make that change.  And we’re not going to go anywhere else until you finally accept that fact.  So, this is the last time we negotiate about this,” he told her.  She took on an insulted expression at the term whining.  “You call me back when you’re finally ready to concede that point, and we can get everything all in writing and prepare to let the Karinnes take over the transportation network.”

“I am not whining!” she declared, stamping her hands on her desk.  “I just don’t want to let you go!  I love you, you silly man!”


“Then take your personal desire out of this,” he shot back.  “I don’t entirely want to do this either, but it’s what’s best, Dahnai.  Not just for the Karinnes, but for the Imperium, for the Confederation, hell, for the entire sector cluster.  The Merranes end up with two empires when our families marry, I’ll still be your amu dorai, the Imperium makes a lot of money, the Karinnes keep everything nice and peaceful, and everyone works together to beat back this attempt by invaders from Andromeda from taking over our galaxy.  Everyone wins, Dahnai, can’t you see that?” he said in exasperation.  “I know you just don’t want to give over on this silly idea that me not being one of your subjects means I won’t love you anymore, but that’s just ridiculous!  Sometimes being a ruler means you do what’s best for your people, not what’s best for you,” he told her.


She took on a highly stiff, affronted expression, then the comm cut out before she could reply.  And that was probably for the best, before she said something that both of them would regret.


Jason himself gave a sound of exasperated irritation, a kind of growling sigh, then leaned back in his chair and put his hands over his face.  Sometimes being in love with that woman was a god-damned full contact sport.


Aya, he called.


Yes, Jason?


You can stop hiding now, he replied.  I know you didn’t do it.


I should have.  I’d never thought of that before, she replied teasingly, amusement bleeding into her thought.


Yeah well, I’m installing safeties on my tanning bed from now on, he warned.  Now, I want you to do me a favor.


What?


You can give over here and now that I’ll be going to Exile in two days.

She was silent a moment.  I think I can live with that.  It’s one of our planets, and it’s so remote and isolated that it’s relatively safe.  We control the only means in and out.  I’ll send an advance team of Karinne Guard under Sergeant Ivi to inspect the planet and make sure, however.  As long as you stay inside approved and controlled areas, I’ll allow it.


Good, because when those fucking twins get off that ship, I’m gonna be standing there with a fucking paddle and the biggest grin they’ve ever seen, he sent with an ugly kind of eagerness that made nearly everyone on the strip explode with laughter.


Well, now we know how to get under your skin, Jayce, Aya sent cheekily.  Even Terran men have their vanity.


If anyone ever does this to me again, they’re going spend a whole year chained to the top of Karkai Tower.

Brista, 33 Demaa, 4401, Orthodox Calendar
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Brista, 33 Demaa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Foxwood East, Karsa, Karis

Jason almost couldn’t believe it.

He read the text that Dahnai had sent him while sitting at his desk on a lazy early afternoon, rain pattering on his armored window, in which Dahnai finally capitulated to his demands.  She didn’t do it live over comm, which wasn’t like Dahnai.  Dahnai wasn’t the sheepish type, afraid to look someone in the eye, even in a situation where she had to give ground.  The reason it was a text was that Dahnai was stating in that text in no uncertain terms that she would be on Karis today to finalize the agreement with him in person before the summit, and she was going to stay through the summit.  She was also bringing Kellin and her kids, and she wanted her guest house prepared for their arrival in two hours.  She was trying to ambush him for some reason, but he wasn’t going to have any problems.  He sent Ayama and Surin over to make her house ready, and her own servants would take over the house and see to Dahnai’s needs once they arrived.  He sent back a missive telling her that he wasn’t going to be there when she arrived, that he was going to Exile to pay a little visit to Meya and Myra to get revenge for what they did to him.

For the Faey, that was a valid reason for Jason not to be there to greet her.


So, after getting that all organized, Jason boarded the Marine corvette Invari, which didn’t just take him to the White House or Kosigi, it instead ascended up into space and landed on the brand new battleship  Shiani, Koye’s new command.  Once they were aboard, Jason stayed in the corvette as the battleship turned towards the Stargate leading to Exile.  Aya and six other guards were with him, both to help him and to laugh both with and at him as he took it to the twins, filling up the tactical and filling the ship with amused and eager sendings about what was about to happen.  They joined quite a bit of other traffic running the gate, mainly Karinne transports moving goods and supplies to the planet for both the Karinnes and the Merranes or bringing back harvests, for both the Karinnes and the Merranes.  The smaller traffic gave right of way to the gleaming battleship, which just had its hull art finished, a Faey woman with flaming red hair so long it dragged the ground, wearing nothing but a short skirt, wielding a two-handed sword.  Shiani was a figure out of Faey mythology, something akin to the old fable of Hercules, supposedly the mortal daughter of Demir and a Faey woman, a supernaturally gifted warrior of the Faey bronze age who had all kinds of victories and exploits accredited to her.

