Chapter 3

Brista, 23 Demaa, 4401, Orthodox Calendar


Monday, 10 May 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Brista, 23 Demaa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


The White House, Karsa, Karis

Jyslin was in heaven.


It’s not every day a girl gets an IBL bachi team for a birthday present.  For the last week, she’d split her duties between 3D and the Paladins, finishing working on the Consortium ship, then overseeing the transition of the team to Karis.  She was there along with Frinia to welcome the front office, all of which had made the move from Veltana to Karsa, settling them into truly huge and luxurious off space, floors 12-26 of the 207 story Bren Isala building right beside the arena.  The building was mostly empty, so it was not a problem at all to secure 14 floors for the offices and organization.  Red Horn Construction was already on the job to build a first class practice facility for the team built to Frinia’s exacting specifications, and they promised to have it done in 27 days.


Ah, the joys of having a top rate Makati contracting firm at one’s beck and call.


Actually, the practice facility wasn’t all that far from the strip.  The common practice was to place practice facilities close to where the players would be living to cut down on commute times, so the practice facility was square in the middle of some of the upper class housing not far from the strip, only about 12 kathra away.  There, the Makati would build four full size bachi pitches, workout facilities, training rooms, offices for the coaches and equipment managers, a warehouse for equipment, individual offices and private rooms for every member of the team so they could conduct their business, almost like an apartment complex and office building in the practice facility.  IBL bachi players were paid a hell of a lot of money, and not all of that came from their salaries.  Like pro players back home, they had endorsement deals, investments, side businesses, parlaying their bachi skills into a personal financial empire that would support them when their playing days were over. The average life span of an IBL-level bachi player was 7 years, it was a much rougher game than most people realized, so they had to make sure they made those 7 years count.  And part of what the franchise did was help them do that as much as possible so they could focus on playing the game.

So, while Jyslin and Frinia got to know each other, even become friends as they worked to bring the Paladins to Karsa, Jason was hard at work on the real stuff…the war.  The energy being had thwarted four other attempts to attack Imxi systems over the week, using its clairvoyance or whatever the hell it did to almost instantly call up a response to anything that Maggie and Jake did over there.  All of their attacks, even the last one that was supposed to be an ambush, had failed.  The Consortium was not stupid, they were adapting to the toybox that his Legion members had taken, but to be fair to Maggie and Jake, they were trying to fight a different kind of war than the one that the Legion usually did.  The Legion was a guerilla operation at its core, meant to strike without warning at targets of opportunity and then fade away.  Jason was asking them to conduct actual warfare, so they were having problems with it.


The only thing that was really working over there was the solar collector.  They had deployed a second one and gotten a successful kill with it, taking out an arc section under construction at PR-72, which was Gervalxia by Imxi designation.  The energy being had trouble seeing those things for some reason, so it was able to deploy, power up, and get off two shots before Consortium cruisers jumped in to stop it, when Maggie had it self destruct to deny them the chance to study it.  Those two shots were all it needed.  The first cut the arc section in half, and the second cut one of the the halves into two quarters, which would make it extremely hard to simply put the thing back together and repair the cut section.


Not bad at all for something that ran off a class 7 PPG.  Efficiency wise, it was the best weapon they’d ever built.  A weapon running off basically a hovercar power plant that could blow a hole in anything not made of Neutronium…given optimum conditions, of course.  The only thing that came anywhere near close to that kind of efficiency was the railguns and rail cannons.

Yeri was hard at work as well.  She’d secured hotel space for the visiting rulers and was hammering out all the details, making sure palatable food was available for all the various species, organizing tours of Kosigi and parts of Karis deemed not high security, and despite Jason’s misgivings, the opportunity to visit Cybi…sort of.  They all knew who Cybi was, they all actually knew Cybi since she did interact with them, but there was no way in hell Jason was allowing anyone not in the highest circles of Karinne anywhere near Kosiningi.  It was the only part of Karis where the KDF had orders to shoot to kill with no warning if any unidentified ship or flying craft violated its territorial space.  But, the rulers would be given the chance to interact with Cybi at a much more personal level


Yeri was also working out the itinerary with the staffs of the rulers.  It would be a six day conference with the rulers being on Karis for seven nights.  They would arrive late in the afternoon and be given the chance to settle in and rest overnight, then the first day after their arrival would be mainly sightseeing and relaxation after their journey, a little down time for the busy wartime ruler.  The second day would start wth a tour of Kosigi, then they’d have their first major conference at the White House that afternoon, after Sk’Vrae had a chance to sleep and the others had time to rest a little.  The days after that would be with two conferences daily mixed in with personal time and down time for the rulers, with the rulers returning home the seventh morning.  Yeri, Aya, Myri, and Miaari had worked out all the logistics for security, both for the rulers and against the rulers, since each one was coming with a personal staff that would no doubt hold a spy or two.  Jason would almost be disappointed if they didn’t try anything.  Sk’Vrae wouldn’t, though, she had too much respect for Jason to try anything quite so…rude.  Urumi had some unusual social conventions, but they also made them very predictable.

It was dirty deeds that brought him to work today. He had all four of his usual guards with him today, Ryn and Suri walking behind with Shen and Dera walking ahead, part of the increased security Aya had ordered in preparation for the summit.  Jason had been escorted by all four of his guards since the summit was announced, and would be until it was both over and Miaari gave clearance for him to go back to just two guards.  And most of the guard detachment had been pulling extra time guarding the school.  There were 10 guards deployed in and around the school whenever it was in session, in addition to 25 Dukal Guard, which were the elite guard unit in the Karinne Marines, attached directly to Aya’s Imperial Guard and under her command.  It was the Dukal Guard that guarded the White House, the Shimmer Dome, Kosiningi, 3D, and other highest security locations, and it was Aya that commanded the Dukal Guard, handled the security for them in addition to the strip.  She was a specialist in guarding people and locations, and Myri had been more than happy to give Aya jurisdiction over the places on Karis most needing protection.  The Imperial Guard restricted themselves only to the Dukal family and where they were, but Aya had admitted that the women in the Dukal Guard weren’t bad at all, and she trusted them to keep the most important sites on Karis secure.  It was white-armored Dukal Guard that stood in posts at key intersections in the White House, their white armor with red stripes going down the arms distinguishing them from all other military units.  Much as the Imperial Marines were easily identified by their signature black armor, the Marines in the Dukal Guard wore snow white armor with red stripes and the Karinne crest emblazoned on the breastplate.  The Imperial Guard wore white armor in the palace, but on Karis, they wore black Crusader armor with a gold crest.  Most KMS Marine and Naval armor was black unless they had specialist PTS jobs, the natural color of compressed Neutronium, but the gold crest on the armor made it abundantly clear just who those women were to anyone with absolutely any experience with military heraldry.

When Jason once asked why Aya didn’t have the guards wear white armor like they did in the palace, she told him it was to remind them that they weren’t in the palace.


Their destination revealed itself around a corner, the Division of System Intelligence, or the DSI.  This was Miaari’s realm, where she did her job as the Gamekeeper of Karis…one of the most important Gamekeeper positions among the Kimdori, Jason had managed to find out.  It was Miaari’s job to protect the cousins against a repeat of what happened during the Third Civil War, protect technology that the Karinnes developed that the rest of the galaxy wasn’t ready to have quite yet.  And since the Karinnes had more or less opened up to the Imperium, Miaari’s job had become very, very busy.  The three security breaches into the system were just a handful of successes among thousands of attempts, and from more than just Dahnai.  Every single empire in sector and several in the quadrant had made attempts to get surveillance or infiltrators onto the planet, usually in the form of sleeper agents trying to get past the screening process to become part of the house.  Though they were in desperate need of new house members, the screening process had not been changed in any way other than to make it even more stringent.  A hopeful had to pass a background check, a session with a Karinne mindbender—usually a Generation—and then get past the Kimdori…and that was no easy trick.  So far, only one agent had managed to elude the screening process, and that had been someone implanted with a psychic clone.  The main threat was with the temporary workers, whose screening wasn’t as stringent because they were here to do a job and they were confined either to Kosigi or to the northern continent, which had only started the terraforming process.  It was a barren desert up there where they were building a series of factories—almost done with them, actually—then those workers would leave Karis and return to the Imperium.  Most of Miaari’s work dealt with keeping those outside workers under control up in Kosigi, and it was where most of the Kimdori that worked on Karis, the Clan Thresxt, did their jobs.

Miaari was the Gamekeeper, so it was her clan that was responsible for Karis.  And that in itself was yet another source of pride for her father among the Kimdori.  Her daughter the Handmaiden was entrusted with one of the most critical Gamkeeper posts in the galaxy, while another daughter, the youngest Gamekeeper ever in the history of Kimdori, protected the Academy and Terra, which was also an extremely important position in that so much information flowed through Terra that it was a gold mine to the Kimdori.  Nearly every spacefaring civilization in the sectors making up their entire arm of the galaxy had students, emissaries, and spies on Terra, and Kiaari managed that cesspool of intrigue with an increasingly deft hand.  Kiaari often unearthed new information from Terra long before other Gamekeepers got word of it in other systems.

Miaari’s office was in the main administration building just two floor below his office, and it was big.  The place was milling with Kimdori, Faey, Terrans, a few Shio, a couple of Makati, and now a few Beryans.  These were the diligent information gatherers, analysts, surveillance personnel, and field agents that Miaari employed to keep Karis safe.  Tim worked there, had his own office just down the hall from Miaari’s, where he worked as an analyst, studying information to exract useful intelligence from it.  He was very good at his job, Miaai had confided, one of her better analysts.  His guards lounged about near Miaari’s main secretary, a very young Kimdori male from her clan here for training, and Jason headed into Miaari’s office.  She was sitting at her desk in discussion with Tim, Kravakk, a Faey woman and a Shio male that Jason didn’t know, which showed him more and more how multicultural the house was becoming.


“Ah, Jason,” she said as the door closed.  “It’s good to see you, friend.”


“Well, I’m here, so what’s going on?” he asked, glancing at the Faey and Shio.  The Faey was very young, looking to still be in inscription, tall and willowy, with pale lavender hair and luminous yellow eyes, while the Shio was a very tall man, looking youthful but experienced at the same time, with black hair that no doubt made Faey women look his way and strong amber eyes only slightly darker and richer than the woman’s yellow eyes.


“Firstly.  Tim and Kravakk you know, friend.  This is Kini Demalle and Kendru Stormfury, two of my more recent hires.  Kini is from the IBI, and Kendru is a recent acquisition from the Shio Federal Investigative Service.”  The IBI was the Imperium’s intelligence agency, the Imperial Bureau of Intelligence.  The Federal Investigative Service was one of the elite law enforcement agencies of the Shio Federation, like the FBI, sent out to investigate and solve the most daring or baffling crimes, or to track down and capture criminals that crossed system jurisdictional lines.  In the Shio Federation, every system was semi-autonomous when it came to law enforcement, so if a criminal managed to cross to another system, the FIS was sent in to hunt down the criminal. The FIS was the only Shio agency that had Federation-wide law enforcement jurisdiction.

“Your Grace,” they both said, Kini bowing slightly to him.


“Good to meet you,” he nodded to them, taking the chair in front of her desk.  “Now what’s going on?”


“Denmother sent me a new packet of information about the Benga,” she said.  “It had little in it, but it was important for one reason.  The Benga are not resistant to telepathy as the bugs are.  In fact, the bugs were engineered to resist telepathy because of the Benga,” she stressed, bringing up a holo of a Benga over her desk.  “Approximately five percent of the Benga populace has some kind of telepathic, empathic, or psionic capability, and they use talent as a weapon, just as the Faey do.”

“So, Wolf fighters will be effective against them,” Jason declared, leaning on the arm of the chair, a chair designed to handle someone in armor.


“Yes, your Grace, but on a ship the size of a small moon, even a mindstriker in a Wolf would be hard pressed to take control of someone that could do any real damage,” Kravakk said.


“That’s a point,” Jason agreed, scratching his chin.  “Did you send this down to Myri?”


“I will as soon as we finish,” Miaari answered.  “It explains why the Consortium wants the secrets of the Generations so badly,” she continued.  “It also explains why the Consortium will only allow their insectoids to fight.  Anyone else would be vulnerable to Benga telepaths.”

“Well, I guess we’re going to find out who has better training in about three years,” Jason grunted.


“I dare say we have the advantage, my Duke,” Kini said dryly.  “After all, we Faey fight each other far more than anyone else.  If anything, Faey have extensive experience fighting against telepaths, where I doubt the Benga have the same background.”


“I know that my own training in telepathic combat was woefully lacking the first time I faced a Faey instructor,” Kendru said dryly.  “I thought my training in the FIS prepared me for fighting another telepath.  I was wrong.”


“When did you lock horns with a Faey?”


