Chapter 4

Vesta, 25 Demaa, 4401, Orthodox Calendar


Wednesday, 12 May 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Vesta, 25 Demaa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


295th Street and Oceanside, Karsa, Karis

Nobody recognized him…and to him, that was a good thing.


Jason Karinne walked slowly along a pathway between the Trentor Building and Bayside Arena, a small sports and entertainment complex that hosted a planetary AAA league bachi team, a Karsa Local League soccer team, a Karis Planetary League baseball team, and had just organized and began hosting a Shio verziki team.  Jason walked without escort, without guards, his hands in the pockets of his jeans, just wandering aimlessly as he thought.


He’d been thinking for two days now, and only one thing had been on his mind, even over the meeting of the Confederate Council that would begin tomorrow.  Yeri had been all but doing his job for the last two days, both organizing the summit and sitting in for him during council meetings, while Chirk and Brall more or less ran his office on their own.


He was thinking treason.


That was the non-polite way to think about it.  The simple fact of the matter was, he was thinking of the survival of his house, the survival of the Generations, the very existence of Cybi, and preserving the essence of what it meant to be a Karinne at its fundamental level.  The people around him had embraced that essence and had become Karinnes.  The Faey woman with a teenage son, on their way to the public beach on the far side of the arena.  The quartet of human kids riding hoverboards on the vehicle lane beside the walkway.  The Shio woman in a KMS trainee’s uniform, enjoying herself while on a city pass, passing by a pair of Kizzik nobles and their four drones, which everyone gave plenty of room…not out of fear, but because Kizzik were pretty big and their legs stuck out from their sides a little bit.  A laughing Faey child pulling a gravkite, watching with joyful eyes as the toy spun and whirled at the end of its string, getting further and further away from her parents as they looked at a projected hologram from their interfaces…the way they were dressed, they might be going to the theater on this warm, glorious late afternoon.  They were his people, they were Karinnes, they had left behind their old allegiances and their old loyalties and had embraced the dream, his dream, of prosperity, and above all, peace.

He walked slowly, others passing him by from behind, his hands in his pockets and his head down.  Aya would kill him for not paying attention to his surroundings, for not wearing his armor, for not having his guards…at least she would when she got down off the roof.  She’d honestly tried to stop him, at least until he stripped her out of her armor in about two seconds and parked her, Shen, and Suri on the roof of Myleena’s house, which was of Faey architecture and possessed of a flat roof Myleena used as a deck.  Aya meant well, and it was her job to keep him safe, but from time to time, she had to be reminded that he really was the one in charge.  He needed to think, and what was most important, he needed to be among those who would be affected by his decisions the most while he thought…the people who depended on him to make well-reasoned decisions.  His girls in the KMS were the most at risk in the immediate future, but it was these people, the backbone of the House Karinne, who were the most vulnerable and the most dependent on him to make careful decisions.  They depended on him for stability and security, they had shown faith in him by coming to a dead planet and breathing life back into it.  They needed him, and he needed to be among them when he made decisions that would most affect them.


He sat on a public bench and put his elbows on his knees and his hands under his chin, his mind going in circles.  He had to secede from the Imperium, though secede may be too harsh a term for it.  The reality was, he needed to find some way to either convince or force Dahnai to let the Karinnes go, but at the same time, he had a duty to her to help keep the Imperium stable…which wouldn’t be for long once the Dorranes and the Shovalles saw one of the houses of the Siann successfully break away from the Imperium.  It is better to rule in hell than serve in heaven is a saying that many Faey Grand Duchesses would adopt for their own, and it might cause the complete dissolution of the Imperium as house after house broke away so its Grand Duchess could be the Empress of her own territory.  And with their new Torsion weapons, the Alliance and the two Skaa governments might decide to try to capture the renegade houses for themselves, which would turn the Faey into a subject race scattered across three or four different empires.

It was the mother of all catch-22’s.  Jason couldn’t leave the Imperium without destabilizing it, but he couldn’t stay in it either.  Either he risked the Fourth Civil War that might lead to sector-wide war, or he risked the future of the Generations, and the House Karinne as a whole.

Dahnai…he sighed.  He loved her.  He loved her deeply, but she could not help but be who she was, and she was the Empress Dahnai Merrane of the Imperium, ruler of 77 star systems and a woman that got what she wanted, no matter who she had to trample under her boots to get it.  He had expected her to send spies, but it still hurt.  It was still a betrayal of his trust, that she would still do something like even when she knew, knew better than most anyone, exactly why he did what he did.  She was a very intimate part of his life even with them living on different planets, and now, now he could no longer trust her.  It was clear that she would not stop until she got what she wanted, and it was just a matter of time before she was buying cloning vats herself.  He loved her, but he couldn’t let that blind him to who Dahnai was any longer.


Dahnai was now the enemy.


But, despite that, he did have obligations here.  He didn’t want the Imperium to explode when he left it, and he wouldn’t let the other empires attack the Imperium in its time of political upheaval either.  As much as he hated what Dahnai was and everything she represented, he still loved the woman, still loved the Faey people, and he was hopeful that someday he wouldn’t have to keep the knowledge of the Karinnes away from them anymore.  But until that time, he had to be the one that would protect the Faey, from themselves if needs be.  It was his duty to Dahnai and to the Imperium to keep it stable, because it wasn’t just the lives of the people in his house that were at stake.  He had too much compassion for the people of the Imperium to make them suffer, but he also had a sacred duty to his house to protect his people.


So, how does one peaceably secede from a government that would fight to prevent it?  How does one secede from a government that depends on you for its basic stability without having things dissolve into civil war?


That was the question that had tormented him for two straight days.  He had gone over idea after idea, studied it, considered it, then discarded it.  It was a conundrum, mainly because he could see no way to break away from the Imperium without either causing Dahnai to declare war on him, or having the entire Imperium descend into chaos.  Even if she agreed to it, the Highborns would see that as weakness, and it would cause them to either secede from the Imperium themselves or challenge Dahnai for the throne.


And there were more personal implications for him.  Raisha was just half of it.  He wasn’t sure what he was going to do about Shya.  He had made it clear that his boys would marry who they wanted to marry, and God, did Rann ever want to marry Shya.  It was almost like they’d already pair bonded.  But Shya was Dahnai’s daughter, an Imperial Princess, and there was no telling if Jason could trust her when she was fifteen and came to the house.  Dahnai had some nine more years to prepare little miss High Princess Duchess Consort Shya Merrane Karinne to do her mother a solid and steal biogenic secrets for her.  But, Rann had chosen Shya far beyond the piece of paper that betrothed them, and he wanted to honor Rann’s wishes.  He didn’t want to break his promise to his son.

Then there was Raisha.  He might indeed start a war when he came for his daughter when she was born, and he fully intended to do just that. When Raisha was born, he would be there to take her home to Karis, to the home of the Generations, to the only place in the entire universe where she could grow up safe.  Not even her title as a Princess would protect her from some diabolical maniac out there with a needle and dreams of empire.  As much as he didn’t like to think of the Generations as weapons, that was exactly what they were.  Jason Karinne was the most powerful weapon on the planet, because he had the strongest merge among all the Generations with Cybi, able to exert the greatest power due to their compatibility.  There were many out there that would treat them like weapons instead of people, assets, things.  The rogue elements in the IBI had wanted an army of Generations, wanted thousands of living weapons.  Though what they could do could be used in a military manner, they were sentient living beings, and they were not weapons.  Making the rest of the sector see beyond what they could do and see them for who they were would be virtually impossible.  Every government in the sector except for the Urumi and several outside the sector had all tried to steal Karinne secrets…good old Urumi, they were anything if not consistent.

To the rest of the universe, they were numbers.  To Jason, they were people.


And there were far more people involved in this.  The Karinnes theoretically had five systems in the Imperium on top of Karis.  Terra and the four Urumi protectorates were under Karinne control, and those systems were part of the Imperium.  Dahnai would fight to keep the Imperium together because of the critical assets those systems brought in.  Terra was the second largest food producer in the Imperium, Aurigae was also a major food producer shipping food to both the Imperium and the Collective, and the heavy metals they were bringing in from Bellar was powering the military buildup without draining the Imperial treasury.  Jason had made a promise to his people, the Terrans, to protect them, and he’d made a deal with Sk’Vrae, who might consider the secession of the Karinnes as a violation of their agreement…and he knew fully well how the Urumi responded to such betrayals.  The last thing he wanted to do was run afoul of Sk’Vrae, particularly at this critical time.  Though the Urumi in those four systems were only going to be in the Imperium for thirty years, for those thirty years, they were his people, and he had a responsibility to them.