Since there were only three gods in the Faey pantheon, there was a decided lack of “divine shenanigans” that were so prevalent in many bronze-age Terran mythologies.  The majority of divine promiscuity came from Aris, the Child Goddess, though that was only a reference to the fact that she was the daughter of Trelle and Demir.  Aris was every bit the adult in Faey theology, with all the same adult appetites as mature Faey women.  She was the prototypical Faey woman, in fact, open, honest, a little bandy, decidedly bawdy, and always looking for a good time, particularly with handsome men.  Since she had no divine husband, Aris consoled herself instead with mortal men.  Aris slept her way through a good percentage of the male Faey population in the classical period from which the myth of Shiani originated.  According to the old myth, Shiani was the result of a spat between Trelle and Demir, when Demir went out among the mortal women in retaliation for Trelle’s dalliance with the most handsome Faey man in all of history, the Adonis figure from Faey mythology who was named Embarren.  Embarren was so handsome that not even Trelle could resist him, and Demir cheated on Trelle out of jealousy, after he cursed Embarren in a rather unique way.  Instead of making him ugly, of following the old train of thought that created Medusa in Greek mythology, Demir instead made Embarren so absolutely irresistible that he could never find a moment’s rest or a moment’s peace.  His beauty became his curse, and he spent the rest of his days running from and hiding from women who would travel thousands of kathra to chase him down, to have the man that had had both Aris and Trelle, a mortal man even the goddesses had to have.  Shiani was loved by her father but hated by Trelle, and much of the story revolved around Trelle trying to humiliate or outright kill Shiani while Demir did everything in his power, and behind Trelle’s back, to help his daughter triumph over the many challenges Trelle threw at her.  Shiani eventually won Trelle’s grudging respect, but never her approval, and was eventually left alone.

It was a window into the Faey mentality even back then.  It was perfectly alright for Trelle to cheat on Demir because she was the woman, and Demir showed his displeasure in a typical male way, indirectly and rather sneakily.  Faey men were subtle and exceedingly cunning little bastards when they were wronged, and Demir was no different than his mortal counterparts.


The entire bridge crew couldn’t stop looking at him.  His blue coloration was fading steadily, it was much lighter now and Jyslin actually rather liked it, melding with his natural melanin to produce a “smoky blue” color, as she called it.  He just sat on Koye’s chair, his fingers steepled as he watched the main view holo and the ship prepared to traverse the gate.  Did you bring everything, Aya? He asked.


She held up the large bag slung over her shoulder.  Right here.


And just what is in that bag, Jason? Koye asked.


Utter humiliation, he replied, which made her burst into laughter.  Everyone on Karis knew that Jason had been pranked, and now Koye knew that Jason knew who did it, and was coming for revenge.


Koye and the Exile traffic control played their part.  The arrival of the battleship wasn’t announced, allowing them to sneak up on the main orbital station where Meya and Myra now had their command offices.  They were the commanders of the Karinne Exploration Service, the official exploration and scientific investigation arm of the house that surveyed new star systems and conducted scientific analysis of what was found there.  They were like the Coast Guard from back home in that they were their own service, sort of outside the usual chain of command, for combat was their means of last resort.  But, the operation needed military structure and discipline to work efficiently, and the ships themselves were armed and armored, which classified the KES as a military organization.  Meya and Myra loved the work, loved to explore new star systems, loved doing something important, and they were diplomatic enough to handle contact situations.  And were they ever important.  Jason’s policy of colonizing strategic locations throughout the galaxy to give the Karinnes pan-galactic capability was a fundamental pillar of his overall strategy, and it was Meya and Myra’s job as the commanders of the KES to find the planets for them to colonize.  They were currently busy fully exploring the QMD and QME sectors, so they had detailed scans and data of all the sectors surrounding Exile, which was in the QMB sector.  They’d already catalogued the QLY, QLZ, and QMA sectors, and once they were done, they’d be deploying literally on the other side of the galaxy, a six day hyperspace journey to the RG sector; the Karinnes had a weird way of doing their sector designations.  They didn’t name their quadrants in a rotational, “clockwise” fashion, and Jason had never bothered to change it.  The P quadrant was literally the opposite side of the galaxy from the home quadrant, which they called the S quadrant, and the Q quadrant was immediately to the right, the “north” quadrant of the galaxy.  The home quadrant was the “east” quadrant, and the P quadrant was the “west” quadrant.  They’d be going to the R quadrant, the “south” quadrant, to survey some systems in the Karinne archives and find a suitable arable planet to become their foothold in that quadrant.

That effort was starting to gear up.  Twelve Karinne Scout Ships were docked at the orbital station, with the modified military escort ships in orbit close by.  There would be many more exploratory task forces like this one in just a few months, once they built the KES-specific cruisers and destroyers, fanning out to explore.  Meya and Myra would slowly migrate to desk jobs as they had to manage more and more task forces and organize and coordinate scouting missions with the Dukal office and Myleena’s science division, but they’d still find the time to jump on a scout ship and head out to some unexplored star system and see what was there.  It satisfied their need for action and adventure.