“It was in the FIS, my Duke,” he replied.  “We hired her for formal telepathic combat training, in case one of our talented investigators had to capture a telepathic suspect.  We wanted to be ready to fight in the realm of the mindscape. It was a rude awakening,” he grunted.  “But it was a good move for us.  Our Faey instructors prepared us for the day when we did have to capture a talented Shio criminal.  Our Faey telepathic battle training saved our investigator from having his brain burned out.”


“It is what we’re known for, Kendru,” Kini chuckled.


“Yeah, I remember those lessons,” Jason noted lightly.  “My wife trained me.  I think I spent about a solid month with a nosebleed.”


“God, I remember that,” Tim grunted.  “I never believed that a telepath could do half the things that Jyslin could.”


“Well, Jys is in the top ten percent,” Jason noted lightly.  “She would have been a mindbender if she hadn’t have washed out.  She didn’t have the temperament for it.”

“Now, as to the other matter.  Ladies, gentlemen, remember that this is privileged information,” Miaari said evenly, hitting a switch on her desk that put her office into secure mode.  When her console beeped, she put her elbows on her desk and looked over at Jason.  “Friend Jinaami has received her orders,” she declared.  “She is even now formulating a plan to gain access to the IBI, so we might get a list of names of the agents they’re sending against us.”


Kini whistled.  “Dangerous.”


“We are Kimdori,” Miaari said simply.  “We will succeed.”


“So, any idea when we might get something back?”


“That will depend.  As Kini intimated, friend Jason, breaking into the IBI is not an easy task.  Only someone as clever and capable as Jinaami would be able to do it.  It is not a task for anyone but a master Gamekeeper.  The IBI is probably the one place with more mindbenders than anywhere else in this galaxy.  Even for the Kimdori, that is a challenging obstacle to overcome.  The sheer number of top-tier telepaths the IBI employs makes any attempt to infiltrate their headquarters difficult.”


“Sounds like Jinaami might need some help,” Kini said.  “Even you have to admit, Miaari, the best defense against a telepath is another telepath.  And I used to work there.”


“Your reports are going to help Jinaami immensely, Kini, but they do know you.  I’m sure they’d love to get their hands on you,” she said dryly.


Kini laughed.  “No doubt.  I had no real loyalty to them, Miaari.  Like most mindbenders, I wasn’t given much of a choice.  It was work for the IBI or have my brain scrambled.  Sometimes I wondered why in Trelle’s name I didn’t just wash out in phase one.  I think the smart ones did it on purpose,” she growled.


Kini was a mindbender…interesting.


“You’re a mindbender, Kini?” Tim asked in surprise.


“Was a mindbender,” Kini corrected.  “But yeah, I went through mindbender training.  It’s more like brainwashing if you ask me,” she said darkly.  “Half my class were psychotic, sadistic bitches.”


“Being a mindbender requires a certain…enthusiasm for the work, Kini,” Miaari said delicately.


“Yeah well, I lost that enthusiasm pretty damn fast,” Kini grunted.  “I had the tolerance to do the work, but that tolerance went straight to the bottom of the Jerjik pit after I graduated and the IBI made me interrogate people.  I don’t get off on hurting people.  That’s why I’m here.  I always wanted to go into law enforcement anyway,” she noted.


“So, Jinaami will be starting her operation very soon.  With any luck, we will know just who programmed that pyschic clone, and who else they have sent carrying them.”


“Can you find a psychic clone, Kini?” Jason asked.


She shook her head.  “That’s advanced even in mindbender circles,” she answered.  “I only graduated from mindbender training last year.  You have to earn your diamonds in the IBI before they start teaching those advanced techniques.”

“If friend Jinaami succeeds, then we won’t need someone with sufficient telepathic training to find a psychic clone,” Miaari noted.  “Now, on to the other matter.  The summit.  As much as we must defend against our allies’ attempts to gather information, this is also an opportunity for us to gather information against them,” she said with a toothy smile.  “I’ve briefed the rest of the office, friend Jason, so let me go over my plans with you.”


Jason listened along with the others as Miaari went over both her preparations to defend against espionage, and putting non-Faey telepaths into positions where they might skim the surface thoughts of the entourages of the rulers, or the rulers themselves.  There was absolutely no doubt that a majority of those staffers with the rulers were telepaths, since Karis was an Imperium planet that just happened to be the home of the most powerful telepaths in the galaxy, so they’d be insane not to bring telepaths to protect their people from telepathic snooping.  This was where recently acquired people like Kravakk or Kendru were going to come in very handy, since nobody would be absolutely sure if they were telepaths.  Faey didn’t have that luxury, since even civilizaitons with no contact with the Faey had heard about them just through traders and rumor.  Half the galaxy knew that the Faey were a race of telepaths, the only fully telepathic race in the entire galaxy.

They finished up, and Jason headed for his office to tackle his inbox, as well as attend the daily Confederate briefing.  He was fairly sure that Jinaami was going to be able to pull it off. She was actually one of the most capable Kimdori, her position as the Gamekeeper of Draconis and ambassador to the Faey a glaring indication of her capability.  Zaa wouldn’t put just anyone in such an important position.  Jason had dealt with Jinaami quite a bit over the years, and he’d held certain aspirations to get his hands on her and bring her to Karis, have her work for him…and he also rather liked her.  He was very comfortable calling Jinaami a friend.

Someone that he wasn’t quite so sure about in the friend department was waiting in his office when he arrived.  Yila Trefani was sitting on a couch to the side, chatting with Brall.  The fox-faced Grand Duchess was wearing something nearly as scandalous as she did when she talked him into buying the Paladins, a simple black haltar-like top with the Trefani crest on it, elegant black slippers, a necklace and waist chain, and nothing else.  She had her legs crossed demurely as she talked to Brall, then smiled when Jason came in.  Jason, she sent easily as she patted Brall on the hand.  It’s about time.


What do you want, Yila? he asked absently as she stood up and stepped over to him as he approached Chirk’s desk.


Who said I want anything?


You’re not wearing panties.  You want something, he answered bluntly as he accepted a handpanel from his Kizzik aide.


Yila laughed lightly, patting the shoulder of his armor.  Okay, okay, I might have some business I wanted to propose.


Mmm-hmm, he sounded mentally, nodding at the mantis-like Chirk.  And you’re not sure if I’ll go for it, so you came dressed for negotiation.

I’m not that predictable.

He gave her a long, steady look, and a faint flush of purple bloomed in her cheeks.  Come on, let’s get this overwith before I have the daily meeting.  “Hold any calls for a bit, Chirk,” he told her aloud.  “Yila has something on her mind.”


She nodded silently.

Yila followed him into his office, then sat on the edge of his desk rather than sit in the chair beside it.  “Cybi, could you come out please?” Yila called.  Lock down the office, Jason, she sent.


Cybi manifested herself on the other side of the desk from Yila, putting her phantom feet on the carpeted floor.  “What is it, your Grace?”

“I have some information I didn’t want to bandy around,” she replied, her voice much more serious.


“What’s going on, Yila?”


 “I don’t have all the information yet, but this is what I have so far,” she replied, reaching under her haltar and pulling out a memory stick.  “I’ve had my people keeping their eyes open for anything weird coming down on my side of the Imperium, and this got my attention.”

“What is it?”


“Someone is trying to procure large-scale cloning equipment,” she answered.  “And I mean they want a factory.  It’s being done by a new corporation that formed with some Highborn backers, from house Luralle.  They’re supposed to be a medical supply company, growing cloned replacement organs.  But, the problem is, some of the equipment they’re trying to get through the black market isn’t for growing cloned organs.  It’s for full-sized clones, both the conception tanks and the growth acceleration tanks,” she added, handing Cybi the stick.


“Full sized?  As in cloned people?”


She nodded.  “As you know, cloning has been illegal in the Imperium for about three thousand years,” she said.  “You can’t buy those kinds of cloning tanks here, it’s massively illegal.  So, the company’s trying to get cloning equipment from the Alliance.  Full cloning is legal there under certain conditions.  Anyway, since the interdictors make smuggling impossible now, the company’s trying to smuggle them in through the TES.  If they can’t manage it, they’ll bring in Alliance engineers capable of building them from scratch in to do it, but they’d rather have the vats now.”


Jason frowned, because it certainly did raise a red flag with him.  Cloning anything other than organs or tissues was massively illegal in the Imperium, based on their religious beliefs.  The same reason a Faey woman would never, ever have an abortion unless her life depended on it or undergo in vitro fertilizations was the same reason that they didn’t allow cloning.  A life conceived outside the body and against the natural order was seriously, seriously against all three of their religious teachings.  The very fact that any corporation in the Imperium was even thinking of buying cloning vats large enough to clone a person was a major aberration, and right now, anything that unusual was something that had to be checked out.


House Luralle…it was the smallest of the Highborn houses, and a staunch ally of House Merrane, as the small Highborn houses were.  Carissa Luralle was a fairly young Grand Duchess that had the sense to stay out of the political machinations and intrigue that plagued court, since her house was small and not in all that much of a solid situation.  She just kept to herself and listened while in court, and because of that, she was one of the few Grand Duchesses in the Siann that Jason didn’t mind talking to all that much.  She was on the Highborn Council, but the other Highborns didn’t think that much of her because her house was small and somewhat poor compared to huge, rich houses like Doralle, Shovalle, Trillane, and Merrane.  Carissa was like Anya and the other five Highborn Grand Duchesses, shunted to the side and forced to play a dangerous game to hold their position without getting pushed into anything stupid by the more powerful and ambitious Highborn houses.  Much like Anya, Carissa openly allied herself to Dahnai and just went about its business while trying to stay out of the way of the more powerful houses as much as possible.

And now sensible, I don’t take chances Carissa was trying to smuggle cloning equipment into the Imperium?  That wasn’t just unusual, that was bizarre, and that meant that it was something that Miaari had better check out.


“How much equipment are they trying to get?” Cybi asked.


“Enough to fill an entire factory, Cybi,” Yila answered.  “My sources say they’re bargaining with Farroll Medical for ten thousand vat systems to grow a clone to adulthood, but they’re also trying to close a deal with Inzik-Ketrik for twenty thousand vat systems.”


“Thirty thousand cloning units?  That’s some serious credits, Yila.  How can they afford it?”


“That’s a damn good question I’m gonna find an answer for,” she replied grimly as Cybi slotted the datastick in a handpanel.  “Either they’re sucking a whole lot of Moridon dick, or Carissa’s a whole lot richer than she pretends to be.”

“I believe I should investigate their computers, Jason,” Cybi said as she seemed to be reading the handpanel, though she was probably directly accessing it through the handpanel.  “They might have more data hidden in their computers that might solve the mystery.”

“Go for it, Cybi, if that’s what you want to do,” he answered.


“Well, I feel justified bringing this to you,” Yila noted, leaning on her hand and looking over at Cybi.  “When I heard about this, I immediately thought of the Generations.”


“Why?”


“Because if I could, Jason, I’d clone you,” she said directly.  “But I’m not that crazy.  I’m too tied up in the Karinnes, and besides, I’m making way too much money to topple the pillar.  Thirty thousand cloning systems inside the Imperium?  Someone has the same idea, and I doubt it’s Carissa.  She’s too smart to try something like this.  I think someone’s using her house as a front to hide who they are, and they have Carissa by her bush to make her cooperate.”


“You think so?”


“Jayce, dear, any of the larger Highborn houses have the resources and the ambition to try something like this,” she told him seriously.  “Even without the biogenics, a Generation is stronger in talent than we are.  Clone up a few hundred thousand programmed soldiers that can kick the shit out of the average Faey soldier, and you’ve got an army capable of challenging Dahnai for her throne.”


Jason growled wordlessly, then leaned back in his chair.  Fuck, Yila was right.  If they were going to try something like that, they’d have to keep it as secret as possible, which meant they’d have to keep it inside the Imperium.  No way would a Grand Duchess dare try to set something like that up outside the Imperium, not with the very strict entry protocols…it would be hard to explain where all the Faey coming through the TES from some other empire came from, since they’d have no records. And since Generations were stronger talents than regular Faey, it would give that Grand Duchess a strong army of telepaths to overwhelm others.


Fuck…this was exactly why Jason had pulled all his people back to Karis in the first place.


“That is a viable concern,” Cybi agreed.  “Any time a Faey starts to dabble in cloning, she has something nefarious and wicked in mind.  It violates the most sacred teachings of Trelle to create a life outside the womb.  Such a life would have no soul.”

“Most politicians are only as religious as they need to look, Cybi,” Jason grunted, to which Yila nodded with a dark smile.  “Could you take that datastick to Miaari and brief her?”


“Certainly,” she replied, tucking the handpanel under her arm.  She then picked her feet up off the floor and floated towards the door, which opened for her.


So, you owe me now, Jason Karinne, Yila sent with a predatory smile, reaching over and patting his cheek with a manicured hand.