They were the very people that surrounded him at that moment.  He looked up and leaned back on the desk and watched them pass by.  Most of them were Faey and Terrans, but with the opening of the house to other races, they were starting to appear in more than just the KMS.  Just watching a moment, he saw a Shio, a Skaa, and a Bari-Bari walk by.  They were people that were depending on him to do his best to make sure that the dream they had when they joined House Karinne would still be there after all this insanity finally settled down.  These were not soldiers, they were the common citizens.  They were factory workers, shop owners, employees, entrepreneurs, adventurers and explorers, those who wanted to breathe life back into a ruined world and restore the soul of the planet, as the Parri shaman might say.


It was one of those newcomers that sat on the bench beside him, studying a map on a handpanel, looking quite perplexed.  He was a Colonist, about five feet tall and with that big head, large black eyes, and grayish skin that many Terrans equated to the aliens from all the UFO conspiracies.  He was young as a Colonist went, his black hair thick and cropped short on his head, his long-fingered hands wrapped around the small computer.  Colonists had vision issues with the single-sided projection holograms they used in the interfaces to provide a visual interface, so they carried a handpanel, usually linked to their interfaces.  “Excuse me, citizen, I’m looking for the Jentra building,” he said to Jason in a polite voice, speaking passingly decent Faey.  “Might you know where it is?”


“It’s two blocks that way, on the left,” Jason replied, pointing towards the east.  “It has a big sculpture in the plaza in front of it, you can’t miss it.”

“Many thanks,” he said, shifting the map on his handpanel.


Jason leaned back on the bench.  “Mind answering a question before you go?” he asked impulsively.


“My, certainly,” he replied, looking at Jason as he looked up at the Trentor building and its 138 stories…which wasn’t that high compared to many buildings in Karsa.  The buildings by the ocean tended to be shorter.


“Why did you join House Karinne?” Jason asked, still looking up.  “What brought you here?”


“Why, opportunity,” he replied.  “This house is going places, citizen.  And it has nothing to do with the technology or this war.  I could tell when I spoke to the recruiters that they were looking for people with drive, with vision, with determination.  I imagined an entire planet filled with people who wanted to be here, who would roll up their sleeves and work hard for something important to them, and I could see that a planet like that would be a wonderful place to be.”


“The Colonies aren’t a bad place,” Jason protested.  “The Grand Master is very wise, and he has great men and women advising him on the council.  The Colonies live in peace and prosperity.  It’s one of the most respected civilizations in the sector.”


“Of course it is.  I love the Colonies, but as much as I revere the Grand Master, I wanted to be part of something special.  And that is what Karis is to me.”


“Something special,” Jason mused, looking up at the top of the building.  “Thank you, friend.  You’ve given me something to think about.”


The nameless Colonist wandered off to find the Jentra building, leaving Jason on the bench, watching the people of Karsa wander by, continuing to ponder what he knew would be one of the most important decisions of his life; not seceding from the Imperium, but how he would do it. He sat there as the sun went down, as the walkway lights flickered on, as faint cheers came from the sports arena as a game was being played, as a pair of armored police officers walked by, sending between themselves.  He continued to worry over the problem, discarding several more ideas, sitting there with his chin propped on a hand like The Thinker statue.  He needed to come up with something, because he had to get this out in the open with Dahnai before the summit.   He didn’t want to spring this on her in that kind of a situation, she’d never forgive him, so he had set a deadline with himself to have a decision and the framework of a plan in place by tomorrow.  The summit was in 12 days, so he really had that long to have a plan in place, but he also needed time to work out the specifics.

At least Dahnai took his warning to heart.  Even now, there was a massive purge going on over in the IBI.  Dahnai was raking her claws through the entire organization, and she was out for blood.  Half the upper management had been fired, several arrested, and she was subjecting the mindbenders to telepathic examination to ensure just where their loyalties lay…and the Imperial Guard was almost drooling over that.  They were shamed, humiliated, and infuriated when they found out that the IBI had slipped a mindbender into the palace and attacked the foster father of the Empress’ future children, and an Imperial Guard was one of the few telepaths in the Imperium capable of putting a mindbender in her place.  They were going to make sure that never happened again, because it reflected on them that someone had managed to get past their security and attack a highly sensitive target within the palace, even if it was theoretically someone on their own side.  Then again, the history of the Faey was filled with betrayals that required the Empress to live in a fortress in the first place.  Faey fought each other even more enthusiastically than they fought outsiders.

 He was still there, sitting on that bench, when the game let out, causing a swell of pedestrians down the walkway.  He ignored them for the most part, at least until a Terran man sat down beside him, a young man wearing a baseball cap with the Karsa Bombers shield on it, which was the local KBA league.  “Jason, whatever are you doing out here?” a female voice asked.

He blinked and looked up, and was almost surprised to see Molly Fletcher, with Ian sitting beside him.  She was leaning over him, and from the looks of her, life on Karis had been good to her.  She’d lost some of her weight and her hair was much shorter now, but she had the same kind face.  She put a hand on his shoulder.  “Where are your guards?”

“Right now?  Probably breathing fire and cutting a switch waiting for me to get back,” he replied dryly in English, which made Ian burst out laughing.  Ian was a tall, handsome young man now, 21 years old and taking Academy courses in business management.  Molly and Ian owned a little coffee shop on the north side of Karsa, he recalled, Molly taking her restaurant management skills to their natural conclusion, since she was also a pretty good cook.  “They didn’t want me to leave, and I didn’t feel like debating the point with them.”


“Well, they’re there for a reason, Jason, seriously,” Molly chided him.  “You shouldn’t be here.”


“I feel completely safe being on the streets of Karsa, Molly,” he protested.


“You’re safe from us, but there’s a war going on, Jason.  Even we’ve heard about that energy thing that managed to sneak onto the planet, it was all over the news.  They told us to look out for anyone acting unlike themselves, since the energy thing couldn’t pretend to be the person they were possessing.  Well, there could be another one around with a gun,” she said, her arm on his shoulder hooking under and making him stand.

“I’m fine, Molly,” he said firmly.  “I just needed some time alone to think, that’s all.”


“No, it’s not fine, Jason.  If you’re not worried about you, you could at least think about everyone who loves you.  I’m sure they’re worried sick, you wandering around like this.”


Good old Molly, always knowing exactly how to go for the jugular.  But this time, he wasn’t falling for it.  He sat back down, then surprised her by almost dragging her onto the bench beside him, on the far side of Ian.  “Answer me a question,” he told her.

“What?  You want to ask questions?” she flared, then she put a finger to her interface.  She gasped when Jason snatched it away with his power, then put it in her hand.


“Humor me,” he said evenly.  “What would you do if you had to make a decision that was going to start a war no matter how you choose?  Choice A starts the war immediately, more or less when we can’t possibly afford another war.  Choice B puts the war off for maybe a hundred years, but makes it ten times worse for waiting.  If you had to choose between watching people die or knowing that you’re responsible for fifty times more deaths after you’re gone, which would you choose?”

Molly gave him a surprised look, then fell silent.  Ian too fell silent, looking at the ground, and both of them spent more than couple of moments in thought as the rest of the game’s spectators filed by.


“I’d say that both choices suck, and I’d be looking for Choice C,” Ian finally said.


“There is no choice C.”


“There’s always a choice C, Jason.  Usually there’s a choice D and E, too.  You taught me that in the Legion,” Ian said with surprising maturity.  “You always found another way to do something that nobody else thought of.  It’s why we won the war against Trillane, cause you found Choice C.  It’s why we’re here,” he said seriously.  “There can’t just be an A or B.  Maybe you just need to look at the problem a new way.  That’s something else you taught me.”

Jason gave the young man a long look, then he chuckled and patted him on the shoulder.  “That’s some good advice, Ian,” he said, then he stood up.  “I think I need to go talk to someone with some insight into my problem.  Who won the game?”


Ian laughed.  “The Bombers, six to five.”


“Good,” he replied, then he put his hands in his pockets and joined the tail end of the crowd, looking like any other resident of Karsa.


It took him about an hour to get back home, and in that time, riding two subways and a tram, he started thinking about the problem as an engineer.  It was a big problem, but it wasn’t a single problem.  If he compartmentalized the issue into individual units, he could find solutions to those unitized problems, which would give him an overall solution.  It was like annealing components onto a moleculartronics board.  There were all kinds of different little things you had to do, but when you finished, it all looked nice and neat and organized and it worked perfectly.


So, breaking it up into different problems, he foresaw six different individual issues that he had to address.


The first was the keeping Dahnai on the throne after he was gone.