But it wasn’t going to save them now.


Jason and his guards managed to get onto the orbital station without attracting attention, because Aya was throttling all communications and sending by stern and carefully controlled sending.  She warned everyone not to tell anyone they were there, then Jason navigated the cookie-cutter station, a standard CT-3700 Orbital Cargo Terminal built by 2M, and managed to get all the way to the headquarters of the KES without alerting his prey.


It was almost poetic justice that as soon as he got to the doors, they opened, and Meya and Myra were walking out, laughing and talking with each other.  They both came to an instant halt when they saw Jason standing there in front of them, the most malevolent smile they’d ever seen on a living being in their entire lives gracing his features, and an old fashioned hickory paddle in his hands.  He slapped the polished, flat board in his free hand with a loud smack, and Meya took on a horrified expression as Myra summed up their situation in two eloquent words.


“Oh crap.”


The entire command staff of the KES Headquarters were delighted witnesses to the dispensation of justice.  His guards tackled the girls, stripped them out of their armor, then literally held Myra down as she thrashed and struggled as they brought Meya to him first.  She was thrown over his armored legs, and then received the paddling she’d been needing probably since she was ten years old.  They then held Meya like a mass murderer while Jason blistered Myra’s backside, and once he was done, Aya handed him the bag and he stood up.  He handed the paddle back to her, then reached into the bag.  “So, you thought this was funny, huh?” he asked as they glared into his blue-tinged face.  “Well, two can play this game, girls.”


He pulled out a large aerosol cylinder.


“What’s that?”


“Liquid Justice,” he replied with a nasty smile.  They both struggled as Jason used his power to set his helmet back on, then he advanced on them.  They squealed as he sprayed them with the aerosol, a grayish cloud that instantly started making their hair sizzle.  Meya screamed in horror when her hair started to melt, dropping to the carpeted floor in smoking clumps as the office workers scrambled away from what they all could now identify, that chemical compound Jason had invented that melted hair if Faey ate a certain fish.  Jason made sure to get every single hair on their bodies, even making them gasp when he sprayed their pubic hair from close range—the spray came out very cold due to the chemical’s endothermic properties—and once he was done, Aya and the guards cleaned off the smoking detritus that had once been their beautiful bluish-white hair.  It left them with shining pates of hairless, gleaming skin, lighter in tone than the rest of them.  Not done, Jason then pulled out another large cylinder that was a converted fire extinguisher of Terran design, a large black cone on the end.  “Wh-what’s that?” Meya asked fearfully, pulling against Dera and Inavi’s grip on her.

“Bottled Payback,” he replied as he stepped up to them.


They both screamed when he blasted them with the contents of the extinguisher, which created a smoky gray cloud of fine dry particles, almost like a storm of chalk dust, but Jason contained it carefully with his telekinetic power to keep it from spreading.  Both of them coughed and wheezed as the powder got into their mouths and noses, but it was harmless if it was inhaled…but the effect it had on skin was dramatically different…or specifically, skin containing Faey melanin.

Never give Jason two days to plan his revenge.


After spraying them down, Jason pulled the powder away and contained it as a ball over them.  They looked at him with confusion, since the dust didn’t stick to them or burn them or anything, but to those who could see them, the effect of that dust was blatantly apparent.  Giggles started to spread through the room as both Meya and Myra both started to turn grayish, their skin color starting to alter, then eruptions of laughter echoed through the room as Jason watched, taking off his helmet and giving the two a nasty smirk.


For their bodies were changing color in random patches and splotches and lines and streaks, the dust containing a chemical compound that bonded with Faey melanin and caused it to undergo random pigmentation changes based on the body chemistry of that particular skin cell.  The result was that the twins slowly started to resemble the results of a mad painter’s temper tantrum.  Meya had a blue series of dots under her cybernetic eye and a streak of magenta coloring the faded scar from the old injury that was above and below her eye.  There was a triangular patch of brown just to the left of her nose, and her lips had turned a sickly shade of green.  Myra’s face turned almost completely solid black, except for a white spot just to the left of the corner of her mouth, and her eyelids, which were a kind of burnt orange.


Meya looked down at her arm, then screamed in shock and consternation.  The twins screamed again as they looked at each other, their hands going to their faces when they were released, and the entire office was almost rolling on the floor in uncontrollable laughter.  Almost as an insulting final touch, their hair started to regrow at a phenomenal rate, but growing back in the same mottled calico fashion, their short hair a riot of almost every color in the spectrum that scillinted like a kaleidoscope of color every time they moved.  Their hair regrew back to its original length, and as Jason used his power to return the powder back into its carrying cylinder, they almost jumped up and down in horror as they looked at themselves and each other.