I certainly owe you thanks for bringing that in, he agreed.


You owe me more than that, and you know what I want.


I told you, woman, Zach gets to choose who he’s going to marry, he reminded her archly.  There’s not going to be any bethrothal unless he asks for one.  And he’s only five, for God’s sake, he’s too young to make that kind of a life-altering decision.


I knew who I wanted to marry when I was three, she snorted.


You had that choice made for you.


No, I chose Emrin, she answered easily.


You must not care all that much about him, since I’ve never even so much as seen him at court, he shot back.


And that’s exactly why I chose Emrin, she added.  He’s sweet, kind, and innocent, and I don’t let him know what I do.  He’s what little bit of a moral anchor I have in this world, she sent with a slight smile.  I don’t love him the way you love Jyslin, but I’m very fond of him, and he’s a wonderful father.  While I’m out swindling pensioners, as you love to put it, he’s making sure our children are raised with love and attention.  He’s the perfect husband for someone like me.


And how did you decide that when you were three?


Because he used to share his oye with me, so I knew he was a kind and generous boy.  And my mother always said that kind and generous boys make the best fathers, so I picked him.  Besides, he was really cute.  It took me six years to nag my mother into securing the betrothal, she chuckled aloud.  After all, he was from House Hemalle, so it wasn’t much of a political advantage for my mother to betrothe me to him.


Where did you meet him?


He was the son of a minor Hemalle noble that lived on Tamiri.  We’d leased out a mining operation to them, since we don’t do all that much mining  So I saw him quite a bit.  She leaned over and kissed him playfully on the cheek.  But don’t you worry, I’ll convince Zach that Dara is the girl for him.

You stay out of it, Yila.


I won’t have to do much of anything, she told him lightly.  All I have to do is bring Dara here.  She really likes him, he really likes her.  Nature will take its course.


And you’re sure he’s going to pick a girl he only sees maybe once a takir over some girl in his class that he sees every day?  My, we’re very confident.


Of course I am, it’s the nature of a criminal to be confident, she winked.  Dara’s the mystery, and you know how we adore a mystery.

Well, at least you’re honest.


Never accuse me of honesty, Jayce, it’s insulting, she retorted, which made him laugh helplessly.  Now, as part of you paying me back for bringing this to you, you will invite me and Dara to dinner tonight, a nice little intmate dinner with just you, me, Dara, Jys, Zach, and his mother Ilia, she declared haughtily.  You will have Terran steak and lobster, and you will have Ayama make another cheesecake.  In fact, she’s going to make two, so I have some to take home.  Then you will sit with me in the hot tub while we discuss a few business ideas, maybe take a walk on the beach.

Oh, listen to this.


I know how to get back what people owe me, Jayce, she grinned, poking the upper chest of his armor.


How about I put you on the next transport back to Draconis, you demanding little bitch?


Bring it on, Jayce, I’m not afraid of you anymore.


I need to fix that, he noted dryly.


You can try, baby, you can try, she sent patronizingly, patting him on the cheek, then she uncoiled herself from his desk and sauntered out of the office, making sure to wiggle her bare butt for his benefit…mainly because she knew he really admired her butt, thought it was really sexy.  And like any Faey, she loved to show off what a man thought was sexy, which explained her recent penchant for choosing attire that lacked anything below the waist and above the knees.  She knew that Jason thought she had a sexy body, and in particular a very sexy ass, so she’d been showing him as much of her body as possible, particularly her ass.  It was a form of harmless flirtation in Faey society, so he didn’t take it seriously.


But she was certainly a piece of work.  Sometimes he wondered if it was worth it to be her friend, but what she’d brought to him just a few minutes ago proved she was worth the aggravation.  Yila had her hands elbow deep in almost everything going on in the Imperium, and she was one of the few that could have found out what she’d brought to him…something that made him get a strange sense of dread.


Clones.  Something about it just made a chill go up his spine, because Yila was right.  Someone out there had finally come up with the one thing he hoped they wouldn’t consider, and that was trying to clone a Generation.  It made him triply glad that the only Generations not on Karis were deeply entrenched in Dahanai’s palace, virtually untouchable to whichever Grand Duchess got that bright idea.


Even if it didn’t concern him, some house trying to bring in a large-scale cloning operation, well, that was something that Miaari needed to check out anyway.  It was completely against both Faey law and religion, so that meant that it was not something that was meant for anything moral, ethical, or even beneficial.


At least Yila wasn’t being an insufferable bitch.

He decided to humor her at least to the point where Ayama served grilled steak and lobster, with ruga roots cooked on the grill, salad, imi beans, and cheesecake for dessert.  Dara was running around after dinner with Zach and Rann, heading for the beach so they could build a sand castle, Ilia and Jyslin walking behind them after shedding their clothes, not bothering to go get their bikinis on just to take them off again when they got there, finally adopting Jason’s mentality when it came to the beach.  Jason and Yila, however, stayed behind, and Kumi joined them in the hot tub as the fox-faced, dangeous Grand Duchess broached a few new business ideas to Kumi with Jason there listening, since he had to approve most of them.  Kumi did a lot on her own, but when it came to factory production or replicator access, Jason would find out about it, so they had to tell him about it.  Yila wasn’t proposing anything outrageous, thank goodness, just some trade deals between the Karinne/Trefani business alliance and some of the more distant empires.  They’d gotten their claws into the Verutan sector through metal sales to the Verutans, and there were six other major spacefaring civilizations in that sector, which meant six other potential trade partners.  To trade that far away, what Yila was fishing for more than anything else was space on Karinne freighters not tied up in the Skaa food efforts, since Karinne freighters that weren’t robotic could jump in real time, and that translated to profit.  Karinne also employed robotic freighters, but they didn’t put their jump engines in those, since they were too easy to capture.  The ability to jump trade goods to the Verutan sector in real time was a major cash cow, since it was a 15 day jump from the two closest systems between the Imperium and the Verutan Empire…which ironically was Karis.  From the next closest system, Praxis, it was a 19 day jump to the Verutan system of Urkarr.

Strange, though, that Yila was getting so…well, cozy with him and Kumi.  She had to have something else up her sleeve outside of just trying to get her daughter married off to Zach.  But, he also couldn’t deny that in a weird way, he rather liked Yila Trefani.  She was an unrepentant criminal, thief, and all around bad girl, but she was also intelligent, charming, and affable.  In some ways, she reminded Jason of Semoya, one of the most well-liked Grand Duchesses, but also one of the most feared.


But business only went so far at his house before much more fun things presented themselves.  Symone stepped out of her house on the far side of the hot tub deck with nothing but a towel over her shoulder, showing off her sexy body, then she climbed into the hot tub and snuggled up to Jason   Mmmm, hey baby, she purred mentally, putting her hand on his chest. That contact told him everything he needed to know; Symone was on the prowl.


Well, about time you got home, lover, he told her, looking down into her eyes.  What took so long?


We had to test over a hundred Gladiators today, she replied.  They’ve almost doubled production of ‘em, so all the riggers are putting in extra time getting them off the line and into service.


That’s what you do, Symone?  You’re a rigger? Yila asked.


More or less, she replied.  He won’t let me do anything fun, so I’m stuck testing the units off the production line and making sure they’re ready for service.  But I still get to blow stuff up, so it’s all good, she added with a grin that made Kumi laugh.


Nothing but practice targets, but at least those don’t shoot back, Jason noted.  Have you tested the missile pods yet?


Yeah, we just got the first of them three days ago.  They’re pretty cool, she replied.  The missile pods were an external add-on system that the engineers had designed, like the flight pods, that armed a Gladiator with 72 Hellstorm mini-missiles.  They were primarily defensive weapons, the Hellstorms designed to intercept incoming missiles, but they could also be used offensively to fire on enemy targets.  It was a necessary addition since the Consortium used missiles a great deal, giving Gladiators an extra layer of defense on top of their shields and armor.  The Hellstorm system connected to the rig’s left shoulder, across from the railgun scabbard, and it was just one external shoulder-mounted system the engineers were designing for the mecha.  Gladiators were built to be modular, able to equip and utilize multiple external systems, which they called pods.  They were also designing a heavy pulse cannon pod for the Gladiator that could fire a heavy-mount pulse cannon, the kind whose shots explode after penetrating rather than just dissipating like infantry-level pulse weapons did.  The power requirements for the heavy mount version was too much for smaller mecha, and even a Gladiator needed an additional power plant in the pod to augment its own power plant to fire the shoulder-mounted heavy cannon.  It couldn’t fire only on the Gladiator’s power plant.  Well, technically, it could, but the rigger would have to literally shut down every system on the rig except the pulse cannon.  What are you guys up to?

Not much, just discussing how we can open up new trade routes into the Verutan sector, Yila answered.  After I made him serve me Terran steak and lobster anyway, she added with a sly smile at him.


Be lucky, I have to suck his dick to get that kind of treatment, Symone replied with a naughty tilt to her thoughts.


You do not!


Well, maybe not have to, but I love to do it anyway, she sent, throwing all kinds of sexual innuendo at him as her hand slid under the water meaningfully.


I think we’re being dismissed, Yila noted lightly to Kumi.


Not Symone, she’ll do it right in front of us, Kumi answered with a dirty smile.  She’s way more fun than Jyslin is.


Symone, you dirty girl, Yila laughed.


I’m the kinky one in the family, Symone sent back shamelessly.  Shall we give them a show, lover? Symone sent as nastily as possible, her hand gripping him…and naturally, she got a response.  She was his amu dorai, she was in the mood, and she knew how to get him excited.  Of course, her tongue in his ear certainly was helping that along.

He was almost thankful when Cybi broke in.  [Jason, Myri needs to talk to you immediately,] she communed.


[Thank god, I think you just saved me from a compromising position,] he answered.


[Symone can be enthusiastic, I’ve noticed,] Cybi answered lightly.


Sorry, love, Cybi just told me that Myri needs to talk, he said, disengaging himself from her.  She pouted a bit, but didn’t press the issue.


Alright, but hurry up.  I’ll be in your bedroom, she sent sensually.


Jason dried off on his way up to his study, and as soon as he got in and put in secure mode, he used his gestalt to get in touch with Myri, causing a wall-sized hologram to shimmer into being on the far side of his desk.  She was in the main situation room along with all the generals, and the place was pretty busy.  “What’s going on, hon?” he asked.


“The Consortium is on the move,” she replied.  “A significant fleet just jumped out of the PR sector heading here.”


“How big?”


“Three thousand ships,” she replied.  “En route to Trieste, and we estimate they’ll be here in about three days.”

“What?  How much of their fleet is that?”

“About a quarter of it,” she replied.  “Nearly half of the jumped fleet are Imxi ships.  Those fuckin’ Imxi have a four thousand ship navy.  I don’t see how they fuckin’ paid for it.”

“Most of them are corvettes and small destroyers, though,” Navii noted.  “Those aren’t that hard to build, at least for us.”


“How many ships do we have in the PR sector?”


“Two hundred and nine,” Juma answered.  “As well as a heavy garrison of automated weaponry.”


“Their defenses?”


“The Kimdori are conducting surveillance as we speak, we’re waiting for their report,” Juma replied, looking away and pointing at something, then snapping her fingers.  An aide came into the hologram and gave her a handpanel.  “We’re getting some images in from Trieste, as well.  Hold on.”


The hologram split, and he saw some video of Trieste.  He saw the Consortium moving their ships inside the moon, flying them down the tunnel they dug into the moon to install those hyperspace jump engines.

“They’re definitely making a major move,” Jason grunted.  “I think when we took out that quantum phase device, they decided to do something else.”


“Most likely, Jason,” Navii agreed.  “We should alert the war room on Terra and prepare the Confederation for an attack.  I have a hunch that the Consortium is about to launch a major offensive.  I think they’ve realized that the KMS has its forces split between the home sector and the PR sector, so they may try to pull us back here by attacking anything and everything they can using the Imxi ships.”


“How are they getting those ships here?” Jason asked with a growl.  “The Imxi’s hyperspace technology is about two hundred years behind mainstream.  They couldn’t even manage to jump their ships across the galaxy, yet here are some three thousand Imxi ships in transit.”

“Odds are they’re being towed behind the Consortium ships,” Juma reasoned.  “Consortium ships utilize those oversized engines, Jason, they could easily tow the smaller Imxi ships through.”


“Yeah, yeah, you’re right,” Jason agreed.  “They might even be able to tow two or three ships, if they’re corvettes.”  He studied the images from Trieste.  “Is there some way we can break up this little party?  Think we could ambush their fleet in transit to Trieste?”