The second was ensuring that the Imperium didn’t fly apart after the Karinnes were gone.


The third was bringing Raisha to Karis.


The fourth was what to do about Shya.


The fifth was making sure that nobody else tried to mess with the Imperium after the Karinnes pulled out.


The sixth was figuring out what the hell to do about Terra and the four Urumi systems, who were Karinne systems but also critical parts of the Imperium.


And the seventh was ensuring the welfare of the house by making sure no other empire tried to attack Karis once they were no longer any part of the Imperium.


He sat on the subways and considered individual solutions to those six problems.  Some he could find easy solutions to, but some were very tricky.  He rode the tram consolidating those problems by finding a common solution that would solve more than one problem.  He then walked the four blocks from the tram station to the gate of the strip, padding along as he considered how to apply those solutions in an interconnected way that solved all six problems.  He was completely oblivious to the malevolent glares from the guards as he came through the gate, though he did absently intercept Aya as she charged towards him, hanging her in midair as he walked by, her legs kicking in futility and sending both emotions and graphic impulses to beat Jason senseless for leaving the strip…though she could have sent a KMS unit to go get him and they both knew it.  But she knew better, she knew when he got like that, it was best to just back off and shadow him from afar, as he was absolutely certain the guards had done.  He had no doubt that every city camera was tracking his every move, there was a dropship at high altitude with a battery of cameras and sensors watching everything within ten blocks of him, and there was probably a few Wolf and Gladiator units along with Marine units in position for rapid response.  Almost as an afterthought, he dragged Aya along behind him, her still hanging in midair, though she’d stopped kicking, carrying her to the bench by his oye tree, which was really filling out, the canopy thickening and widening over the house.  He sat down and parked her on the bench beside him, then reached over and grabbed her arm, unlocking her gauntlet from her vambrace.


Just get over it, he sent curtly after he took her gauntlet off, then he took her hand so they would have completely personal and intimate communication, at a level where not even Dera would be able to hear them.


Aya’s eyes widened in shock when Jason shared his thoughts with her, and his intentions.  Aya knew Dahnai like few others did, even had insights into her that Jason didn’t, and he needed her advice about how to deal with this situation.  He needed to know how the Empress would react, not Dahnai.  Aya was honestly not very surprised that Dahnai had tried to steal biogenics, and even the ultra-loyal Aya had to grudgingly admit that in the face of what happened, that splitting the Karinnes away from the Imperium might be the only way to protect Raisha and all the other Generations.  Aya was flatly resistant to the idea that Dahnai would use her own daughter as a guinea pig, but if the IBI could get a mindbender into the palace, it meant that not even the palace would be safe for Raisha.  If someone wanted her bad enough, they’d find a way to get at her.  After all, they didn’t need to kidnap her, they just needed to get some of her blood.  Getting the stem cells around the stomach would be best for cloning, but sufficient DNA could be harvested from a blood sample to produce viable clones.

For nearly an hour, they discussed the problem privately, holding hands, as Aya gave him her honest advice, and he found that it was solid and dependable, just like her.  They considered his individual solutions to the seven issues, debated them, expanded the discussion to analyze how the seven issues would interact, how the solution to one might affect another.  They finished up, Jason letting go of her hand, then he leaned over and kissed her on the cheek gently.  Let me go discuss it with Miaari and Zaa, he told her.  I’m sorry I scared you, but you know me.  You can’t keep me locked up in here forever.

I’m going to prove you wrong, you stubborn man, you, she replied with grim amusement.  I warned you what would happen if you pulled on that leash, Jason.  Don’t even think this is over.


Usually I’d submit myself for penitence, but not this time.  I needed to go out there, Aya.  I can’t make a decision that affects every living thing on this planet without being out there with them, so they constantly reminded me just what at was stake.  I’m not the house.  They are.

She gave him a stony look, then sighed and stood up.  She took her gauntlet from him and put it back on.  Still, you will be punished, Jason  Tomorrow, you and me are going to have one of those talks you really don’t like.  It’s going to involve a paddle.


You’re going to look silly wearing pink armor with little lace ribbons tied all over it, he replied as he headed back to the house.  You’ll look even sillier spending about two hours under the foot of Kyva’s Gladiator.


I can cheat too, Jason.


Nowhere near as good as I can, he replied dryly as he went back into his house.


He went up to his office, sat down, and called Miaari and asked her to come to his house.  He then beeped Zaa asking for an audience, then leaned back in his chair and turned it around to look over the moonlit ocean.  [Cybi,] he called.  A shimmer of light behind him heralded her forming her hologram, and she floated over to the side of his chair and looked down.  He conveyed the meat of his conversation with Aya to her in about a second.  [What do you think?]

[I think some of it will work, but only if we can secure Empress Dahnai’s cooperation,] she answered.  [Everything will hinge on what she does.]


[I know,] he sighed.  [I can only pray that she’s the woman I know more than she’s the Empress, especially where it concerns the safety of her daughter.]


[When are you going to tell her?]


[During the summit,] he replied.  [She’ll be here in person, and in a place where I’m absolutely sure it won’t go any further than her.]



[True.]

Zaa finally got back to him, a full hologram of her forming on the other side of his desk.  The hologram moved around to the other side of his chair form Cybi and looked down at him.  “This must truly be important,” she noted.  “What decision have you reached?”


“The House of Karinne can’t stay in the Imperium, Denmother,” he replied in a calm, almost emotionless voice.  “Our only protection is complete autonomy.  If we don’t have that, it’s just a matter of time before Dahnai, or Sirri, or Sirri’s daughter demands we give them everything.  And we can’t do that.”


“It is a matter that past Grand Duchesses pondered themselves, Jason, when the Empress began to snoop,” she told him calmly.  “But with the secret of the Generations revealed, perhaps this time, it is worth consideration.”


“Do you think that Raisha will be safe in the palace, Denmother?”


“No.  I do not.”


“Then it’s time,” he replied evenly.  “The safety of the Generations is at stake, and more than that.  The safety of the sector is at stake.  The last thing any of us wants to see is ten thousand clones of Raisha grown in a factory, meant to be the breeding stock for an army of Generations, which could flatten any other military in the sector and turn whoever controls those Generations into a conqueror that nobody could stand against, not even us.  That’s what the IBI was trying to do using Saelle, and I’ll be damned if I let them do that to my daughter.”


“You have considered the intricacies of your decision?”


“For the last two days,” he replied quietly.  “I think I have a plan, but I need your advice, and that of Miaari.”


“Dahnai will not be pleased.”


“I know, but all we can hope is that she sees the practicality of it.  After all, the one that clones that army of Generations would use it against Dahnai first.  If it’s not Dahnai doing it, anyway.  I wouldn’t put it past her,” he grunted.


“I will be on Karis within an hour,” she told him.  “This, we must discuss in person.”


He nodded.  “I’ll be happy to have you,” he replied.


Miaari had a different reaction when she arrived and he told her what he intended to do.  “It was inevitable, Jason,” she told him.  “We’ve had many talks about parts of what you said, but now that the entire galaxy knows about you, complete autonomy is your only real defense.”


“It’s not gonna be easy,” he grunted.


“Nothing worthwhile is easy, my friend.”


When Zaa arrived, they spent more than half the night deep in discussion and debate about Jason’s plan, sitting downstairs in the living room rather than in his secure room, since Jason wasn’t all that worried about who might overhear what they talked about.  Jason had learned over the years that Zaa wasn’t just a powerful ruler, she was a wise ruler, and the one person to whom Jason could take his most difficult problems for good, solid advice.  Of course, she never told him what to do, she always suggested what to do.  But more often than not, those suggestions were exactly what he ended up doing.  They went over his seven individual problems and the solutions, and again discussed the ramifications and collateral actions that would come about because of them.  Zaa liked his solutions for some, was skeptical of others, but she was adamantly against his solution for how to deal with Terra.

“No, Jason, that would be a monumentally bad idea,” she told him as Ayama, looking a little sleepy, served Jason coffee and Zaa hot chocolate, which she rather fancied.


“Go to bed, woman, sheesh.  It’s not like either of us don’t know how to make a pot of coffee,” Jason told her, swatting her on the butt as she went by, then took a long drink.  “Why not?  Dahnai will not give Terra up, Denmother.  We just work around that inevitability.”


“Giving Terra to any other house just won’t work,” she told him.  “You forget, the Academy is on Terra, and the only reason many come there is because of the neutrality of the Karinnes.  If you turn Terra into a partisan system, the Academy is going to suffer.  Unless you move the Academy here to Karis, you cannot relinquish Terra under any circumstances.  But you cannot do that.  Because everyone knows about the Generations, Karis must be a closed system.”