“What did you do to us?” Myra gasped, looking at her fingers, which were all five different colors.


“What you did to me, just a little more…creatively,” he replied with a mean smile.  “You’ll be like that for at least a takir, and your hair won’t grow back out its normal color until the effect fades.  You’ll have to dye it or cut it off,” he smiled ominously.  “You turn me blue, I turn you every color in the spectrum.”


They looked at him, then they both burst into rueful, helpless laughter.

“Remember girls, I’m a hell of a lot meaner than you.  Think about that the next time you get the bright idea to talk Ayama into pranking me by proxy,” he told them as he turned his back to them, then strode out resolutely.  The guards followed him, but only when they got on the other side of the closed door, did the twins hear the explosion of telepathic mirth from them.


This isn’t over, Jason!  We’ll get you for this! Meya’s sending boomed once the door was closed and she had a feeling of security and power again.


You can try, he replied calmly.  Oh, by the way, the viddy of your new look is going to be broadcast to every vidlink on Karis.


You wouldn’t!


You made me appear in public like this.  You made me appear before the Confederate Council like this, and that was far more embarrassing than you can ever imagine  Now you get the same privilege, he replied cheekily, which made Aya wheeze in that voiceless laughter behind him.

Damn you, Jason! Myra raged.  That’s not funny!


Oh yes it is, at least to me, he replied shamelessly, which made all his guards explode into that voiceless laughter.


With the righteous dispensation of justice meted out, Jason returned to Karis just in time to meet Dahnai’s dropship as it landed on the pad behind her guest house, the shower having passed by and leaving shafts of sunlight pouring through breaks in the clouds.  Dahnai was over an hour early, and Jason had had to push them to get him there before Dahnai left the dropship.  Jyslin was there with Rann, Tim and Symone hurrying down the walkway, Symone taking the time to change into a bikini top and a pair of shorts, and Shya raced out of the hatch the instant it opened and literally tackled Rann to the ground as she hugged him.  Jason came up from the beach and got there just in time to give Dahnai a hug, feeling much more amenable now that she’d finally conceded.  You made it on time, Jayce, she smiled.  She was wearing a very Terran-like tank top that ended about a finger under her proud breasts, showing off her washboard stomach, and a pair of skin-tight spandex-like shorts, almost like running shorts, that were black with a white vertical stripe along each outside hip, and very simple sandals on her feet.  Just a glance back at the others made it clear she was not greeting him in any way formally, since the entire Imperial family was wearing clothes more suitable for a beach than a ceremony.

Just barely, he replied.  You’re early.


Only an hour or so, she replied, smiling at him as she patted his blue-tinged cheek.  Not as dark as I hoped, but it’ll do, she winked.


Bitch.  Kellin, he sent happily, clasping the Prince Consort’s forearm warmly, then giving him a careful hug, since Jason was in armor and Kellin was a little…vulnerable.  Much to his usual style, Kellin was wearing only a robe-like garment that wasn’t large enough to wrap all the way around him, which left a visible strip of his chest that went all the way down, allowing his garment to all but showcase his penis as if the hip-length red garment were curtains.  In Faey society, men did tend to go bottomless quite a bit, especially if that man had an impressive package, and Kellin liked to show off for his wife.  Jyslin hugged him, pulling their hands apart, and he laughed and put his arms around her.


Hi guys!  I’m so glad to see you! he sent, then he hugged Symone when they got there.  Hey Symone, how have you been?

Busy.  I have a real job now, Kellin!


Really?  Doing what?


She’s a rigger instructor for the Karinne Marines, Jason replied as he reached down and picked up Sirri.  Goodness, Sirri, you’re even bigger now than the last time you were here!  How have you been?


Okay, Uncle Jason, she replied, kissing him on the cheek. Sirri was only wearing a pair of panty-like shorts, which for her was normal.  Sirri didn’t really like shirts, and preferred to go topless whenever she could.  You look kinda funny blue, but it’s sorta neat.


It won’t happen again, that’s an absolute guarantee, he sent darkly, which made them all burst out laughing.  He was definitely the most clothed of the three kids, wearing a knee-length white robe-like upper garment that only had a right sleeve, but that sleeve came all the way down to his wrist, with light tan leggings on under the robe that looked to be made of a very thin fabric.  Jason sometimes admired Maer’s taste in clothing, he was definitely more fashion-conscious than his sisters…but then again, he was a male, and his appearance was extremely important.  Maer, I like the new haircut.


The eldest of Dahnai’s children put a tentative hand to his very short haircut, almost a buzz cut, and smiled sheepishly.  I wanted to try it, but wasn’t sure how it would look.


I bet it’s a lot cooler.


Oh yeah, and I don’t have to comb my hair anymore, he chuckled aloud.


I think it looks a touch silly, but he’s old enough to make his own decisions about his hairstyle, Dahnai sent, her disapproval swirling as an undercurrent to her thought.  She’d liked him much better with shoulder-length hair.  Besides, it’ll grow back.