“They’re smarter than they used to be, Jason.  They’re not making the jump in one trip.  For one, they have the Imxi with them, so they have to stop and rest.  That’s why I told you it’s going to take three days for them to get here, Jason,” Juma noted.  “If they didn’t have the Imxi, they could have their entire fleet over here in 238 minutes.  With them dropping out and conducting sensor sweeps, setting up an ambush for them wouldn’t be easy.”


“Well, we can put a few traps in front of them, along the likely trajectories,” Jason grunted.  “That won’t take much in the way of resources, and we might get lucky.  I’ll get 3D on it as soon as I can.”  He blew out his breath.  “Fuck.  Let me get my armor on, and I’ll be in, we can talk about this face to face.  Cybi,” he called.  She manifested her hologram in front of his desk.  “Get the Legion back to 3D as soon as you can, and tell them I’ll be there as soon as I’m done over at the White House.  Tell them what’s coming and to start thinking of ways we can slow down that fleet.”


“I’ll get right to it, your Grace,” she nodded, then her hologram winked out.

His hologram split again, and Zaa’s face appeared unsolicited.  “Jason, I see you already know,” she said.  “Generals.”


“Denmother,” Myri replied with a nod.  “Any word from the surveillance ships?”


“They’re conducting scans of PR systems now,” she replied.  “But the information I bring comes from my infiltrators on the command station in the nebula.  The fleet from the PR sector was deployed to Trieste in preparation to attack Karis.  My children haven’t discovered the exact means, but they have discovered that the Consortium believes they have an alternate method to bypass the interdictor, using their current technology in some new application.  From what my children report, this is the first of a series of ship movements.  The Consortium intends to bring the majority of the Imxi fleet to Trieste as they build whatever device they plan to try to bypass the interdictor.”


“Their ships just don’t have the power to overcome the interdiction effect,” Jason protested.


“I know.  This is something else.  I don’t know what it is yet, and the Consortium is understandingly being extremely secretive about it.  They know we have eyes on the inside, so whatever it is they’ve come up with, it’s only known to only those with critical need to know it.”


“Juma, I want you to get the Victory and Jenda to tow a Stargate out to the PR sector right now,” Jason said immediately.

“We don’t have a Stargate to spare, Jason,” Juma protested.


“We have two available, Juma.  We can take the one in the quasar and keep it linked to its sister gate here, we don’t need those anymore now that we can jump interdicted space,” Jason replied.  “The only reason we left them up and running was as an emergency way into Karis around the interdictor in case a ship without our jump engines had to get here in a hurry.  Denmother, can your ships drag that Stargate out of the radiation shield and bring it to Karis?  But leave the shielding up in the bubble, we might have use for that.”


“I will do so immediately, cousin,” Denmother said.  She turned her head to look to her side and nodded.  “It will be at Karis in two hours.”

“Alright, now we get that Stargate to PR-371 as fast as we possibly can, so our ships there can get back here, and also give us a window back to the PR sector.  I’ll tell the Legion to send even more defensive toys there to protect the system while we’re away.”


“I will keep a ship large enough to tow the Stargate at PR-371 and remove it in case it is threatened,” Zaa offered.


“That sounds perfect, thank you, Denmother,” Myri nodded.


“Have them tow that Stargate carefully, General Myri, your towing ship might literally cross paths with the Consortium fleet.”


“We’ll make sure they take a less direct route, Denmother,” Myri answered.


“I’ll have a task force ready to take possession of the gate as soon as it gets here, then deploy it to PR-371,” Juma said.


“I’ll be right over,” Jason said, “unless you have anything more to report, Denmother?”


“No, I have my own tasks to oversee, cousin.  I will contact you when I have more information.”


“Alright then.  I’ll be over as soon as I can.”


“We’ll have your chair ready for you in the corner, Jason,” Myri said with a slight smile, trying to lighten the mood a bit.


“I proably won’t be there long enough to complain,” he replied.  He got up as the hologram winked off, then he opened to door directly to his room.  Symone was laying on the bed, naked and in a sensual pose, and she stretched languidly as he stepped in.


It’s about time, baby, I was starting to get lonely.


I’m afraid you’ll have to go chase down Tim, love, he sent with sincere regret as the armory door slid open, and his armor stand slid out on its motorized mount.  Something really big is going down, so I have to go in to work.


Aww, come on, I’m seriously in the mood, she complained.


Baby, believe me, nothing would make me happier than trying to break the bed, but work always come before fun.  It even comes before sex, he sent seriously as he picked up the codpiece of his armor.  Kaera, he called.


She’s off, your Grace, Hara answered.  I traded some hours with her.

Hara, track down two guards, I have to go to the White House, and then to 3D afterward, he told her.


I’ll have them at the corvette as soon as you’re ready.


Good girl.  Jyslin, he reached out.  I have to go to work, something came up.


Alright, love.  Danelle’s staying over the next couple of days, so she’ll be here when you get back.


Okay.  Yila, I’m not coming back, he told her, sending openly.  Something’s going on, the Consortium just made a big move.  Go ahead and head home.


Kumi offered to take me a couple of nighclubs, I think I’m going to hang around a bit, Jayce.


Whatever, but I’m gonna be busy.  Probably real busy.


Keep me up to speed, if you can.

Aya was off duty, but she rousted Dera and Ryn from the barracks to accompany Jason.  They were standing by the corvette hatch when he got there, and he explained what was going on as he boarded the Marine corvette Broadsword, and sat back in the tactical post as they took the four minute ride to the White House.  When he reached the main command center, Myri already had Lorna and most of the generals and commanders of Confederate forces on holos around the main display console, along with a tactical map of the galaxy showing the position of the Consortium forces.  The Confederate command staff had increased with the inclusion of the Jobodi, who was sitting between a Shio and a Stevak from the Alliance.  The Stevak really stood out.  Stevak were one of the most unusual sentient, spacefaring species in the galaxy, because they weren’t a carbon based life form.  They were silicon based, and that fundamental difference had created, literally, a living thing made of stone.  Stevak had a mineral exoskeletal covering protecting their soft tissues—which was a relative comparison, since they were mineral-based—so they resembled stone-covered, seven foot tall gorillas.  Their arms were so long that they could put them on the ground and walk on all fours just by slouching, kind of like a gorilla, and when they did that, they were capable of bursts of speed of up to 40 miles an hour for short distances.  What made them somewhat disturbing was the fact that their faces had three eyes behind an armored lid that looked like the visor of a helmet, and a small mouth with no teeth, just a ridge of bone-like rock behind their lips that were sharp enough to chop up food and strong enough to crush rock.  Being silicon based, their diet was also radically different from most other species.  They literally ate silicon in addition to the meat of carbon-based and silicon-based creatures, and only meat.  They were incapable of digesting the vast majority of plant-based food.  Things like sand and glass were something of a food source for them as well, what they used to replenish and maintain their armored exoskeleton.  They were a silicon based species that evolved by preying on both carbon-based life forms and other silicon-based life forms that shared their home planet, eating only meat and sand and sandstone.

What was creepiest was that they were genderless.  A Stevak produced one offspring every twenty years in a cycle they called “the budding,” and it was consistent through the entire race.  Every twenty years, all Stevak returned to their home planet and produced an offspring, all at the same time, which effectively doubled the Stevak population every twenty years.  A Stevak youth couldn’t survive anywhere but on their home planet, due to its unique ecosystem.  Only after they finished growing could a Stevak leave.

“There’s little doubt that this is meant to be a second offensive against us,” the Stevak declared in its raspy, bellows-like voice.  “With Farroll interdicted, they’re likely to go after the closest systems to Trieste, primarily Stevon and Hashir,” it surmised.  “We should move defensive forces to those systems.”

“That or an interdictor,” Lorna said, looking at Jason.  “Are there any extra ones available?”


“Lemme look,” Jason said as he sat down, bringing up the inventory with his gestalt.  “There’s only one available right now, General Shaddale.  So you’d better decide where it’s gonna be the most useful.  But before you start planning, let me give you what Denmother just got in, like ten minutes ago,” he said.  “She got information that this fleet movement is the first of a series of deployments to bring the Imxi fleet to our sector.  Her infiltrators found out that the Consortium thinks they’ve come up with some other way to get around the interdictor, so they’re bringing their fleet in and massing it in preparation.”


“That does explain a few things, but it doesn’t mean that they’re just going to sit at Trieste,” she answered.  “It would behoove them to harass the local Alliance systems to keep us on the defensive.”


“That’s true,” Jason agreed. 

“If only we could interdict Trieste, but the Consortium would wipe out the population,” Queen’s Admiral Gr’Vess grunted.


“That will be our last resort,” Lorna said.  “I don’t think anyone at this table wants to see some five billion Alliance citizens exterminated.” 


“Stevon is the more precarious of those two systems,” the Shio said, wearing Admiral’s rank.  “Our Stevaki friends cannot afford a wholesale disruption of the delicate balance of their home planet.”


“I should be selfless and discount you, Admiral, but I will not,” the Stevak grunted.  “The Budding takes place in two years.  The preparations have already begun.”

“Alright, so we interdict Stevon and have the Karinnes add it to the logistical schedule.  Any objections?” Lorna asked.  When nobody at the table said a word, she nodded.  “That means we can concentrate our main defensive pickets at Hashir.  That gives our fleets response to the other Alliance systems in that area,” she said, studying the holographic starmap showing the 12 Alliance systems on that side of their territory, with Trieste being close to the edge.  “From the intelligence we’ve gotten, the Imxi ships won’t be as much as a threat as the Consortium ships, but ships are ships,” she grunted.


“They’ve been installing Torsion weapons on the Imxi ships,” Jason supplied.  “That makes them dangerous enough.  Did you get the logs and video of the Imxi ships attacking our ships?”

“We’ve analyzed it, but it doesn’t give us much useful information, Jason,” Lorna chuckled, giving him a wry smile.  “Your ships destroyed them too fast for us to get any real idea of what they can do, especially since they didn’t really fire back.”


“Well, blame my girls for being smart,” Jason said with a smile.

“Holding them outside Torsion range is one of our best tactics,” Myri piped in with a chuckle.


“The big question is what they’re going to do when they reach Trieste,” Lorna grunted, staring at the hologram, which cast a pale light over the scar on her face, which passed down through her eyebrow and upper cheek.  The eye between those scars was cybernetic.  “If they’re starting to mass for an attack on Karis, then their best course of action would be to try to retake the Alliance systems to hide what they’re doing.  But they also wouldn’t want to risk too many ships.  And if the Imxi can’t jump in real time, then they’d have to risk their own ships.  Hmmm,” she mused, studying the map.

“It comes down to whatever this alternate plan they have is, and how fast they can implement it,” Jason told her and the other military leaders.  “They must have shelved it in favor of the quantum phase device, but when we blew that up, they brought this other plan back out.  Their primary target has always been Karis, and specifically Cybi.”


“Are your people ready for something like that, your Grace?” the Shio admiral asked.


“As ready as we can be,” Jason grunted.  “Even with half our fleet in the PR sector, Karis has some pretty heavy defenses.  Our fleet will be the least of their worries when they attack,” Jason grunted.  “But, we do need to slow them down a little, and I think I have an idea how to draw them back to the PR sector.”

“The nebula?” Myri asked.


Jason shook his head.  “Denmother got intelligence that suggests that this is the first of a series of ship deployments to bring the Imxi fleet to our sector.  Well, I don’t know how enthusiastic the Imxi will be to leave their own empire undefended when the KMS starts attacking their systems.  And I don’t mean with toys.  Sioa, draw up plans for a ground invasion of, hold on,” he said, bringing up a list of Imxi systems.  “PR-88.  It’s got three inhabited planets, and two of them are arable.  That’s a major prize, and it should foment a little discord between the Imxi and the Consortium.  They may want to conquer and rule, but they may not be so willing to throw all their ships in with the Consortium if it means losing their own systems.”


“What do we know of the Imxi?” Lorna asked him.  “I haven’t had time to read the reports on them.”


“They’re vulnerable to talent,” Jason said simply.

“Ah.  That means the ground attack will be successful,” Lorna nodded.  “Just consider the politics of invading PR-88, your Grace.  I think the Confederate rulers might have something to say about that system.”


“I have no intention of keeping it, Lorna,” he replied.  “I just want to slow down the Imxi from coming here.  The Karinnes have no desire to hold planets on the other side of the galaxy, especially ones holding a hostile race that’s highly aggressive.  The Karinnes are not conquerers, there is no member of this house that didn’t come to us willingly, and we’re not about to change that policy.  We’ll invade and occupy the system to provoke the Imxi, then pull them out when the Imxi respond.  It’s a delaying tactic, nothing more.”


“An effective one, if it has two arable planets,” the Shio admiral agreed.


“It has some possibilities,” Navii agreed.  “We should also consider using small attack craft like corvettes and gunboats to attack Imxi supply routes, ships that can jump in real time and have the firepower to attack and destroy freighters and supply ships quickly, then jump out before the Imxi can respond.  Disrupting the Imxi empire’s operations would make them extremely reluctant to commit the bulk of their forces to this side of the galaxy.”