Jason frowned…that was most likely right.  Jason had been of a mind to simply hand over the system to Anya, because she’d proved over the years she was a fair and compassionate overseer.  She operated completely within the rules Jason had set, and the Surrales were actually very welcome on Terra because of their actions.  The people of Terra trusted the Surrales, and would have accepted being transferred to Anya’s house.

“So, you think that making Terra a neutral system even within the Imperium is best?”


She nodded.  “The United Nations has proved that they can responsibly govern the planet.  They maintain their treaties and contracts with the Imperium, but are considered a neutral planet in all political matters.  Dahnai lets them handle their own affairs, and they continue to produce food for the Imperium.  As long as the farms meet the quotas, she has no reason to complain.  It also provides a neutral meeting place for the various governments that doesn’t have the excessive regulations that the Moridon impose,” she noted dryly.  “In addition, it further reinforces the neutrality of the Academy.”


“What about defense?”


“No government would be crazy enough to attack Terra,” she snorted.  “At least none in this quadrant.  We simply maintain the TES and interdiction, that should be defense enough.  In fact, it might be to our advantage, Jason.  If we approach the governments of the Confederacy, we can turn Terra and the TES into the entry point for all interdicted systems.  Trade for the entire sector would flow through Terra, which brings your birth planet profit and prestige.  And that importance will also protect it, even above the presence of the Academy.  It will bring the various governments of the sector closer together, sharing a common way station, and that will promote trade and peace.”


“But it also creates a bottleneck, as well as a means of paralyzing the entire sector by creating an irresistible target to attack,” Jason countered.  “We’d have to do some reorganizing.”


“Well, we start the conferences in twelve days, and it would be the perfect venue to bring up the idea,” Zaa said with a slight smile.  “We cannot piggyback their freighters with our ships forever, Jason.  They will need a system of trade routes when the interdictors are turned on, and a Stargate hub can provide it.  Dahnai makes a lot of money leasing out her Stargates, with proper protections for them of course, and everyone is safely behind their interdictors, at least as long as they want them.  Besides, the Karinnes becoming autonomous would reassure some of the more skittish members of the Confederacy that they are not handing over the keys to their empires to Dahnai.”

“That’s a good point,” Jason agreed with a nod.  “I’m not sure everyone will want to turn off the interdictors after we beat the Consortium,” Jason grunted.  “Dahnai would be a fool to get rid of the interdictors when she has Stargates, it makes the Imperium absolutely unassailable by every other government in the sector.  Sk’Vrae has the same good deal going, and I don’t think the Zyagya have ever been this happy with their lone system behind an interdictor and the only way in defended by both us and their ships.  And the cooperation between the Imperium and the Collective can be a model for how we expand things into the Empire, the Federation, the Alliance, the Colonies, and the Republic.  And as long as we can create a viable means of moving goods and ensure sovereignty and security for the systems, the other governments will probably want to keep their interdictors as well.  They provide an almost impenetrable defense to protect their systems from attack, and that fits in with my overall plan to keep the peace in the sector.  You know, just maintain the Confederate treaties even after the war is over.  All the militaries working together, which also prevents any one military from getting any bright ideas, and the governments working in a common logistic system for trade, which increases everyone’s profitability.

“Now you are thinking like a galactic power player, Jason,” Zaa smiled.  “I’m sure we could work something out that turns Terra into a neutral system but it maintains its contracts with Dahnai.  You need to discuss these things with Secretary Kim, since this is a serious issue for Terra.  As the leader of Terra in your stead, he should have a say.”


“I know.  I told him I want him here for the summit,” Jason answered.  “But I should talk to him about this before then.  I’ll give him a call and ask him to come to Karis tomorrow.”


“Good.  Now what about the Urumi systems?”


“I was thinking that we leave things the way they are.  If I relinquish control of those systems, I’ll have broken my word to Sk’Vrae, and I’m not that stupid,” he snorted.  “Those systems with technically secede along with the Karinnes, but they maintain all their contracts, treaties, and agreements with the Imperium.  In a way, they’ll be jointly held systems, just between three of us instead of two of us.  The Karinnes will administer, the Imperium maintains its contracts, and the deal we made with the Urumi will be upheld.  But I’ll need Sk’Vrae’s approval about anything we do with those systems.  This involves her people, even if they’re theoretically not under her control right now.”

Zaa took a drink, then sighed.  “The other problems are much more murky.”


“I know,” Jason almost groaned.  “I can almost see a war starting over Raisha, Denmother.  And then there’s Shya.  As much as I love that little girl, I don’t know if I’ll be able to trust her once she’s Rann’s wife.  When I’m gone, that puts her literally in bed with the Grand Duke.  If she has any loyalty to her mother, it could undermine everything we do.”


“Faey are a race with little loyalty, Jason,” Zaa said.  “Their primary motivation in all things is self-interest, and Shya is virtually obsessed with marrying Rann.  If she has to choose between Rann and her mother, she will choose Rann.  After all, she’s the second daughter, there’s virtually no chance she’ll ever sit on the throne.  If she is smart, she marries the future ruler of an independent house, and becomes a ruler in her own right.”


Jason sighed and nodded.  That is what a Faey would do.


“It also solidifies the ties between the Imperium and the Karinnes.  With Shya married to Rann, it creates an alliance that neither side would willingly break.  Sirri and Rann would be attacking their own families if either ever declared war, if we’re talking about what happens after you and Dahnai are gone.”


“I know, I figured that that might be a selling point to make Dahnai go for it,” Jason agreed, leaning back on the couch.  “Even though I intend to break away from the Imperium, I don’t want to sever all ties with Dahnai.  I want us to be strong allies, just be in a position where I can protect the house from her.”

“Again, it all hinges on Dahnai,” Zaa noted.


Jason nodded.  “Whether this all happens peacefully or it turns into the Fourth Civil War depends entirely on her, but I won’t be talked out of this,” he declared grimly.  “The survival of the Generations is at stake, and it’s my solemn duty to protect my people.  This is the only way I can think of to do it.”


There was a shuffling from the stairs, and Rann came around and into view.  He was wearing a nightshirt and was yawning, but gave a sleepy smile to Zaa and hurried over to her.  “Miss Denmother!” he declared.


“Well, good morning to you, little Rann,” she smiled as she picked him up and put him on her lap.  “But it’s the middle of the night.  Whyever are you awake?”


“I got thirsty, and heard you talking,” he answered as she leaned over and put her muzzle over his shoulder.  “Is it really the middle of the night?”


“Yes,” Jason answered.  “I think a certain someone is just a little too excited,” he added.


“Well, maybe a little.  Shya’s going to come to my party!” he said with growing excitement.


“In two weeks, you silly,” Jason teased.  “I’m almost afraid of how keyed up you’re going to be in a week.”

Shey’s face appeared as a hologram against the back wall.  “Your Grace,” she called, then she smiled.  “Well, hello Rann.”


“Hi, miss Shey!” he replied with a wave.


“What’s going on, Shey?”


“You said you wanted to be informed when we had news from the PR sector,” she said.  “The invasion of PR-106 has begun.  The invasion of PR-88 will begin in twenty minutes.”

“Any casualties?”


“Only light damage to five ships,” she answered.  “We took them completely by surprise, and they had very little defense.  The KMS has the system effectively blockaded, and the ground assault is underway at this moment.”


“I think we should move up to your study so you can observe the telemetry,” Zaa suggested.  “I’ll put Rann back to bed and meet you there.  I rarely get to tuck in my favorite little cousin,” she said with a toothy smile, making Rann laugh when she tickled his sides.


Though he’d wanted to invade two days ago, unfortunately, it took Sioa longer to organize a ground attack then she expected because they didn’t have the right maps or intel on the inhabited planets in those systems.  Once she had that, she organized a plan, then they had to wait for optimal conditions.  The Imxi were very capable at night fighting, with eyes that were very effective in low light situations, so they waited for day cycle to coincide at the capitols of all three inhabited planets in those two systems, causing a nearly 30 hour delay in the invasion.  His girls could fight at night as well, but the sheer bravado of a direct assault in broad daylight sent the message to the Imxi that the KMS had little but utter scorn for their military capabilities.