As fast as his hair grows?  Give it a month, Kellin agreed as he shook hands with Tim.  You still work for Miaari?


Oh yeah, she’ll never let me go now, he replied lightly.  The whole office would fall apart without me.


So, how did the revenge go? Dahnai asked with a grin.

Meya and Myra will never do it again, he replied bluntly, which made them all laugh.  They all almost fell down when Jason put up a hologram using one of the hovering camera pods of what he did to them, the riot of colors all over their bodies, the hair with every strand a different color than the hair beside it, the looks of absolute horror on their faces when they realized what he’d done.  Songa helped me whip it up.  It’s a variation of the medical compounds they use to incite melanin growth in newly grown skin, just highly accelerated, he sent with amusement.  Accelerated like that and used on skin that already has developed melanin, it randomly alters existing pigmentation instead of inciting normal melanin development.  They’ll look like victims of a paint factory explosion for about a takir, as the effect slowly fades.  The hair, well, they’ll have to either dye it or cut it off and wait for their normal hair to grow back.

Jason, that’s awful! Dahnai protested, then she burst out into new gales of laughter.


I’m a moderately awful person, Dahnai, he replied smoothly.  Ayama and Surin have your house ready, so you can call down your staff and settle in.


Can we go to the beach while you’re doing all that stuff, Mommy? Shya asked.  That’s boring, and I don’t wanna waste a second with my Ranny!

Of course, pippy.  Where is Saelle?  I specifically told you I wanted her to watch the children while we’re here.  We’re preparing a bedroom in the guest house for her and Evin. Evin himself disembarked from her dropship, just in front of a dozen of Dahnai’s guards, who formed a loose semicircle around the group.

Hey Evin, good to see you, Jason nodded.


I wish it was under better circumstances.  I feel awfully foolish that those mindbenders managed to dominate me.


That wasn’t your fault, Evin, and everyone here knows it, Dahnai told him sharply.  You aren’t trained to resist a mindbender.

Saelle’s just a little busy at the moment, I have her working in the White House since I recalled her.  She’ll be here in about an hour, he answered.  You guys are early, and I didn’t think you’d need her as soon as you got off the dropship.

Well then, is Ayama and Surin available to help Evin watch them?  I trust them with them.


You shouldn’t, Ayama is a treacherous bitch who will get hers in time.  She’s the one that sabotaged my tanning bed, at the behest of Meya and Myra, Jason retorted, which made Dahnai giggle.


Aya, have a couple of guards with them, just in case Ayama tries to turn my children purple.

Aya smiled slightly, and nodded.


First, you get out of this, Dahnai ordered, rapping her knuckles on his armor.  Then we’ll sit down and talk, then have a nice dinner.  Then you’ll be spending the night over at my house, and Jyslin will be hosting Kellin, she declared.


Stop ordering me around on my planet, woman.  I’m the one in charge here.


She gave him an adorably dirty look.   Now, Jason.

He laughed and reached down to pick up Shya.  What do you think, Shya?  Should we tell your mother to push off?


Don’t drag me into this, Uncle Jason, she protested.


Good point.  Go ahead and go down to the beach and have fun while everyone gets everything settled in, but stay out of the water until Ayama gets there.  Understand?


Yes, Daddy, Rann replied, taking Shya’s hand and hurrying towards the beach.  Sirri and Maer followed them with Evin and four guards following.  The damp sand would keep them entertained as Dahnai’s servants and staff brought their things down and got their rooms ready to Dahnai’s satisfaction.  Ayama and Surin were mainly over there just to stock their pantry, prepare some snacks, make sure everything was working properly, and get the climate control where Dahnai liked it.  Two more water-based dropships descended and landed at the pier beside the corvette, and Dahnai’s small army of maids, grooms, pages, and more of her guard began to disembark, carrying crates, bags, racks of clothes, and boxes up the walkway and heading for Dahnai’s house.  Aya met with the commander of Dahnai’s guard, then they started deploying Dahnai’s guards along with Aya’a guards along the strip, securing it for the Empress’ visit.  Kyva and two of her KBB strode into view down on the beach, which caused all the kids to run over and gawk at the sleek black Gladiator, the heavy railgun holstered over her mecha’s right shoulder.  Jason watched musingly as Kyva had her Gladiator kneel down, forearm on knee and looking down at the excited kids, who didn’t get to see a Gladiator from that close very often, and Jason had a strange image of a green-skinned Benga in a similar pose, looking down from his 18 feet tall frame at the puny humans.

Jason was a bit surprised when he looked at the wooden walkway and saw Kumi hurrying towards them, along with Yila Trefani.  Both Kumi and Yila were bare-ass naked, not even wearing sandals, and both were dripping wet; the two of them must have been in Kumi’s hot tub…and of course, neither bothered to put anything on to come see what was going on.   She hurried up past the guards and bowed sinuously.  “Great Trelle, I had no idea you’d be here, your Majesty!” she said with honest surprise.  “You’re days early!”