“I have lots of toys over there, Navii, I’ll tell Maggie and Jake to do just that,” he said.  “Going after their freighters is more along the lines of what the Legion does anyway.”


“How many small attack craft do you have over there?” Admiral Gr’Vess asked.


“There are twenty corvettes and sixteen gunboats deployed with Task Force Seven,” Sioa answered.  “That should be enough to cause some chaos.”


“That just might work, your Grace,” Lorna agreed.  “Now, how many KMS ships are on the board on this side?”

“A little over a hundred are available,” Juma replied.  “Including our newest capitol ship, the Iyaneri.  It was commissioned just a takir or so ago, and just finished its initial shakedown cruise.”


“Good, good,” GrVess chuckled raspily, smiling.  “Those should be kept at a state of constant readiness to respond if the Consortium sortie out from Trieste.”


“Actually, I think it would be a good idea to bring the Iyaneri to Hashir so we can use it as a command center, and have it there to react if the Consortium moves,” Lorna said.  “Would that be alright, your Grace?”


“I don’t see anything wrong with it.  Do you guys?” he asked his generals.


“It would be good to get him out into the theater.  A flagship does little good sitting in orbit at his home planet,” Juma replied.  “I can have a task force ready for deployment in two hours.”


“We should send the carrier as well,” Myri said.  “They could use some field experience.”


“And that puts all those fighters in position to fight off a surprise attack,” Juma chuckled with a nod.


“Alright then, let’s go with that.  We’ll jump the task force to Farroll, so it can sit in defensive picket until the Confederate fleet arrives at Hashir.  How long of a jump is it for Confederate ships from Farroll to Hashir?”


“Two days, sixteen hours,” the Stevak replied.


“So they’ll beat the Consortium fleet to Trieste,” Jason noted.  “Good.  How are the defenses at the other systems?”


“Improving daily, thanks to automated weapon platforms the factories are cranking out,” the Skaa admiral spoke up.  “Every Confederate system not behind an interdictor has both a Skaa defensive picket and weapon platforms in place.  Our allies have graciously allowed us to move our defense ships into Alliance systems.”


“We won’t say no, Admiral,” the Stevak answered.  “Given you have so many.”


“Numbers are our strength, my comrade,” the Skaa said simply.  “And it’s easy to defend even with obsolete ships, when you have enough of them.”


Jason almost chuckled.  He’d seen that particular viewpoint in action, back when the Consortium first attacked the Skaa, and were repelled by uncountable hordes of smaller, older ships.  Their tactic was to build dedicated defensive corvettes and frigates and reinforce them with older naval ships when they were replaced in the active navy with newer or bigger ships.  The Skaa didn’t mothball their old ships, they sent them to planetary defense force pickets.  And now the Skaa had moved their defense forces from interdicted systems to Alliance systems, since they weren’t needed at the interdicted systems anymore.  It must have taken the freighters weeks to tow them all out.

The Skaa’s advantage was sheer numbers, and they made sure to exploit that even when it came to naval combat.  Trying to launch a ground attack on any Skaa system would be the definition of insanity.


“Alright, it sounds like that’s our best course of action,” Lorna stated.  “We’ll get the Confederate fleet to Hashir and let the KMS wait at Farroll.  Just have your captain be ready to accept the fleet admiral,” she told Jason and Myri.  “I have no doubt he’ll want to use the Iyaneri for his flagship.”


“That’s not a problem,” Jason replied.


“Given how important this operation is to the Alliance and to my own people, I think I’ll handle this personally,” the Stevak declared.  “I’ll depart for Farroll as soon as we’re done here and take command of the theater.”


“If you want, Admiral Gnud,” Lorna answered.  “It’s certainly your privilege as a staff officer.”


“My thanks, General,” Gnud replied.

“Just be a little wary of Captain Haema,” Jason said lightly.  “Her ship is brand new, so I have no doubt she’ll be overprotective.”


“All captains are when their ships are newly commissioned,” the Stevak replied with a rocky smile.


“We all have some things to arrange, so let’s meet again in two hours,” Lorna suggested.  “Admiral Juma said it would take two hours to assemble her task force.”


“About that, General,” Juma nodded.


“Then let’s reconvene in two standard hours,” she prompted.


When the holograms blinked out, Jason looked at his three military commanders and their mentor.  Sioa, how many Imxi systems do you think we could overrun in ten days?


Depending on how we do it, maybe six, she replied.  More than that if we just go in and smash their defenses then jump out, less if we deploy ground forces and try to hold the planets in the systems.


Alright.  I want you to draw up plans to invade both PR-88 and PR-106 to start out with.  That’s one of their major food producers and one of their biggest industrial hubs.  That should seriously get their attention.  If it doesn’t, then we’ll invade PR-70 and PR-122.  That scatters out the invaded systems to the far corners of their territory and makes it harder for them to consolidate a response without Consortium assistance.


That’s rather clever, your Grace, Navii chuckled.


I’ve been known to think of clever things from time to time, Navii, he smiled.  Minimize contact between our ground forces and the civilians, Sioa.  And make sure our rockjumpers can pull out in a hurry when they get the order.  We will not be interdicting. We’ll have one there to turn on in case we think they’re going to send too many to get our girls off the planet, but the idea is to draw them back to the PR sector.

I know what you mean, and that’ll be relatvely easy to do, she nodded.  After all, we don’t intend to stay there.


Exactly.  We go in, invade, make a lot of noise, and try to pull the Imxi back to protect their own territory.  Every ship we pull to us is a ship that doesn’t go to Trieste.  Mainly because we’ll be able to blow them up much easier over there, he stressed with a grin.  We do to them what they did to us, make them fight a war on two fronts.

We do need to interdict, Jason, Sioa injected.  Even if everyone’s all but sitting on the troop ships, it’s still going to take about an hour to get them all out of there.  Besides, if the idea is to keep the Imxi in their own territory, then taking two or three of their most important systems and denying them to them will make them crowd the other systems to keep us from taking them.  Meanwhile, we establish a garrison behind a hard shield in the capitol city of every system to pour salt in their eyes, but otherwise just leave the systems alone.  If that fighter is any indication of Imxi technology, they won’t be a threat to our ground units.  We just establish the hard shield out of Torsion rifle range, and there’s nothing they can do.


That might work.  How many interdictors do we have available?


On their side, they have two interdictors on top of the one protecting PR-371.  They’re the emergency backup and the one we were going to put at the nebula to trap the energy beings in the nebula so we could capture them.  There’s none on the board right now over here, but four are coming off the production line in the next 29 hours.  So, if we’re going to do this, I suggest we invade PR-88 and PR-106, like you initially suggested.  We strip them of their biggest food producer and their major industrial center, then roam a strike force around their territory, jumping in, attacking, then jumping out, just trying to do damage and keep them from leaving to protect what they have left.  Guerilla tactics, something I know you’re well versed with, Jayce.


I like it.  It does maximum damage with minimum risk, Navii agreed with a nod.  We can use a fast attack package of destroyers, corvettes, and gunboats, ships so fast that they can’t possibly hope to keep up with them.


Myri, that sound good? Jason asked.


Yeah, I say we go with it, she agreed.


I’ll make the orders, Juma offered.  Should we just let Palla organize the ground assault, or do you want to do it, Sioa?


She’s a great captain, but doesn’t have much experience in ground attacks.  I’ll design an invasion plan.  Give me four hours, then we can send down the orders.


Alright, sounds good.  I’m going to go talk to Miaari, guys, see what the Kimdori know that they haven’t gotten to us yet, Jason announced.  Keep me up to speed on what’s going on.


No problem, Jayce, Myri nodded.


Jason went up to Miaari’s office, which was jumping.  Miaari was in, as was Tim and most of her staff, poring over images being fed to them.  When he got to her office, he used her comm to bring up Maggie and Jake.  They looked a little sleep, Maggie’s red hair a serious case of bed head.  “What’s up, Jayce?”


“Prepare our inventory for something we know how to do, Mags,” he answered, then explained their plans.  “We’ll have much better success choking off their supply lines than we did trying to fight a straight-up war,” he concluded.  “I want the Imxi to be so afraid to jump a freighter that the crews of them make out their wills before departing.”


Maggie gave a wicked little smile.  “We can do that, no sweat. We’ve already mapped out their main supply routes thanks to the Kimdori, so we know where to set up the ambush spots.  Give us three hours, boss, and we’ll have a plan ready to make those four-armed cavemen wet themselves.  You can talk to Myri and tell her we’re going to need to borrow four of the gunboats over here to carry the inventory.  We can’t use jump boomers for this, we have to jump shit in real time.”


“Just tell Palla, you guys have blanket authority.  If you need those gunboats, she’ll give them to you.”


“This is shit we’re good at doing,” Jake added with a grin.  “It’ll almost be like old times.”


“That’s why we’re the best when it comes to being asses, Jake,” Jason chuckled as Miaari came in.


“Yup, it’s time for Maggie Mac to go PMS all over the Imxi,” Maggie declared, which made Jake burst out laughing.


“Don’t have too much fun, Mags,” Jason warned with a smile.  “And give Palla some help with some of our toys.  The KMS is going to invade two systems over there on top of us attacking Imxi supply lines, it’s all to try to keep the Imxi from allowing their ships to be deployed over here.  Mainly, have the solar collectors we still have in stock ready to deploy to back up the ground forces.  One or two shots from one of those will scare the piss out of the Imxi, especially if they can’t do anything about it.”


“I know just what to do, boss,” Maggie nodded.  “We’ll supply them some of our other toys as well, we won’t need all that many if we’re going after freighters.”


“That’s why you two are there, guys.  Now do 3D proud.”


“You bet we will,” Jake nodded, and Jason cut the communication after they said their goodbyes.


“Any more missives from Denmother, friend?” Jason asked as he got up from Miaari’s chair and let her take it.  It was her office, after all.


“Not yet, but we’re busy analyzing Go’jur’mi, trying to figure out what they’re up to,” Miaari replied.  “We can’t get anything inside that moon to see what’s going on, it’s too close to the system and they’ll pick up our infiltrators with passive mass sensors.  I think Denmother will authorize field agents to attempt to infiltrate.  We need eyes inside.”


“I thought we already had them.”


“No, we have no units inside Trieste,” she shook her head.  “What intel we have from there we picked up from the Consortium’s communications.  We know what they do from their own status reports.”

“Damn,” Jason grunted, taking off his gauntlet.  “What we need you to do is get in touch with Denmother and explain this to her,” he said offering his hand.  She took it, and he felt that sensation of expansion that came when a Kimdori interfaced with his nervous system.  She took in all their plans inside a second, then nodded.


“Clever,” she praised as she let go of his hand.  “I’ll inform Denmother, and she’ll direct our surveillance to provide accurate information for Palla and Maggie.”


Jason sat in the chair in front of her desk.  “We might have to activate the spiders, Miaari,” he said with a dark grunt.  “We have no idea what the Consortium has up its sleeve, and I get the feeling that they’re gonna pull it off as soon as they get those ships to Trieste.  Everything may go to hell in a handbasket.”


“We may, but not yet,” Miaari replied, putting her elbows on her desk and putting her hands under her muzzle, supporting it.  “Activating the spiders tells the Consortium that we have a presence there.  If they fail, we’ll never get another chance.  We should save the spiders for the eventuality that we have to attack Trieste, or when we’re certain that they’re about to begin their operation.  To use them prematurely gives them a chance to counter them.  We have until those ships gather at Trieste.  Only when they arrive should we consider the spiders.”


“Yeah, well, I don’t like the idea of letting them gather all those ships in one place, then attacking them,” Jason replied.  “That’s why we’re going after the Imxi, to slow down those ship movements and try to drive a wedge between the Imxi and the Consortium.”


“Well, either way, there is little else you can do now, Jason,” she said.  “You should go home and get some rest.”


“No, Lorna’s gonna call back in about an hour, I should be there.”


“That’s Myri’s job, not yours,” she told him.  “Go home, Jason.  Get some rest, and we’ll get you back up to speed in the morning.”


“I guess I can,” he yawned. “It’s not that late, but I am a little tired.”


Jason was taken home, and after saying goodbye to his guards, he carried his helmet up to his house.  Ayama wordlessly offered him a cup of coffee when he came in, and he took it with a grateful nod.  He could sense that neither Jyslin nor Symone were home, but Rann and Danelle was…which was a bit odd.  He went upstairs to take his armor off, bypassing to look in on Rann and Danelle.  They were in his room, awake, playing a game on the vidlink.  Hey kidlets, Jason sent as he came in.  What you doing?


Just playing a game, Daddy, Rann replied.  What happened that you had to leave?