Jason did just that, moving up to his study but leaving the door unlocked.  Four different holo screens popped up around his desk, and Cybi joined him, sitting on the edge of his desk as he watched a tactical holo of troop disposition, another of naval ship deployment, and camera feeds from his marines who were boiling out of their dropships at that very moment.  The Imxi had responded with tanks and infantry, but they were firing ion weapons.  The Teryon shields on a Gladiator, which his riggers rarely used since they were useless against pulse and Torsion weaponry, made it virtually immune to those weapons, and the Crusader armor his marines wore was able to stand up to multiple hits from ion blasts, which gave his girls formidable protection from enemy fire.  But that didn’t matter all that much, because he watched the camera feeds of entire squads of Imxi defenders as well as fleeing civilians just drop to the ground in large swaths as the mindstrikers in the marine units did their jobs.  There were telepathic techniques for attacking entire groups of people, very advanced ones, a telepath attacking an area instead of a mind, but it wasn’t something that the lay Faey learned in primary school.  It was mindstriker training, a military application of talent taught to those telepaths who specialized in using their talent in battle.  The mindstrikers mixed in with his marine units, added to the talent of the other soldiers, simply withered any resistance, leaving it laying unconscious on the ground or running screaming in circles with two of their four arms holding their heads.  His marine units just marched right up the street, knocking out, subduing, or outright controlling anyone that dared challenge them, to the point where a large contingent of slack-jawed Imxi, dominated by marines, marched in front of them like puppets, demonstrating the utter futility of the Imxi getting within five kathra of a Karinne Marine as well as forming a moving shield of friendly soldiers that made firing at the marines hard to do without the Imxi that weren’t yet taken out by talent killing their own soldiers.


There was some fighting, however, when the Consortium’s bugs reached the field, looking mainly like construction crews and other technical workers rather than dedicated infantry.  They were wearing armor pieces over their exoskeletons that didn’t look the same as they did on the infantry units Jason had seen when they retook the Federation and Alliance, and they certainly weren’t afraid to fire through Imxi soldiers to hit KMS soldiers.  The mindstrikers simply pulled back and used the Imxi they dominated to attack the bugs, softening them up for when the marines and the Gladiators rolled in and mopped up, done with Gladiators and Wolf fighters.  The bugs didn’t have any of their mantis mecha in the capitol, and after the KMS destroyed all the Imxi tanks, the bugs had no heavy armor or weaponry to try to counter the KMS.  Besides, the Faey had turned the Imxi soldiers against them, letting them stay safely behind the hard shields while they made the Imxi do the fighting for them.  Using that tactic, the KMS swarmed over the Consortium bugs in about fifteen minutes, collected up their Torsion rifles, then marched onward.


It took his marines only about half an hour to conquer PR-106’s capitol after destroying the Consortium garrison, leaving behind a large swath of unconscious Imxi and dead bugs.

And that was what made the Faey so fucking dangerous.  Their most dangerous weapon wasn’t their Gladiators or their pulse rifles, it was their talent.  And he had some of the best mindstrikers in the fucking galaxy in his Marine Corps.

Jason checked out the aftermath.  The navy had destroyed the shipyards at PR-106 rather than capture them, leaving burning hulks of mostly finished ships and a huge debris field of docks and support stations, some of which was falling into the atmosphere to burn up.  The secondary space station at PR-106 was in three pieces, with equipment as well as quite a few Imxi bodies floating around the sliced-up station.  One of the three pieces was tumbling out of orbit, and would hit the atmosphere in just a matter of minutes, probably blown downward by the explosive decompression when a particle beam cut it in half.  That same decompression was what had blown all that unsecured debris and Imxi out into space around the station.  The beams didn’t look to hit anything volatile enough to cause a major explosion, which left the three pieces in almost eerily good condition, with the bulkheads and decks of its internal structure quite visible, almost like an opened dollhouse.  Imxi damage control was never meant to counter something being cut in half—no damage control was, really—which sealed the fate of every Imxi in the station that wasn’t in a pressure suit.  If they were in pressurized compartments within the station and no help came for them, they faced a slow death from either asphyxiation or starvation.  But, KMS recovery units were already moving towards the remains of the station, they’d take the survivors prisoner as well as plunder the station for intelligence and anything that might be useful, mainly samples of Imxi technology, their station’s computer core, and samples of their armor and weapons for future study.


 PR-88 took nearly two hours to conquer by ground, because they had three inhabited planets in the system, but it took all of about ten minutes to secure by space.  The Dreamer led a task force of 17 ships into the system and wiped out the very weak defenses there, since PR-88 was well within Imxi territory and they probably never dreamed anyone would attack it.  All they had were orbital stations and some defense satellites carrying missiles.  The ships split up to attack all three planets at the same time, the interdictor being taken in to planet two, which was the only non-arable planet there.  It was an airless, barren rock a little bigger than Mercury that the Imxi mined for metals, and Sioa had made no plans to take that planet by ground forces.  Fighting to get into their domes might shatter them and kill everyone inside, so they just blockaded off the planet, the Dreamer parked by the interdictor to protect it.  Planets three and four, on the other hand, already had dropships descending into the atmospheres.  Those two planets were one of the most rare cosmic phenomenon in the galaxy when it came to planets, they were a double-planet system of two planets virtually the same size that orbited each other even as they orbited around the star.  There was no fixed planet and orbiting planet, each planet orbited an imaginary axis created by their velocity and gravitational pull, the two planets spinning around that point, eclipsing each other from the star at regular intervals.  Such systems usually weren’t so stable that the double-planet lasted much more than a couple of million years, but those two planets were perfectly stable in their unusual orbit.  For that matter, such systems usually tore each other apart while the planets were forming.


Both planets were almost tempting to keep.  Planet three was .92 standard gravity, almost Terra’s gravity, and .972 pressure, where planet four was .97 gravity and 1.01 pressure.  Both had the exact same atmospheric composition, well within tolerances, and both planets were dedicated to farming, most likely feeding the vast majority of the Imxi systems.  Jason, Cybi, and Zaa watched as a repeat of PR-106 happened on both planets, as Karinne Marines dominated, knocked out, or drove crazy the Imxi militias that opposed them.  Marines took planet three in little more than an hour, and took planet four literally without firing a single shot.

Myri and Shey’s faces appeared on a hologram after the ground units set up a hard shield.  “That’s it, Jason.  PR-88 is secured.”


“Good work,” Jason replied.  “Now kick Maggie in the butt and send out the corvettes and gunboats to paralyze Imxi shipping throughout their entire territory.  Strangle them, Myri.”


“Easily done,” Myri nodded, then the hologram of her and Shey vanished.


“It comes down to how attached the Imxi are to their systems,” Zaa noted.


“Any delay we can cause them in assembling that fleet is time we can use, Denmother,” he replied grimly.


“Now then, I think we’ve talked enough, Jason.  I am going to stay on planet for the conference, there’s little reason for me to go home now,” she noted dryly.  “And you need to get some sleep.  Rann is going to be very hyper tomorrow.  You’ll need your rest to keep up with him.”

He passed a hand over his face.  “You’re right.  I am tired,” he said.  “I’ll arrange—“


“No, I’ll stay in the guest room,” she replied, standing up.  “I am not so pompous as to required luxury, cousin.  I think I can ‘rough it’ for the night, as the Terrans say.”


“Don’t go all Dahnai on me, Denmother,” he said, which made her chuckle.


“Good night, Jason.  Sleep well,” she intoned.  She then walked out the door to the hall, but Jason went through the door to his bedroom, where Jyslin was sleeping   He sat on the edge of the bed and scrubbed his face with his hands, worrying a bit over his girls over in the PR sector, now occupying hostile planets to draw the Imxi back to their home territory and foment discord between them and the Consortium, but dreading 1325 and the arrival of Dahnai.  He just hoped they could get through the party before Dahnai had her explosion, he didn’t want to ruin Rann’s day.


Jyslin stirred on the bed, then he felt her arm drape over his shoulder, pulling herself against his back.  It’s about time.  What’s going on, love?


I guess I can tell you now, love.  I’ve made my decision.


And?


We’re seceding from the Imperium.


There was a long silence, then her hand gripped his opposite shoulder.  If you think it’s what we have to do, love.

It’s what we have to do, he replied grimly.  I’m just trying to figure out how to break it to Dahnai, and try to make her understand we don’t want to sever ties with the Imperium.  We just can’t be under her control.  Not now.  What happened with Saelle just can’t be ignored, love, because the next one they target will be my daughter.


She won’t accept it, Jason.  She’ll fight.


She’ll want to fight, Jys.  She’s in no position to say no, not when her ass staying on that throne is directly because of me.  It’s not her I’m worried about anyway, it’s the rest of the Siann.  Getting out from under Dahnai will be the easy part.  Making sure the entire Imperium doesn’t implode after the other houses sees a house successfully break away, that’s going to be the trick.


And that’s why she’ll fight.


I have a plan for that, he assured her, patting her arm.


And what would that be?