“What is she doing here, Jason?” Dahnai asked.


“She kinda has free right of passage to and from Karis,” he chuckled.  “Sometimes I don’t even know she’s here, like right now.”


“I just got here a few hours ago.  Me and Kumi closed a few new business deals with the Haumda and the Ogravians, and were taking a soak in Kumi’s hot tub to celebrate.”  The Ogravians were a small empire in the Verutan sector, way on the far side, which just had to somehow be related to the Goraga.  They were both a bipedal bovine species, though the Ogravians were actually highly intelligent and a little smaller than the Goraga, and lacked the Goraga’s violent tendencies.  Jason had once mused that the Goraga might be the basis of the old Minotaur legends, but the Ogravians were probably the more likely suspect, since they’d had hyperspace jump engine technology for the last 1,500 years.  “We’re expanding laminated titanium sales deeper into the Verutan sector.”


“As long as I don’t get any angry missives accusing you two of swindling them,” he said, which made both of them grin a little.


“Oh come now, we’re undercutting the closest competitor by nearly five thousand credits per benkonn,” Yila tutted.  “How can that possibly be swindling them?”


“How are you pulling that off?” Dahnai demanded.


“Easy.  We can replicate laminated titanium,” Kumi grinned, flicking a little water at Yila.  “We don’t have to make it like other metal companies do.  That lets us sell it at nearly a quarter of the price of anyone else.  But we only undercut by 10% so we can rake in pure profit,” she added with an outrageous smile.


Dahnai crossed her arms under her breasts and gave Jason a cool look.  “I hope you realize you’re undercutting Merrane Mineral and Metal Fabrication?”


“That’s business, your Majesty,” Yila said smoothly, giving her a dangerous little smile.  “Besides, 3MF doesn’t do business in the Verutan sector.”


“We will soon,” she said.  “And I think we’re going to have a little talk about Karinne replicator accessibility,” she said, poking Jason’s breastplate.


“I’m sure you can talk about it, your Majesty, but House Trefani has already secured exclusive partnership rights with Karinne Metals,” Yila declared, admiring her manicured nails.


“Someone needs her ass taken down a couple of pegs,” Dahnai noted to Jason.


“I’ve come to that conclusion myself a few times over the last couple of months,” Jason agreed, the two of them looking at the totally unrepentant Yila.


“Don’t hate me because I’m a step ahead, your Majesty,” she grinned, then winked outrageously, which made Dahnai laugh despite herself.  “Jason, your Majesty, would you mind terribly if I brought Dara here for dinner?”


“I don’t mind, but it’s up to Dahnai and her security,” Jason said.  “Guard Commander Jiva has control of the strip for Dahnai’s visit.”


The daughter of a Grand Duchess is acceptable, the commander sent easily.


“It’s alright with me,” Dahnai agreed.  “Isn’t that the one that plays bachi, Yila?”


“That’s her,” Yila nodded, then she patted her bare belly.  “I think we’d better go get our clothes, Kumi,” she smiled.  “Not that what I was wearing covers much more up than what you’re seeing,” she added.

“The old negotiating clothes, eh Yila?” Jason asked, which made her laugh.


“What?” Dahnai asked.


“Anytime she wants something from me, she makes sure she has nothing on below the ribcage and above the knees,” Jason said dryly, which made Dahnai giggle a little.


“He thinks I have a sexy ass, so I like to let him look at it,” she said with a sly smile.  “And no, I don’t want anything.  I happen to like wearing very little from here down,” she said, chopping the side of her hand lightly against her ribcage.  “Think back, Jason.  I started in belly-baring tops and panties and moved quickly from there to, well, this,” she said, patting her bare hip.

He laughed.  “So you did,” he admitted.


Yila and Kumi wandered back to her house, and they all went into Dahnai’s guest house as she oversaw the staff bringing her travel things in, from clothes to equipment to even a few pieces of furniture she rather fancied. Her domestic staff was only 6 servants, but they moved quickly and efficiently to get everything just the way Dahnai wanted as she gave them orders, had them set furniture, hang pictures, all but moving in for the seven days she’d be on Karis.  The summit wasn’t for four more days, and the summit was expected to last three days.  Jason just had the feeling she wanted to get her personal time in with him, be there for Rann’s party without having to rush over beforehand, and maybe just take a little break.  She saw coming to Karis as a vacation for her and her family, a chance to spend time with her kids, a place she could go that was outside the constant spotlight…a place where she could truly relax.  Here, she wouldn’t have an entire army of reporters and cameras following her everywhere, so she always enjoyed her visits.