The Consortium is making a move, I had to go talk to Myri and Miaari about it, he replied.  It’s almost bedtime, guys, so find a place to wrap it up.  Have you had a bath yet?


Nuh-uh, Danelle answered.


Well, finish up your game and we’ll take care of that.  Where’s your mother, Rann?


She and Aunt Symone went out somewhere.  Mommy said she’d be back before bedtime.


Huh.  Well, we’ll have everything done before she gets home, That’s her punishment for not being here, he smiled.


Jason herded his son and his adopted daughter into the bathroom after he got his armor off, and he relaxed in the tub while they showered, pondering the Consortium’s moves.  They must have been working on more than one way to attack Karis at once, just in case the Karinnes countered one of them…which was only smart.  It was what he would do if he were in that situation.  Whatever their backup plan was, it couldn’t be as effective as the quantum phase device, but since he had no idea what that plan was, he almost felt stupid for blowing up the quantum phase device now.  At least, they knew about.  Now he was going to worry about what else they had planned, something major enough to incite a major force movement.  He wasn’t sure how effective attacking the Imxi’s systems was going to be, but it was a good idea.  The Consortium was using the Imxi, and not just for their ships.  Their resources were being used as well, and wreaking havoc on the Imxi’s systems would disrupt the flow of materials and hopefully knock a dent in the Consortium’s master plan, in addition to trying to preven the Imxi from committing their navy to the Consortium cause.

Knowing the Consortium, they would simply abandon the Imxi to the mercy of the Karinnes, take their ships, then attack Karis with them.  But, the Imxi might not allow that to happen.  The best case scenario was the Imxi declaring war on the Consortium.  The worst case scenario was the Consortium and Imxi military abandoning its civilians to Karinne attack, with the intent of coming back after the fall of Karis and retaking the systems.  It was just going to come down to where the Imxi stood, if their society would allow harm to come to their own to further the Consortium’s goals.


One thing they’d better start considering is a siege of Karis.  If the Consortium pulled off this plan of theirs and somehow got that fleet to Karis, then they’d be fighting a fleet of thousands and thousands of ships, but those ships would have to get past Karis’ last and strongest defense.


Jason himself.


Danelle climbed into the soaking tub and sat on his lap, her little legs straddling his and her hands on his chest, a very improper position given they were both nude…but Faey didn’t think like that.  [Are you alright, Daddy Jason?] she asked seriously.


[I’m fine, pippy,] he replied, giving her a gentle smile and pulling her into a warm hug.  [Thank you for your concern.  You’re always so thoughtful.]


[Well, is there anything we can do to help?]


[Just keep being you, Danelle,] he answered, touching her tiny nose with his own, which made her giggle a little.  [Sometimes I’m amazed that your mother doesn’t murder me for keeping her so busy, which keeps her away from you.]


[You can be honest, Daddy Jason, she loves that stuff she does.  But I don’t mind, I know she loves me,] she replied seriously.  [And I know how important it is.  Mommy says all the time that if not for her, the Consortium people might destroy our home.]

[That’s more or less true,] Jason chuckled aloud.  [Your mother’s not just my best friend in all the world, pippy, she’s one of the most important people on Karis.  She’s way smarter than me, so she’s the one that handles all the technology.]


[Well, at least when she’s busy, I always get to stay here,] she grinned impishly.  [It’s almost as good as being with Mommy.]


[Don’t let her hear you say that or she’ll tear my hair out,] Jason laughed.  Rann climbed over the side of the tub and promptly fell in, broaching the swirling water and spitting out a mouthful of water.  [Careful there, Rann,] Jason warned.


[I’m okay, just missed the step,] he replied.  [Look at what I learned how to do today!]


[Show me.]


Rann took on a look of intense concentration, then a column of water rose up out of the tub.  He narrowed his eyes, gritted his teeth, then jerked his head, and the water shuddered, then broke away from the water, rising above them as an undulating globe. The globe then changed into a cube, then into a pyramid.  A bead of blood formed under Rann’s little nose as the pyramid rotated over their heads and reformed into a huge sphere of water, then he gave a smile as he deliberately dropped it right over his head back into the tub.  Danelle laughed as the water sloshed over the sides, but Jason was far more impressed than he was amused.  Affecting water like that was not easy, and to form different shapes and hold control over it for that long?  Well, Zach wasn’t going to be the only one with some talent in telekinesis.  Rann wiped at his nose as it started to bleed more seriously, which caused Jason to fetch a rag from the rack with his own power and dislodge Danelle, then tend to his son.


I’ve told you not to make your nose bleed like this, Rann, Jason sent chidingly as he tilted Rann’s head back.


Aunt Ayuma says that a nosebleed just means you tried your best.


I’m going to have a long talk with that woman tomorrow, he sent darkly.


The good part about that kind of nosebleed was that it ended quickly.  After just a moment, the bleeding subsided, and Jason leaned back and relaxed with Danelle on his lap and Rann playing with a little boat, the two of them chattering at each other via communion.  It surprsied him that they were so good at it…but then again, it was some kind of programmed ability, built right into their genetically modified DNA.  It was instinctual, in a way.


Jyslin and Symone appeared in the doorway, both of them nude and carrying towels.  There you guys are, she smiled as she came in.  What, you couldn’t wait for us?


You snooze, you lose, baby, Jason replied with a smile as Danelle sank Rann’s boat, causing a short squabble to erupt.


Any word on Tim, Jayce?  He had to go to work just like you, Symone asked.


I saw him there, he’ll be a few more hours, he answered.  They’re working on some fresh data.  Jyslin and Symone got in the shower together and started cleaning off, not afraid to carry on a little bit in front of Rann and Danelle.  Like everyone else, the children knew, in the way of a child, that Jyslin and Symone were amu, were very special friends.  It was hard to explain what imprinting was to a six year old, nevertheless trying to explain a concept like homosexuality as it applied to his wife and amu dozei.  A child could understand the concept of a girl liking a girl, but it got a bit dicey when he tried to explain why Jyslin only like Symone that way, and Symone only like Jyslin that way.  But they didn’t hide their relationship, not from the general public, and definitely not from the children.  Jyslin had completely gotten over her shyness and maybe a little embarrassment over imprinting Symone, and Symone was never that straight to begin with.  Rann understood it better than most of the others, since Symone and Tim spent so much time in the house.  His constant exposure to his parents’ amu gave him a better understanding of the nuances involved…which just proved how mature Rann was, even as his very young age.  Jyslin and Symone finished showering and climbed into the tub, Symone grabbing a laughing Rann and tickling him in her lap, making him thrash around a little bit as Danelle moved from Jason’s lap to Jyslin’s, leaning back against her with Jyslin’s arms around her.


Well, we’re cozy today, kidlet, Jyslin smiled over Danelle’s shoulder, hugging her a bit.  What’s got you so cuddly?


Nothin’, Mommy Jyslin.  Just getting a litle sleepy.


It is close to your bedtime, Jyslin said, looking at the clock over the door.  It was later than Jason thought, almost 2250, and the kids’ bedtime was around 2330.  Faey children slept for about 12 or 13 hours a night, needing much more sleep than an adult, but it worked out fairly well on the strip, since it was very close to the equator and the nights ranged from 13.5 to 16 hours out of the 29 hour day, depending on the time of year.  Rann usually went to bed not long after sunset, and woke more or less right around dawn.  With them being in the start of the autumnal cycle, it meant that he’d go to bed right around sunset so he could wake up around dawn.  As the nights lengthened, however, he’d stay up later and later into the night so he could wake up at the same time every day, to give him an established routine.

We had a busy day, Danelle told them.  We went to the mountains today and learned about rocks.  It was kinda fun, but we had to walk around a lot.


That armor can get heavy after a while, Jason agreed with her unspoken comment.  Even with the power assist.


Yeah.  And after that, Miss Ryn gave us all a long lesson.


What did you learn?


How to defend against someone trying to get in our minds, Rann replied.


She’s training you in combat techniques?


Well, she said that since we’re the children of the Grand Duke, we have to be able to protect ourselves from bad people.  Miss Aya makes me learn how to wrestle, Rann replied.


That’s to protect you from Shya, Jason chuckled.


When can Shya come visit again, Daddy? Rann asked quickly.  I miss her so much!  Talking with her over the interface just isn’t the same!


I’m not sure, pippy, Jason replied.  Things are very busy right now, and it’s too dangerous for Shya to leave the palace right now.

Well, I hope we make the Consortium people go away quick, so Shya can visit, he proclaimed.


Jason chuckled.  I can agree with that, son, he replied.


They fnished up before Danelle fell asleep in Jyslin’s lap, then dried off and tucked Rann and Danelle in bed.  He then cast out and said goodnight to all his children via telepathy, which was his nightly routine, then Jyslin pushed him towards the bedroom.  Symone said what you did to her, she sent with a smile.  I think you have to be punished for that.


It wasn’t my fault, it was pretty damn important that I had to go into work.


There’s no excuse for leaving your amu dozei so horny she has to go chase down Jyslin, Symone grinned as they pushed him into the bedroom.  So you’re gonna spend all night making it up to both of us.


Well, I think I can live with that, he replied lightly as Jyslin closed the door.


It was a fun night, but a rather rude awakening.

[Jason!] Cybi called very forcefully, startling him out of a very deep, exhausted sleep.  He jerked and half-sat up groggily, not entirely sure what was going on, at least until Cybi called to him again and shook the cobwebs out of his brain.  Symone and Jyslin were similarly passed out on either side of him in the big bed, and the darkness on the other side of the window told him it wasn’t dawn yet.  He glanced at the clock by the bed and saw it was 0418, still a good two or three hours before dawn.  He sat up fully and scrubbed his face with his hands, then blinked and looked towards the shimmer of light that heralded Cybi manifesting a hologram in the room.  [What is it, Cybi?] he asked, a little more alertly.


[Miaari needs to see you immediately,] she answered.  [She’s waiting in your den.]


[Okay.  Give me a second,] he said.  Her hologram winked out, and Jason was left a little blinded with the loss of the light.  He managed to untangle himself from his wife and amu dozei, climbing out of the bed by scooting down and sliding off the foot of it, then he padded for the door to his office without bothering to put anything on.  Miaari was sitting in front of his desk when he opened it, the lights on, and she got up and handed him a robe wordlessly when he got inside.  A hot cup of coffee was sitting on the desk waiting for him, which wasn’t a good sign.  Jason put the room in secure mode after he put on the robe and sat down, then took a long drink of some pretty strong, bracing coffee.  “It must be fucking serious if you’re here at this time of the morning,” he finally said.

“Oh, it is,” she said with a grim nod.  Cybi manifested her hologram sitting on the edge of his desk, one of her more favorite places, regarding the two of them.  “Jinaami has finished her operation against the IBI.”


“That was fast.”


“Jinaami was not put on Draconis because she is inept, cousin,” Miaari said with a dark smile.  “She managed penetration and acquisition of information in remarkable time.  Denmother will be very pleased with her for her swiftness,” she noted.


“So, did you get the list?”


She nodded, holding up a handpanel that was on the desk.  “There are nine other agents in Kosigi that are carrying psychic clones,” she answered.  “We know exactly who they are, and we know when they are supposed to activate.  For four of them, we even know the method of activation.”


“Good.  Tell Denmother to give Jinaami a big kiss from me next time she sees her,” Jason answered.  “But I’m betting that’s not why we’re here.”


“It is not,” she replied.  “Jason, you must recall Saelle from Dracora immediately.”


“What?  The IBI is going after her?”


“They already did,” she replied.  “Jinaami discovered that it is the IBI that bought all that cloning equipment, and they used mindbenders on Saelle’s Merrane husband to dominate him.”


“What?  The IBI attacked Evin?”

“They did,” she nodded.  “They had him take a DNA sample from Saelle while she slept.  The Kimdori she has with her don’t sleep in their room, Jason.  They didn’t know about this, because the mindbenders erased knowledge of what he had done from Evin’s mind after he did their bidding.  They know how powerful Saelle is in talent, they took no chances she might discover Evin’s unwitting duplicity.  The IBI was of a plan to clone Saelle Karinne, and clone her by the thousands, to create a large segment of population with Generation DNA that could then be used to produce children to increase their numbers.”


Jason almost felt his stomach drop out.  “Did…did Jinaami recover that DNA?”


“She did.  It revealed to the IBI that they had been infiltrated, but she deemed it too important to leave.  Jason, Dahnai authorized this operation,” she declared grimly.  “We don’t yet know if she has personal knowledge of the exact specifics of it, but the operation had direct Imperial authorization.”

Jason leaned back in his chair, almost stunned.  Dahnai…she betrayed him.  She betrayed him as certainly as if she’d stuck a knife in his back.  She’d made all those promises and assurances, then the minute she had Saelle in Draconis, she tries to clone her.