Easy.  The House Karinne is seceding from Dahnai’s authority, but it’s still going to be at her beck and call when she needs us.  Say, to put down an insurrection from another noble house.  And besides, Jys my love, don’t forget that every system in the Imperium is interdicted.  Not a ship can move anywhere in Dahnai’s territory without her approval.  And if she turns off the Stargates, then any noble house with designs of breaking away will find itself walled off and starved of supplies and food.  Semoya or Emae might want to break away, but if they do it, they’ll be stranded, isolated, and starving.  As long as we supply interdictors to Dahnai, she maintains an iron grip on every system in the Imperium.

She was quiet a long moment, then she chuckled softly.  Clever.


I just need to make Dahnai see reason and not focus on the negatives, he sent wearily.


What about Shya?


I’m leaving that up to Rann, he replied.  If he wants her, then I’ll do everything I can to keep the betrothal.  But again, that’s going to hinge on Dahnai.  If she throws a complete temper tantrum, she might revoke it.


Give her a little credit, love.  I think if you can get her to talk, she won’t be quite so combative.


And that’s gonna be the trick, he sent evenly.  Now, if you don’t mind, my love, I really need to get some sleep.  I’ve had a very exhausting couple of days.

Jyslin nuzzled the side of his neck, then started to pull his shirt up.  Then let’s get you undressed and tucked in so I can be your teddy bear, she sent lightly.


If I did half the things to my teddy bear I’ve done to you, I’d be in jail back on Terra, he noted dryly, which made her burst out laughing.


Some teddy bears have all the luck.
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The White House

The invasion of the Imxi systems had been a success.


So far, there was no visible reaction from either the Imxi or the Consortium, which meant that the arguing was taking place behind closed doors.  The corvettes and gunboats were already terrorizing the Imxi’s shipping lanes, thanks to the limitations of their old-technology hyperspace jump engines.  They were so antiquated that they could barely tolerate any gravitational well disturbance, requiring Imxi ships to get a serious distance away from the system’s star.  An Imxi ship could only jump if it were the same distance that Saturn was from Terra’s sun, if the system’s star was the same size.  Larger stars required even greater distances.


Such engines weren’t just used by the Imxi.  Many of the Faey’s older robotic cargo freighters had engines so old that the ship had to be all but outside the system’s planetary orbits to make a jump, like the battered old freighter that brought Jason and the squad to Karis in the first place.  That freighter had had to all but leave the Draconis system, jump, then jump in at the very edge of the Karis system, because its jump engines couldn’t tolerate the gravity well of the star.  For a robot freighter, old engines like that were economical, since there was no crew in it to get bored as the ship came into the system at sublight, and what it was carrying was already scheduled with the time delay in mind. Those older engines also took less power to operate, so they were economical in a power consumption sense as well as a financial sense.

The damage had been considerable in just 11 hours.  Maggie had gone nuts on the Imxi, deploying mines and automated hunter/killer drones along all the shipping lanes, taking advantage of the fact that the Imxi couldn’t communicate with their ships in hyperspace.  Those freighters and transports literally dropped out of hyperspace into the jaws of an angry lion. Maggie was a bit cruel about it, attacking anything that dropped out of hyperspace, including civilian transport ships…but this was war.  Jason didn’t like it, but those civilian ships might be carrying Consortium bugs, weapons, or supplies for the Consortium attack on Karis, so he had to swallow his disgust at attacking civilian ships and remember that at that moment, anything in the PR sector was a fair target.  Maggie completely paralyzed all logistics in the Imxi empire within 10 hours, and then she started attacking the Imxi military ships trying desperately to secure those hyperspace arrival points to protect helpless ships coming out of hyperspace.  But the Imxi learned quickly that the Legion fought dirty, utilizing CMS-enabled drones, mines, Buzzsaws, and dormant missiles that activated when targets came within range.  She also went low-tech, towing asteroids into the jump arrival points to create obstacles and bottlenecks to fluster Imxi ships and protect their assets.  The mass and gravity of the asteroids messed up the arrival of the Imxi ships, forcing them out of hyperspace before they got to their destination, exploiting the old engines their enemy used and the basic law of hyperspace that prevented a ship from jumping directly across a point of high gravity in real space.  That reached into hyperspace, and older, weaker engines would get knocked out of hyperspace by the distortion gravity put into that domain.

Hyperspace travel was line of sight unless the engines were of the quality the Faey and other races in the sector had or better.  Only engines like that could pass through the effect that the gravity well of a star had on hyperspace without getting knocked out, because they had enough hyperspace “velocity” to get through the area before the gravity altered their hyperspace inertia.  Engines could only hold the ship in hyperspace if the conditions didn’t change by a large degree, it was that principle the interdictors exploited, creating so much distortion in hyperspace that only powerful engines like the Karinne or Kimdori engines could withstand the constant flux…and even then only with their mathematical expression of hyperspace allowing the jump computer to sync the engines to the effect.  Extremely old engines could get knocked out of hyperspace by a large concentration of mass in their direct path, like a rogue planet, but when a ship was preparing to drop out of hyperspace, the presence of mass close to the arrival point could cause the engines to drop out early, putting them a few thousand kathra away from their expected arrival point.  In stellar travel terms, that was like a dropship landing a half an inch off the landing lines, but it was enough to make the Imxi ships face a good ten to twenty seconds of attack from automated weapons before the Imxi defense ships could arrive to protect them.


And in typical Legion fashion, as soon as the Imxi figured out what Maggie was doing, she changed tactics to keep them guessing.

But that was going on over on the other side of the galaxy.  Jason was sitting in his office, his chair turned so he could look out the window, tapping his fingertips together as he proofread and edited a document in his gestalt that was going to make the Imperium go up in flames.  He and Zaa had discussed it again that morning, with Miaari and Cybi listening in, and they’d come up with their strategy for what was going to be an unheard of maneuver.  He and the legal team had gone around and around with the document, him sending it to them, them returning it with language changes or areas where he was going too far, but each draft came back with fewer and fewer revisions.  This last one might be the one they approve.


It was the Karinne’s Declaration of Autonomy.  To call it a declaration of independence would be correct, but independence wasn’t as technically correct in his mind as autonomy.  He didn’t want a complete and irrevocable split with the Imperium, what he wanted was to be as much a part of the Imperium as possible without being subject to Dahnai.  He intended to retain the military alliance, retain the trade agreements, keep his ties to Merrane to keep that house on the throne, even keep his IBL team. The only thing he wanted was for the House of Karinne to be outside of Dahnai’s ability to command.  That was the only way that the Karinnes would be safe, because he couldn’t trust Dahnai anymore.

Which sucked.  He loved that woman, and it killed him to know that he couldn’t trust a woman that he loved.  But he was too wise now to let his emotions rule him, where they might have just five scant years ago.  He had truly settled into the role of the Grand Duke Karinne.


He finished the revisions and sent it back to his legal team to let them read over, confident that they’d approve it without doing more than just pointing out grammar errors.


He sighed and looked back over his chair as Chirk clattered in on her four legs, carrying a handpanel as she kept her blade arms behind her back, mainly to keep them out of the way.  He wouldn’t know what he’d do without her.  She was a Kizzik, with an alien, insectoid personality, but she was the best damn administrative assistant in the entire Imperium.  She was probably the most powerful person on Karis, truth be told, because Jason more or less did what she put on his schedule, and he rarely if ever questioned it.  He trusted Chirk nearly as much as he trusted his own wife, because she was worthy of that trust.  “Is the cabinet in the meeting room?” he asked.


“They are,” she answered using her translator.  “I assume you are telling them your intent?”


“They need to know as soon as possible,” he replied, turning his chair around and taking the handpanel she offered.  He read over the bit of busy work, an authorization for the infrastructure department to being work on a new broadcast power hub, and signed off on it.  Ever since the power failure, Rund and Harvann had been tweaking the power grid so that didn’t happen again.  and it took both of them, since Rund was secretary of power and Harvann was secretary of communications, which had authority over an aspect of the broadcast power system in that it was his communication frequencies the broadcast power used.  “Yeri and Kumi aren’t not the only ones that are going to need time to be ready for it.”  He handed the panel back to her.  “What do you think of it, Chirk?”

“It is not my place to proffer an opinion, revered Hive-leader.”

“Be that as it may, I’d still like your opinion, from a Kizzik perspective.”


“I think it has potential,” she answered, fanning her rather useless wings absently.  “The Karinnes have operated in an autonomous fashion since the return of the house six years ago.  This proclamation only makes it official.  For the house to truly prosper, it needs release from the Imperium.”


“Why do you say that?”