After Dahnai got settled in, Jyslin took Kellin, Tim, and Symone downtown to visit the Paladin offices, and Jason and Dahnai went back to his house.  He changed from armor to tee and jeans, and they sat down in his office.  “Alright, let’s get this on the table,” Dahnai said, putting her elbows on his desk.  “I’ll grant the House of Karinne autonomy from Imperial rule and officially release the Karis system to Karinne control.  The Karinnes will continue to administer Terra and the four Urumi systems and maintain all current contracts and quotas. Karinne citizens will be considered to have passage rights within the Imperium, able to travel freely, and the Karinnes maintain the contracts with Merrane over exploration opportunities beyond Exile.  That’s what you get.  Now, what I want.

“First.  I want the same exploration option for any Karinne held system beyond the home sector, and that includes access to Karinne exploration charts of those far-flung areas.  I know how you work, babes, you’re gonna spread out across the galaxy just a system here and a system there, so you have access to the far stretches of the galaxy.  I want the Merranes to expand past just the Imperium, establish colonies far beyond our territory, then slowly and carefully expand out from those outposts.  It’s the only way we can really restore the Merranes to be on par with the Shovalles and Dorranes, since we have nowhere else to expand.”


“Within certain restrictions we set,” Jason countered.  “No conquering.  You can settle planets with no sentient species that has an organized society, and you can’t claim more than one system for every Karinne holding.  We claim a system, you claim a system.”


“Done,” she said, almost entirely too fast for him not to get a little suspicious.  “Second.  I want complete right of passage to Karis at any time for the Imperial family and granted land to build a vacation palace here, which will be considered sovereign Merrane territory.  I like my house on the strip, but I want something a little more fitting for an Empress of the Imperium,” she declared.  “This estate will belong to the Merrane family, handed down from Empress to Empress, and serve as the private retreat of the Imperial family.”


“I don’t see anything wrong with that, as long as you don’t mind us making sure it’s not being used as a spying outpost from time to time.  You want a nice beachfront area, or maybe your own private island?”


“A private island?  That sounds nice,” she said with a smile.  “And I’m sure the guard will find it much easier to keep secure.” 

“I know of a few nice options in the tropical belt, I’ll let you look over some pictures.”


“Part and parcel of this estate is the right to staff it with Merrane servants and protected by a detachment of the Imperial guard, and I have the right to invite anyone I wish to my estate.  My guests will be given right of passage through Karinne territory so long as they travel to and from my estate.”


“Again, nothing wrong with that, but you can only have guests when you’re there,” Jason said.


“I don’t see a problem with that, I wouldn’t want anyone there if I’m not there anyway.  Done.  Third.  I want favored trading status with the Karinnes for House Merrane.  I’m tired of that bitch Yila raking in the credits because she has a fast track straight to your door.”


Jason laughed.  “I think I can work with that, at least in some ways.  I do have some business agreements with Yila I can’t break, Dahnai.  But we can work together on other ventures.  Just give Kumi a call and have your house’s trade team discuss things with her.”


“Really, Jason, the Trefanis?” she flared.  “We’ve been much better to you!”

“It’s a mutually beneficial agreement, Dahnai.  Yila doesn’t only make trade agreements with us.  She has eyes and ears everywhere, and she’s been invaluable exposing plots against my house.  It was Yila that uncovered the plot to clone Saelle.  The trade agreements are her reward for helping me keep the House of Karinne safe.  A partnership just kinda evolved from that.”


“Ohhh, so you and the Trefanis are spying on everything.”


“More like just listening to what’s being said,” he replied.  “We don’t actively spy, but like I said, Yila hears almost everything, and when she digs up something that’s important to my house, she shares it with me.  And you should just let that keep going, Dahnai.  You can use the Trefanis as an under the table way to get information to us that you don’t want the rest of the Imperium to know about.”


“Yeah, that’s true,” she agreed, tapping her cheek with a fingertip.  “I’ll get together with her and talk about it.  Now, fourth.  Raisha.  I want it in writing that we share custody of her.  She spends five months on Karis, and five months in the palace until she’s ten, then she moves to Karis permanently.  While she’s in the palace,  I want agents from the Karinnes there to consult with the Imperial Guard to help protect her.  And I want Saelle back, Jason,” she declared.  “I miss her, she’s a great advisor, and as far as I’m concerned, she’s the official ambassador to the Imperium from your house.  And I don’t want anyone else.  She saved my life, Jason, and I want that kind of protection around both me and my children,” she said with intensity.  “I absolutely guarantee you that I will keep her safe, because you’ll be allowed to send your own people to the palace to make sure of it.  When Raisha is in the palace, I’ll have it locked down if I have to.”

“You will have to have it locked down,” he grunted, thinking it over.  “I can send security experts to the palace?”


“Yes.  This isn’t a pissing contest, Jason.  I want both my daughters protected,” she told him, putting a hand on her bare, muscular belly.


“Then I think we can agree to that.  I’ll have Miaari build a consulting team, and we’ll have them get together with your guard and do a thorough overview of the palace and its defenses.  You might have to reveal some secrets.”