“Jason.  We don’t know if Dahnai knew just what she was authorizing,” Miaari warned, knowing that look on his face.  “The IBI is notoriously secretive, even when it concerns the Empress herself.  There is a chance that they simply asked her for authorization for an operation that they didn’t explain, or outright lied to her about its objectives.  What we do know is that Dahnai told the IBI to get their hands on biogenic technology.  There is a chance that Dahnai doesn’t know just how far they intended to go, since the Generations themselves are, in a way, part of biogenic technology.”


“No,” Jason growled, his voice haunted.  “She knew.  I know she knew.  This isn’t the first time she’s tried this shit, Miaari, just not on this scale.  You’ve said it yourself, she doesn’t let her relationship with me stand in the way of politics. And that’s all this is to her, politics.  Fucking politics!” he said with a loud scream, throwing the handpanel across the room, which shattered against the door on the far side.  “I can’t believe she’d go this far!  Trying to clone Saelle?  What are we going to do about this, Miaari?  If we pull out Saelle, they’ll have Raisha!  If Dahnai is willing to go this far, she’d use her own daughter as a guinea pig.  That was why she was so adamant about keeping her!” he raged, getting up and storming across the room, starting to pace.  “She doesn’t fucking care if Raisha keeps her title as a High Princess or not, she just wanted her for her DNA!  She wanted her for the part of me that’s inside her!”

“Calm down, Jason.  Jinaami is even now trying to get into position to touch Dahnai and take stock.  Let us not jump to any conclusions until she reports.”


“I want those cloning vats destroyed before they ever leave the Alliance,” he snapped, storming back over to the desk and sitting down, then activating the comm.  “Get me Yila Trefani, and I don’t care what you have to do to get her ass on the vidlink,” he told his board operator over at the White House.


“Your Grace, Yila Trefani is at Kumi’s house,” the reply came.


Jason turned his face in that direction.  YILA! he sent with such power that he probably woke up everyone within ten miles of the house.


Mmph!  What? came her reply.


Get your ass over to my house right now, he sent, rage bleeding into this sending no matter how hard he tried to control himself.  Wait in the kitchen until we have time to talk.


What’s going on, Jayce?


We’re going to do something dirty and underhanded, he replied, venting a little.  So get over here so we can work it out.


I’ll be right over.

“Yila’s on her way over,” he told Miaari, clenching a fist.  Fucking Dahnai!  Is this how she honors the bonds between them as amu dorai, to try to steal not just his house’s technology, but the very essence of what the house was?  Trying to clone Saelle?  Trying to breed thousands of Generations using Saelle as the alpha ancestor.  And what would happen to his daughter Raisha once Saelle was out of there?  Would she be the one whose face was stamped over thousands of clones, then used as brood sows?  Was Dahnai so insanely determined that she’d go that far?

She would.  She was the Empress, and that made her ruthless.


“Jason.  Only you can recall Saelle,” Miaari urged him.


Jason gave her a look of equal parts fury and dread, then nodded and looked to Cybi, who looked both very concerned and afraid.  “Cybi, it’s time for you to put a hand in.  Invade the IBI’s mainframe.  See what else they’re doing, then destroy it.  Make it abundantly clear to them that they’ve fucked with the wrong people.”


“I will attend the matter immediately.  If you will excuse me, this may take some time.  A computer like that will have formidable defenses.  It will take my full attention.”

“Just be careful, my friend, and don’t hesitate to abort if it’s too dangerous.  You’re too important to me to let some IC system fry your crystals.”


She gave him a fond smile.  “I will be very careful, my friend.  And your concern touches me,” she said, putting a hand on her upper chest. Then her hologram winked out.


“I thought of asking her to do just that, but as she said, the IBI’s main computer has fearsome intrusion countermeasure systems,” Miaari said.  “Cybi is far too precious to risk.”


“I have faith in her,” Jason said.  “She’ll know when to back off if the computer’s defenses are too strong.  Now give me a sec, I’ll get hold of Saelle.”


He wasn’t wearing his gestalt, so he had to utilize the biogenic network, then relay through the cruiser Hanvari and then through Saelle’s Gladiator.  [Saelle,] he called.  [Saelle, answer.  Answer right now.]


[What?] came a bleary reply.  Jason forgot that it was the middle of the night in Dracora right now as well.


[Listen to me, listen to me very carefully,] he communed, making sure that all his fear and concern transmitted through his thought.  [I want you to get your armor on, get in your Gladiator, and get the hell out of there.  Right fucking now.]


[What’s going on?  Is there a threat?] she asked, much more alert.


[Yes, Saelle, and it’s sleeping right beside you,] he answered.  [The mindbenders in the IBI broke Evin.  He’s already done something and they wiped it from his memory.  But if they’ve broken him, that means they own him, and he’s a danger to you.  Just get your armor on and leave.  Don’t tell anyone but the Kimdori there, just get your ass out of there.]

[What did he do?]


[I’ll tell you when you get here.  Now stop asking fucking questions and get out.  Get out now!  That’s an order!]


[I’ll be on the cruiser in half an hour,] she answered.


Jason pinched his nose between his fingers, feeling a headache coming on.  “Saelle’s on her way.  I told her to just get in her Gladiator and take off, and not to tell anyone but her Kimdori.  I hope they can get out of the palace on their own.”


“Easily, Jason,” she replied.


Jason waited in tense silence, keeping a touch on the Hanvari, accessing its sensors, after telling its captain, Himari Gemalle, to pick Saelle up as quickly as she could without entering the atmosphere.  The KMS ship picketed at Draonis kept a constant lock on Saelle’s Gladiator as a matter of basic security, which was kept in a secure courtyard under the protection of the Imperial Guard, which was probably the one group that not even the mindbenders of the IBI wanted to cross.  They’d been given orders to defend Saelle’s mecha, and that was exactly what they did.  But they wouldn’t stop Saelle from getting into it and taking off, since it was her Gladiator.  He almost sighed in relief when he saw Saelle’s mecha lift off from the palace and ascend towards the cruiser, using its flight pods.  He even put a visual up from the cruiser’s feed, Saelle’s blue and gold mecha flying up towards them, a railgun in one hand and a large metal case in the other.  That had been her mecha before she took the assignment at the palace, she was a rigger by occupation.  Jason and Miaari watched as the mecha escaped the atmosphere, and about ten minutes of tense silence later, it was in the main hangar of the cruiser.

And her departure was certainly not missed.  Not two minutes later, as the cruiser broke orbit and haded for the Karis Stargate, Dahnai was beeping his comm using her personal contact number.  Jason shut it off, not even wanting to talk to her until Jinaami got in touch with them, which would tell Dahnai nearly as much as if he’d answered the call.


He didn’t know what he was going to do.  If Dahnai was personally involved in this…fuck.  What was he going to do?  Declare war on Dahnai the instant Raisha was born and take her by force.  Have the Kimdori steal her?  They absolutely could not allow a Generation to be cloned, and despite Raisha being the daughter of the Empress, she was a Generation first and foremost.  And had Dahnai completely lost her fucking mind?  Right now, of all times, she tries to pull this kind of shit, which would force the Karinnes to do something drastic, and potentially tear the entire Imperium apart?  It was the Karinnes that kept stability in the Imperium, not the Merranes, not the Imperial Navy.  The threat of the Karinnes annihilating any noble house that tried to do what the Trillanes did kept everyone marching in lock step behind Dahnai. She had to be absolutely insane to—


That would be insane.  Dahnai was ambitious, she was unscrupulous, she was somewhat ruthless, but she wasn’t crazy.  And she wasn’t stupid either.  If she pissed Jason off, she could very well lose her throne, and she knew it.  But it would certainly behoove another house if they could drive a wedge between Jason and Dahnai. Could this be a convoluted plot from one of the Highborns?


Maybe Miaari was right.  Maybe Dahnai didn’t know the specifics of it.


Before he could ponder that, Jinaami’s face appeared on his Kimdori dedicated commlink, the same one Zaa used to talk to him when she was calling about something that was highly sensitive.  He immediately reoriented his mind to speak in Kimdori, since their protocols wouldn’t allow anything different, so automatic that he didn’t even think about it anymore.  “Jinaami, thank the Denmother,” he said explosively.  “What did you find out?”

“I got a hand on Dahnai,” she answered.  “She has partial knowledge of the operation.”


“Partial how?”


“She fully authorized the agents sent to Karis to try to steal biogenic technology.  But, she does not have knowledge of the cloning operation.”


“Well, that’s something, at least,” Jason sighed.  “I’ll have to kick her ass for that.  But how did the IBI set this up without her knowing?”


“Jason, the IBI does many things Dahnai doesn’t know about,” she answered seriously.  “Dahnai told them what to do, but she didn’t say how, and they’re far more ruthless than she is. They also don’t care about the delicate political balance in the  Imperium right now.  They used Dahnai’s blanket authorization to steal biogenics as a platform to pursue this cloning program.  I’m not sure what the director of the IBI intended to do with the program, I didn’t get a hand on her, but they ceratainly know someone was there,” she said with a grim kind of smile.  “We stole the DNA samples and destroyed the computers they were using in the lab.  I’m going to send one of our computer specialists in to invade their computer to make sure they don’t have that information somewhere else.”


“Way ahead of you, Jinaami, Cybi is doing just that right now, personally.”


“She could do it far easier than we,” she reasoned with a nod.  “I just hope her Ladyship exercises extreme caution.”


“Well, that’s what I sort of suspected,” Jason grunted, leaning back in his chair.  “That Dahnai didn’t know what the IBI was exactly doing.  She’d be insane to piss me off to that extent, since she could lose her throne in the bargain.”


“But this exposes a grave threat and risk, Jason,” Jinaami said.  “They extracted DNA from Saelle in hopes of cloning a Generation.  Jason, what are we to do about Raisha?”


“I know,” he sighed, looking at Miaari.  “I once said that there wouldn’t be anywhere safe for the Generations but on Karis after the Consortium outed us, and I hate how right I’m being proved,” he said, to which both Jinaami and Miaari nodded.  “They’ll go after Raisha.  Maybe not the IBI, but someone eventually will.  The entire Imperium knows she’s a Generation, and this little adventure proves that we’re in as much danger from our own people as we are from groups like the Consortium.  Karis is the only safe harbor in a universe where everyone and everything will want us for what we can do.  I’m…I’m going to have to convince Dahnai to give up Raisha, and that might destroy our relationship,” he said with a pained look.


“I dare say when she finds out what happened to Saelle, she might not be quite so vehement, Jason,” Jinaami supplied.  “Not when she considers that Raisha will be next.  She may send her to you just to protect her from those that would take her for what she is.”


“Dahnai will have to purge the IBI at the very least, but not even that can ensure that someone else does not have the same idea,” Miaari agreed.  “Unless Raisha wants to live her entire life a prisoner in the Imperial palace, she will never be safe…and them getting to Saelle through Evin proves that not even the palace is entirely safe.”


“Yeah.  We’re going to have to do something, girls.  Something drastic,” he said, folding his arms on the desk in front of him.


“What do you mean?”


“I mean I’m not going to just look the other way over these attempts to steal our technology,” he replied, changing tacks on them, but they seemed to understand where he was going.  “Miaari, seal Karis.  Nobody else from outside will be allowed in the system.  We’ll continue to recruit members for the house, but we’d better be more careful about who we take.  They might try to get someone into the house carrying a psychic clone, or something even more sinister we don’t know about.”


“I’ve been considering that very possibility,” Miaari answered.  “I’ve changed our induction process to take things into account.”


“In the meantime, we continue to let them work up in Kosigi, but we kick those people over on Virga off the planet.  We’ll finish building the factories ourselves, we’ll put the Kirgan Kizzik on it.  They can get it done without much effort.  Those workers can just help build more ships.  And I want you to quadruple to surveillance on those outsiders.  I don’t want them to even go to the bathroom without us knowing if they flushed or not.”


“Locking down all biogenics is also a logical step,” Jinaami injected.


“We’ve already done that,” Jason replied with a nod.


Zaa’s face appeared beside Jinaami on the hologram, and she looked pissed.  “Jinaami!  Why did you not contact me immediately?” she demanded.


Jinaami shrank back a little.  “I was going to contact you the second I finished conferring with the Grand Duke, my Denmother.  You told me to report to him immediately upon the completion of my task.”


She frowned.  “I did.  Alright, I absolve you of that,” she replied, which made Jinaami sigh.  “Now report your findings to me.  Go over everything you have discussed.”


They all went over everything they’d talked about, from Dahnai’s knowledge to the very ugly problem of Raisha.  Zaa tapped her fingertips together as she listened, then nodded.  “I agree with you, cousin.  It is time to seal Karis off once again,” she stated.  Miaari, I am sending your clan to Karis to ensure its secrets are protected.”


“The entire clan, my Denmother?” Miaari gasped.