“Because most of the plans you make for the house involve a peaceful and prosperous sector, and that cannot come about so long as Empress Dahnai exists as an overwhelming threat to all our neighbors,” she answered.  “The Imperium seeks to conquer and rule, even when such things are not necessary, even when those actions are harmful to the Imperium itself.  The Kizzik are not afraid to make war, but war is waged as a last resort.  It is harmful to the hive as a whole, and only when the harm of not making war overcomes the harm war causes will the Kizzik enter battle.  This is the way you think, revered Hive-leader.  In many ways, you think as the Kizzik think, which is why two separate colonies have moved here.  We are inclined to being part of a house that thinks as we do, a house that thinks of the group over the individual.  The Faey and Empress Dahnai see war as the solution to problems that can be corrected by far less drastic means.  So long as the Karinnes are chained to Empress Dahnai’s bloodlust, they will not achieve their true potential.  The Karinnes are not the Imperium, even if they are subject to it, much as we Kizzik are.”

Jason digested the mechanical words of the translator, but saw the wisdom within them.  He gave her a single nod and leaned back in his chair.  “Thank you, Chirk.  I value your opinion.  But I must ask, will the secession of the Karinnes cause any discord between the Kizzik and the Faey?”


“I would guess not,” she replied after thinking about it a moment.  “We Kizzik move very carefully within the Imperium, revered Hive-leader.  I would venture to guess that half the reason that the Most Revered Hive Leaders have not yet moved on your translator offer is because they are pondering the ramifications of the Kizzik becoming move involved in Imperium affairs.  So long as we had the language barrier, we had an excuse to keep ourselves separate.  And the Faey, they would not like our opinions in many matters.”

Jason just had to laugh.  That was a good reason why the leaders of the Kizzik were being so slow about accepting his offer to sell them the rights to manufacture translator units.  “Well, at least you can speak your mind here,” he told her lightly.


“Which is why so many Kizzik are here, revered Hive-leader.  Here, we feel as if we belong.  That is the true gift of the House Karinne, that all races and species may come here and feel they are an important part of the group.  Here, all matter equally.  And to the Kizzik, this is a good thing.”

He gave her a smile, then stood up.  “That’s what we’re aiming for around here, Chirk.  The country where I grew up, America, had a similar mindset.  Its unofficial motto was give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to be free.  That means that in America, everyone was welcome, because in diversity there is strength, but it also meant that anyone could come to America and have a chance to make themselves better, if they worked hard enough for it.  That’s how I try to do things around here.”


“And there is wisdom in that approach, revered Hive-leader,” Chirk agreed.  “The Kizzik are not xenophobic as many believe us to be.”

“I’ve noticed,” he nodded, then he stood up.  “Well, let me get in there and shock the hell out of everyone.”


“Good luck.”

Jason went down the hall to his cabinet meeting room, and saw all his members at the table talking, and it was a curious mirror of the conversation he’d just had.  He looked at the three Faey, two Kizzik, and three Makati as they talked with each other, with a Terran leading it.  That was the four most active races in the Imperium.  And he could only wonder if there might be a Shio or a Skaa or an Urumi sitting at that table in the next ten years.  “Settle down, guys,” Jason called as Dera and Shen came in behind him, then took their positions by the door.  “Boy, do we have a lot to talk about.”

“I’ve been hearing some strange rumors, Jason,” Trenirk said.  In these informal situations, they all used first names.


“They’re true,” Jason replied.  “I’m dropping the mother of all antimatter bombs on the Imperium, Trenirk.  The House of Karinne is going to declare autonomy from the Imperium.”  Jason settled down the explosion of gasps and started exclamations, then sat down in his chair.  “I didn’t come to this decision lightly,” he said as Miaari came in.  She wasn’t technically on the cabinet, but as his chief of intelligence, she often sat in on the meetings.  “In fact, I really didn’t want to make this decision at all, but we found out that it’s Dahnai sending most of the spies we’ve caught.  We can’t trust her anymore, so we’re removing ourselves from her authority.”

“Holy shit,” Kumi breathed.


“Yeah, tell me about it,” Jason grunted as Miaari sat down.  “This is the only way we can protect ourselves from the Imperium, because if Dahnai can’t steal what she wants, eventually she’s gonna just come out and order us to open our doors.  And we can’t do that,” he finished.  “So, there it is, guys.  I’m going to give you the same option I’m giving every member of the house.  You can hand in your resignation and return to the Imperium if that’s what you want, because I’m not going to hold you here.  This house has always been about people being here because they want to be.”


“You’re not going to see any of us get up from this table, Jason,” Yeri declared, to which they all nodded.


“So, no takers?” Jason asked, then he blew out his breath.  “Thank God.  I’d be lost without you guys.”

Jason spent nearly six hours discussing his plans and debating them with his cabinet, discussing the impact of independence on the house’s economy, the reaction of the citizens, and the problems that it was going to cause.  The people of Karinne didn’t sign up for the house as being independent from the Imperium, though many did come because it was separate.  The people of Karinne had to choose what to do, he owed them that much, give them the chance to leave before the house split away.  Plans to handle that were made, as well as military contingencies with Myri in case the Imperium tried to fight.  That would be the most unlikely scenario, since all they had to do was delink the Stargate to protect themselves and recall all KMS units within reach of the INS.  His legal team finally got back to him after those six hours, and approved the final draft of his proclamation.

It was ready.  There was nothing left to do but tell Dahnai, because he didn’t want to drop this on her at the summit.  He steeled himself on his walk back to his office, Shen and Dera following closely behind him, his gestalt assembling the rest of the language of his proposal to Dahnai about the split for her to read, at least after she got over the explosion and she got her temper back.  He closed off his office and sat in his chair, then turned it around to look out the window for a moment of quiet contemplation before he initiated the call to Dahnai.


There was a soft light behind him as a hologram of her shimmered on the far side of his desk, and that light made him close his eyes and bow his head slightly.  Cybi’s hologram shimmered into being in front of him, and she leaned down and put her hand on his shoulder.  He nodded and sighed, then turned around and faced Empress Dahnai Merrane.


And she was not happy.  She stood before him in formal robes, obviously just coming from court, her hands on her hips and a stern look on her face.  “Oh, so now you want to talk to me?  After I’ve spent the last two days trying to get past that fucking Kizzik you used to stonewall me?” she asked angrily.


“The House of Karinne no longer recognizes the authority of Empress Dahnai Merrane of the Faey Imperium,” he said in a cold, quiet voice.  “Due to acts of espionage against us by the Imperial government that demonstrates the unwillingness of the Imperium to respect the agreements and treaties formed between the Empress Dahnai Merrane and the House of Karinne, the House of Karinne officially and immediately withdraws from the Imperium.  A written copy of this declaration is being transmitted to you as we speak, as well as a written treaty to maintain all legal contracts and obligations that the House of Karinne has legally entered.”


She looked absolutely stunned.


“The House of Karinne will honor all its obligations to our trade agreements and military alliances.  The House of Karinne will also honor its commitment to keeping the House of Merrane on the Imperial Throne by being at the service of the Empress Merrane should she issue a general call to arms.  The House of Karinne will remain as closely tied to the Imperium as we possibly can be, but we will no longer recognize the right of the Empress Dahnai Merrane to rule over us, not after the Empress Dahnai Merrane personally ordered acts of espionage against the House of Karinne.  The Karinne Military Service will continue to aid and support the Confederate navies against the Consortium, though with us being autonomous, the House of Karinne no longer expects or demands that the Imperium or the Confederacy continue to protect the planet Karis.  The farms of Terra and Exile will continue to supply food to the Imperium, and the House of Karinne will continue to administer the four Urumi systems as per our agreement.  We will honor our treaties and our obligations to both the Imperium and the allies of the Confederacy, but we will no longer submit ourselves to the will of an Empress that has broken her word and violated our trust.  And that is all I have to say,” he said, staring her right in her holographic eyes.  “I’ll give you one standard day to read my proclamation and the attached treaty offer.  Then, and only then, will I talk to you, Empress Merrane.”

And he cut the comm, causing her shocked face to dissolve into nothingness.


He bowed his head, feeling cold inside.  Having to do that in the face of a woman he loved, it was like stabbing himself in the chest and then twisting the knife.  Cybi put a comforting hand on his shoulder and patted it, and he looked up at her with emotional eyes.


“I know, Jason.  But it had to be done.”

“Sometimes I hate this job,” he said in a bare whisper.
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Jason had given Dahnai a full standard day to read his transmitted documents, and he never got out of his office before he and Dahnai had their reckoning.