“I don’t care.  The guard has already agreed to bring on your people, to help them find the holes so it never happens again,” she said, almost hissing the words. “That’s your daughter in there, too, Jason, even my most stubborn commanders have to admit that you’ll do everything you can to defend her, given what she is and what that means outside the palace.  And when Rann and Shya marry, we’ll all be one family.”

Jason was honestly surprised that Dahnai was willing to go that far, but perhaps she finally understood just what kind of danger Raisha was going to be in if she wasn’t on Karis.


“And that brings us to the my final demand.  Before I allow the Karinnes to separate,” she said, then she blew out her breath.  “I’m exercising my option on Rann immediately.”


“What?”


“He and Shya will be married before I sign the final treaty,” she said.  “And since he’s the heir apparent of the House of Karinne, then Shya will move here.  Shya will live with you, Jason, in Rann’s room.  That is her right as a married woman, and it is my gift to her.  She’ll have the luck of living almost her entire life with the boy she loves, Jason.  A mother can’t give a daughter much more than that.”


“Are you serious?”


“I have the legal right to do it,” she told him.  “Their ages don’t matter.  As Empress, I can marry them even if they were both in cradles.  I want that unbreakable bond between our families formed before I allow the Karinnes to separate from the Imperium.  With Rann and Shya married, it makes us a single family, and that forms bonds that words on a peace of paper can never match.  With Shya married to Rann, I know the Karinnes will be there to protect my family and the House of Merrane, because we are family.”


“But, but Shya’s an Imperial Princess!  She can’t move here, she’ll have to abdicate her title!”


“She’s already agreed to this, Jason.  She’s willing to give up her title to marry Rann.  She doesn’t know I’m going through with it yet, I didn’t want her to completely spaz out, but I asked her if she’d be willing to give up her title if it meant she could move to Karis and be with Rann.  And that’s what she wants, what she wants more than anything.  You know how much she wants him.  And she becomes a powerful voice in the rulership of the house after Rann takes the throne.  Shya will be fostered by you, Jason, but I reserve the right to observe how you raise her and put a hand in where I see fit.  And as I have right of passage to Karis at any time, it also means I have the right to see Shya whenever I want.  Either I come here, or you send her to Draconis to visit.  And I’ll want to visit her often, Jason.  You know how much I love my children. I want to see her the same as I see her now, one day out of every ten, but after she turns ten, we share joint custody of her exactly the same way we will Raisha, so I have time with her the way a mother should have time with her daughter.

“This is the best of both worlds for Shya.  She will be the Empress of her own empire, Jason, because I have no doubt that by the time you and I have passed, the House of Karinne will have nearly as many systems as the Imperium does right now, spread to the edges of the galaxy, and your house will control most of the commerce in our sector cluster thanks to the interdictors.  That is an empire, and it will be her empire.  For a second daughter, that’s far more than they usually get.  Miyai will become the second in line when she’s born, and Raisha will be third.  Raisha will keep her title, Jason, until she’s old enough to decide for herself if she wants to keep it.”


He gave her a shocked look.  For Dahnai to do that, to give away her daughter…holy fuck.  She was serious about this!  Of course, that put her listener daughter right in Jason’s house…but Jason could work around that if he had to.  Obviously, Dahnai had seriously thought about this, had considered what he’d said and understood what he was driving at, and he had to admit, she was doing something for Shya.  Shya was going to be the mother of all the rulers of the House of Karinne beyond Rann, and that did put the Merranes as having a pivotal position in both the Imperium and the House of Karinne.  She was giving Shya the choice to abdicate her title and move to Karis to be with Rann, and it said much for Dahnai’s desire to make her daughter happy, even over her own sadness for never having the chance to live with Shya as a family.  Yes, marrying Shya and Rann had political gains for the House of Merrane, but those gains paled in the personal loss Dahnai was willing to accept, the loss of a daughter she loved more than life itself.  Dahnai was giving up a very piece of her own soul to Jason and the House of Karinne, and Jason was one of the few that could truly understand and appreciate what she was doing and what it meant to her.

Jason reached over his desk and took her hands.  Dahnai, he sent tenderly, and she gave him a brave, proud look.  Is that truly what you want?


It’s what’s best, Jason.  For the House of Merrane, the House of Karinne, and for the Imperium.


But is it best for you?


To see my daughter happy, Jason…yes.  It’s what’s best for me.

He gave her a gentle smile.  I think we can work it out, love.  But before we get to all the wrangling over language and the lawyers, why don’t we take a walk on the beach?  I think I want some time with my amu dorai, and feel like a family for a while.

She gave him a deep, loving look, then stood up and offered her hand.  Silently, he stood up and accepted it, and they walked towards the door.  She stopped them at the doorway and crushed him to her, giving him an intense, passionate kiss, and when she pulled him through the door, instead of taking him left, towards the stairs, she took him right, towards the door to his bedroom.