“A good portion of it.  You will need the assistance of your pack, and as the clan who restored our cousins to us, it is the right of your clan to accept the duty and the privilege of establishing itself on Karis, as was in olden times.  Clan Grelvth must abdicate the honor they once held in favor of Clan Thresxt.  It will be Clan Thresxt that oversees the training of the young on Karis.”


“I don’t have any objection to that, Denmother,” Jason agreed.  “How many Kimdori is that?”


“Those who settle on Karis will number slightly in excess of fifty thousand, Jason,” Zaa replied with a steady look.  “In the olden times, the clan who stayed on Karis dwelled on the Kirgan continent, in the city of Jaxtra, where young Kimdori from all clans were given training.  This requires Kimdori from every field of expertise, from builders and laborers to the clan’s elite operatives, such as Miaari’s family, to support the training operation.  I am sure that we can reach accommodation with the Kizzik already there to allow us to settle in Jaxtra.  The city was rebuilt with the others, and is simply awaiting colonization.  As I understand, Jaxtra is very close to the colony they have built.  They would be our neighbors.”

“You have my blessing,” Jason said immediately.  “The city of Jaxtra is yours.  I’ll talk to the hive leaders of Kirga and explain it to them.  They’ll probably enjoy having someone else over there to talk to.  Kizzik are actually very social creatures.”


“The hive mind is strong in them,” Zaa said.  “I will contact your father, Miaari, and make the necessary arrangements.  This is sooner than I intended to restore the clan ways of Karis, but current conditions demand it.”


“Well, you should have said something, Denmother,” Jason said.  “I have no problems with the Kimdori coming here and establishing a colony.”


“We felt that the house needed a little more time to settle in before we returned to the old ways, as well as time for us to prepare our current school to be moved, which is no easy thing,” Zaa explained.  “Besides, there is a war going, Jason, and it would have been a distraction for both of us.  But this escalation forces us to play our hand.  Miaari needs many more of her clan there to defend Karis and its secrets, and there is no reason not to simply establish the original training school at the same time.”

“You draw up the timetable, and we’ll do our best to help you,” Jason told her.


Jayce, I just got a very nasty call from Dahnai, Jyslin sent.  What the fuck is going on?


Fuck.  Tell her I’ll talk to her in a few minutes.  Something seriously major is going on, love, and Dahnai’s tangled up in it.  Just tell her I’m in a critical meeting with the Denmother, and I couldn’t talk to her.


Alright.  Just make sure you apologize very nicely.  She’s seriously torqued off.

No doubt, he mused darkly.  She must know about the attack on the IBI, and she was right in linking Jason to it.  “Dahnai called Jyslin,” he told the three Kimdori.  “She’s pissed off that I didn’t take her call.  No doubt she knows I was behind the attack on the IBI.”


“There is little more to discuss, and we have things we must do quickly,” Zaa said.  “Miaari, seal Karis.  Jinaami, be prepared to assist Cybi in any way possible if she requires it.  Also, make preparations to purge the IBI of those not loyal to Dahnai.  If she will not do it, we will..  Jason, you must confront Dahnai.  Her ignorance of the cloning plot is no excuse, and besides, she is directly responsible for the many spies Miaari has uncovered.”


“Oh, that’s going to be lovely,” Jason grunted, pinching his nose between his fingers.


“We have our work to do, so let us get to it,” she ordered.  Zaa’s face blinked off the hologram, and Jinaami nodded and her face vanished as well.  Miaari stood up, then looked down at him with compassion.


“It won’t be so bad, cousin,” she assured him.  “Just smack her nose, then impart to her how serious things have gotten.”


“Yeah.  Have Yila come up when you leave, I’ll get that out of the way before I talk to Dahnai.”


She nodded, then put her palm to the plate by the door, which removed it from secure mode.  She left, and almost immediately, Yila rushed in. She was only wearing a pair of blue silk panties, and her dark hair was dishevelled.  About time.  What’s going on, Jayce?


Yila, I want you to get with Miaari and make sure those cloning units you found never leave the Alliance.  I want them all destroyed, he sent intensely.  Before they even make it to the entry station.

She gave him a long, steady look, then nodded.  I take it you found out what they were for?


Oh yeah, I sure fucking did, he replied darkly.  They were going to try to clone Generations in them.


Who?


A rogue element of the IBI, he answered.  That’s why we have to destroy them before they get to the entry station, there’s no telling who the IBI’s mindbenders have dominated on the station that might help those vats make it to Draconis.  We have to stop them before the IBI is in any position to get their hands on them.  He blew out his breath.  Dahnai is waiting for me to call her so she can read me the riot act.  I sent the Kimdori into the IBI earlier to get to the bottom of all the spies we’re finding, and they found out that it’s the IBI that’s trying to set up the cloning operation, and they’re doing it without telling anyone what they’re doing.  Dahnai doesn’t even know.


Trelle’s silky hair, Yila gasped.


Yeah.  They may not stop just because Dahnai tells them to, so we’re not taking that chance.  You and Miaari get together and make sure those vats don’t make it into Imperium space, Yila, even if we have to attack and destroy the freighters they ship them on.  I’m counting on you.


We’ll discuss my fee for this service later, Jason, she sent with a wink, trying to humor him a little.  I’ll make sure it gets done.


Good.  Now excuse me, I have to talk to Dahnai.

She nodded, then turned and hurried out of his office.


He steeled himself, then turned his comm back on, which immediately started to beep.  After putting the room back in secure mode from his desk, he got a very angry Dahnai on a hologram in front of the far wall.  “Have you totally lost your fucking mind, Jayce?” she raged almost immediately.  “You attacked the IBI!”


“I had a damn good fucking reason to attack the IBI,” he shot back.  “I sent the Kimdori in there, and you know what they pulled out?  A cylinder filled with Saelle’s DNA and plans to make a few thousand clones of her.”


“What?” Dahnai gasped.


“You heard me,” he said with an ugly stare.  “Mindbenders from the IBI broke Evin and had him take DNA from Saelle while she was sleeping.  He’s the only one that could have pulled it off, he’s the only one that has access to her in a private situation, well, outside of you,” he almost snarled.  “The Kimdori stole that DNA back, then they fried the lab where they were holding it to destroy the computers they were using.  And right now, thirty thousand cloning vats are waiting over in the Alliance to be shipped into the Imperium through a dummy corporation that traces back to the IBI.  They were going to clone Saelle, Dahnai.  They were going to make thousands of clones of her.  You don’t order thirty thousand cloning vats for an isolated experiement.”


“You can prove this, Jason?”


“When Cybi’s done raking it out of their mainframe, you bet your ass I can prove it,” he replied.  “I also found out that you ordered spies to Karis to steal biogenic units.”


She blushed furiously, her entire face turning an instant and brilliant shade of violet.


“That’s how they snuck it by you, Dahnai,” he growled.  “You told them to get biogenics, any way they could.  Well, biogenics don’t work without Generations, do they?  So, after they merrily stole some biogenic units, they were going to clone up Generations to use them, all nicely controlled by IBI mindbenders.  You’d better take a good fucking look under the rocks the IBI are hiding under, Dahnai.  As it is, I’m so pissed off I’m tempted to blow their fucking HQ off of Draconis from orbit.


“I’ve recalled Saelle.  It’s abundantly fucking clear that she is not safe on Draconis, not even in your palace,” he said with a hiss.  “They got a mindbender into your palace to break Evin, and I’m not putting her anywhere that someone I’m not absolutely sure about has any access to her.  I’ve also ordered the immediately sealing off of Karis.  No more outside workers are coming in, and most likely a bunch that are already here will be kicked out.  I’m delinking the Stargate into hot standby from this side, so you can’t open it without my authorization.  And I swear to God, Dahnai, if I find out you had direct knowledge of this cloning scheme, I’m gonna come to Dracora and I will beat you abslutely fucking senseless,” he said hotly.  “Then I’ll fucking declare war on the Imperium and I will burn every god damn city on Draconis to the ground.  To the fucking ground!”

“I—I didn’t!  I’d never do that!” she protested.  “Jason, you think I’m stupid?  If I turned the Karinnes against me, I wouldn’t be on this throne ten years from now!  I need you!”


“You obviously didn’t think of that when you ordered the IBI to steal biogenic devices,” he snapped, slamming his hands on his desk, making Dahnai flinch.  “I am so pissed at you that I can’t even put it into words!  I trusted you, and this is how you repay me?  Does our amu mean anything to you, or was it just a way you could get your claws into me?”


She looked almost stricken.  “J-Jason, I wouldn’t do—I can’t fake being in love with you!” she protested.  “You’ve touched me, you know my mind!  You know I love you!”


“Well, I guess love isn’t enough for the Empress,” he said with a hiss.  “Or is it that your politics matter more?”


She looked away almost unconsciously.  That was exactly where she stood, but she wouldn’t admit it.


“You promised me Saelle would be safe.  You’ve promised me a lot of things, and about the only thing I’ve gotten out of them were heartburn and disgust.  Well, I don’t trust you anymore, Empress.  You proved that swinging your tits around matters more to you than anything like love, or honor, or integrity.  You played me, Empress, and I’m not giving you the chance to do it again.”  He blew out his breath.  “I’ll have what Cybi uncovers sent to you as soon as she gets it.  I highly suggest you purge the IBI, your Majesty, because they’re operating outside of the bounds of your instructions and knowledge.  Until the summit, I don’t want to talk to you again,” he said flatly.  “I won’t be attending the daily meetings, I’ll have Yeri sit in for me.  I’ll just be too pissed off to be in any way cordial and polite, even to our allies.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, your Majesty, I have to track down and arrest the nine spies you sent to Karis carrying psychic clones.  Expect them back in a couple of days,” he said, then he killed the communication before she could reply.

Jason leaned back in his chair, feeling a little trembly after that.  He was honestly, rightfully pissed off, and he felt he had the right to be furious after he caught her spying.  But she was going to have her own problems, he could see, mainly with the IBI.  If they could get a mindbender into the palace, if they were willing to send a mindbender into the palace without Dahnai’s knowledge or consent, that said a whole hell of a fucking lot.  Dahnai needed to focus on that particular problem at the moment, so if she thought Jason was too pissed to talk to her, she could put her attention where it needed to be.


Still…this did not bode well.  If he couldn’t trust Dahnai, someone whose very seat of power depended on Jason and the Karinnes, then his house truly could trust no one outside of the Kimdori.  Dahnai’s spying and this attempt to clone Saelle showed him a dark and unwelcome truth.


The House of Karinne could not stay in the Imperium.  They could not be theoretically subject to the commands of an Empress they could not trust.  And Dahnai had proved to him that no matter how much she loved him, she would always be the Empress before she was his amu dorai…and perhaps he was naïve to believe that she could be anything other than what she was.  As much as he loved the Faey yet hated what they were, it was all personified in his relationship with Dahnai, a woman he loved, but could not help but be what she was.

And he couldn’t allow his house to be subject to her.


She was the Empress, after all.  She could demand, she could order him to open the Stargate, and she could bring her entire navy to Karis and park it in orbit if she wanted to, and Jason couldn’t really stop her, not without committing treason.  The only thing stopping her was the fact that she desperately needed him.  But this proved that when she didn’t need him anymore, she would try to take what he would not give her, her love for him be damned.


He looked out the window, out over the dim light of pre-dawn shimmering over the rippling surface of the sea, lost in grim thought.  It would be very dangerous to break away from the Imperium, for many reasons.  Dahnai would fight to keep the Imperium intact, and the other empires would fall on Karis like a pack of wolves if the threat of Dahnai dragging the Imperium into it was removed.  Yet, he couldn’t leave things they way they were.  He had worried about the day when some future Empress would demand of the future ruler of Karinne that they turn over their secrets, and with Dahnai’s betrayal, he knew that wasn’t just a worry, that was a mathematical certainty.


But he’d have to find a way to do it.  The House of Karinne had to be independent, or it was doomed.  If the Consortium or the Benga didn’t wipe them out, then they’d be destroyed by those that called them ally today, or forced into a civil war against the Imperium itself when that future Empress declared the Karinnes outlaws for refusing to hand over their secrets.  He had to find some way to free the Karinnes from the Imperium without starting the Fourth Civil War, and without having a battle fleet of Skaa or Alliance vessels trying to get past the interdictor.


And he knew for a fact that no Generation, not even him, would ever be safe anywhere but on Karis.


He sat there in dark reverie, knowing that today, he had reached a crossroads in his life.  After today, nothing would ever be the same, and the fate of the house itself hinged on just exactly what he finally decided to do.  The fate of millions rested on his shoulders, and he had to make the best decision he could.


He couldn’t let his people down, nor could he ignore the needs of the Generations, the basic need—no, the right—to live their lives without the constant fear of ending up on some lab table.


Today, things were going to change.  Whether they changed for the better, that, only time would tell.