When he wasn’t in conference with about everyone on Karis that was important, he was preparing his public declaration.  And while he was doing that, the word had rippled through the entire Confederacy of Jason’s shocking move.  Something that momentous wasn’t going to stay a secret long, not after Dahnai threw what could only be called a raging fit in the throne room immediately after he cut her off.  She actually threw her crown across the room before storming off into her private hallway, causing a startled guard to pick it up and hurry after her.  Rumor quickly spread, someone leaked the confrontation, and then it swept through the Imperium like wildfire that the House of Karinne had declared independence. It was all over the news within two hours, and Chirk was being absolutely assaulted with demands for conference from every Confederate ruler, the Emperor of the Veruta, the High Archon of the Haumda, even the Magister of the Imbiri.


Jason was too busy to do anything but make plans and prepare his public announcement, but he also got two very shocked visitors in the form of Frinia Foralle and Yila Trefani.  Both were still on Karis, and unlike anyone else, they had the ability to park themselves outside his office and demand vociferously to talk to him.  After the fourth hour of them trying to bull their way into his office, he finally let them in.  He explained things to them as calmly as he could, both what he did and why he did it, then sat with them for nearly three hours to discuss his intention to remain more or less in the Imperium in everything but one aspect, and that was that he would not recognize Dahnai’s authority over him.


Frinia was an old warhorse of the Siann, and was quite savvy and intelligent.  After she read his proposal to Dahnai which basically let her keep all the benefits of the House of Karinne while only having to accede that Karis was sovereign territory she didn’t control, she tapped her finger to her chin for a moment and gave her opinion.  It does bait the trap, she finally answered.  Your document makes it clear you don’t want to do this, and you want to stay as close to the Imperium as you can.  Dahnai doesn’t lose very much out of the agreement except the ability to order you around…not that she was ordering you around in the first place.  It just makes what we all suspected official.


What did you suspect?


That you didn’t answer to Dahnai, she replied.  She’s let you get away with more than she’d ever let any of the rest of us get away with.


That’s because she needs Jason, Yila injected, her thought contemplative, pondering.  The Merranes aren’t as strong as they used to be, Frinia.  If she didn’t have Jason’s Karinne ships scaring the piss out of Emae and Semoya, we might be in a civil war right this minute.  It’s hard to boss around someone you need to keep your own throne.


Be that as it may, Jason drew her away from that train of thought, do you see anything in my proposal that the Siann might get pissy about?


Not really.  The document makes it clear that the Karinnes will all but be part of the Imperium except that they’ll be equals, not subjects.  The only possible problem I see is from some opportunistic Grand Duchess that tries to take over Terra or the Urumi systems under the reasoning that they’re Imperium systems, yet under the control of a rebel house.  Semoya would probably kill her own first born daughter to get her hands on Bellar.  She’d make billions off that planet.

I worry more about how the Siann will see Dahnai allowing me to secede.


What can she do about it?  What can the Siann do about it? Frinia replied.  They can’t do shit, Jason.  You have all the koba nuts in the pod in this game.  Without your interdictors, the entire sector would be slaves to the Consortium, and we all know it.


There might be some minor grumbling, but I don’t think anyone’s gonna do anything crazy, Yila agreed.  The Karinnes have been separate from the rest of us since you restored the house, Jason.  And they were before the Third Civil War, for that matter.  After everyone reads this, they won’t think Dahnai is weak.  In fact, if I didn’t know what I know, I’d almost say that this was a brilliant move by Dahnai.


How so? Jason asked.


There are some major opportunities here for the Imperium, Jason.  The Confederacy, I mean.  With the interdictors up all over the sector, it makes the other governments rely on Faey Stargates or Karinne freighters just to get access to their planets.  As long as you keep those interdictors in place, they have to pay us to move their own goods, but the problem is, it also represents a significant risk because, well, it’s us, she sent with a quirky smile.  If I were Dahnai, I’d have kicked you out of the Imperium myself and set you up as an independent client state, neutral in the eyes of our neighbors, then used that neutrality to gain an unbreakable monopoly on all transportation in and out of every major planet in the sector. Not to conquer, but for the money.  Charge the Confederacy a set rate to use the Stargate that makes it just slightly more expensive than standard freighters and logistics, and the money would be rolling in so fast that the Moridon banks would explode from the deposits.  All of them would pay that little bit more to get their goods to their destination in real time, in just hours, where it could take a takir to get a shipment from one place to another without us.  It would also make all of them totally protected by the interdictors, she added.  The only threat would be from the Karinnes with their ability to jump the interdictors, and I’m sure that more than one ruler has worried that Dahnai will order the Karinnes to do just that someday.  If the Karinnes are independent, that threat is removed, and it’ll make them more willing to keep the interdictors and bargain agreements.  That’s what I’d do if I were Empress.

I think I see what you’re saying, Frinia nodded.  Dahnai uses Jason as a money mint and rakes in the Stargate usage fees.


With that much money in the treasury, Dahnai could build a system that would make Merrane’s dynasty all but eternal, Yila declared.  Every house would be rolling in credits, to the point where nobody would want to try to take the throne from Dahnai, they’d be making way too much money.  It would be an economic boom of epic proportions.  Nobody would want a house war when everyone’s making so much money.

I wouldn’t allow a house war anyway, Jason supplied.  I made an oath to keep Dahnai on that throne, and despite her breaking her word, I’m not breaking mine.  Dahnai being on the throne ensures that the Imperium remains stable, and that’s what’s most important to me.  The only reason I’m doing this is because it proves that I just can’t trust anyone, girls.  I mean, they attacked Saelle in the palace, and it’s Dahnai herself sending the spies to steal biogenic technology.

Dahnai sometimes doesn’t know when what she has in her basket is better than what she sees on the vine, Frinia snorted.  The interdictors make us absolutely unattackable, and with the interdictors up and Dahnai in control of the Stargates at Draconis, no house could even manage to get a fleet there to attack Merrane even if they did try to dethrone her.  For that reason alone, she was totally insane to try to steal from you.  Even after the Consortium and the Benga are dealt with, having those interdictors up in conjunction with our Stargates would give Dahnai an absolute stranglehold on the Imperium.


That’s true, Yila agreed.  After the interdictors went up, I had to come here and suck Jayce’s dick to get my operations back up and running, she added with a wink at him.


We’ve always wondered why you spend so much time here, Frinia sent dryly, which made Yila laugh.


The honest truth is, we have quite a few profitable and entirely legal joint business operations going on, she answered.  The Paladins are only the tip of Demir’s sword, Frinia.  All this honest money is almost making me reconsider crime.  Almost.


That’ll never happen, Jason sent with dry amusement, which made Frinia laugh.


[Jason, Myri needs to talk to you,] Cybi cut in.


[Go ahead and patch her in.]  He glanced at the two Grand Duchesses.  Excuse me a minute.

[Jason,] Myri’s voice touched him.  [We have a problem.]


[What?]


[Empress Dahnai is aboard the Feyari’s Spear and is all but threatening execution to anyone who doesn’t bring her to Karis right now,] she told him.  Jason winced, he’d completely forgotten about the three Karinne ships at Draconis.  The Feyari’s Spear was one of the new Mark II cruisers, only commissioned two months ago.

[I totally forgot they were picketed there.  Go ahead and order Haya to bring her to Karis, and arrange her to get to my office.  I’m not going out to meet her.]  He looked to the two Faey women.  Dahnai’s on her way here.  I suggest you two don’t even let her know you’re here, or she might think you’re a part of this.


That’s a good idea, Frinia agreed with a nod.  I’ll be over at the Paladin offices.  I need to talk to Jyslin about a few things anyway.


And I have a few things to check on with Kumi, Yila added.  I’ll be in the building, but I won’t leave Kumi’s office until it’s all clear.


Sounds like a plan.  Thank you for your input, ladies, it does make me feel a little better.


You should have talked to us about this before you told Dahnai, Frinia scolded him.  I’ve been in my chair longer than you’ve been alive, young buck.  I could have helped you break the news without a pissed off Empress coming over here to kick your ass.  And don’t think that she’s not coming for any other reason, she warned with a slight smile.  I suggest you greet Dahnai with your armor on.


That might be a good idea, Jason chuckled aloud.  Good thing I have my armor here.  Aya lets me take it off as long as I don’t leave my office.

The two Grand Duchesses stood up, and Frinia came around the desk, leaned down, and kissed him on the cheek.  Go put the armor on, Jason, you’re going to need it.  Let me know what happens.

I will, he nodded.  He stood up and opened his armor stand closet as the two walked out, then Aya and Dera came in.  Aya would let him be alone with those two.  Dahnai is on her way here, and from the sound of it, she’s breathing fire, he told them as he started taking off his shirt.


I think she has a good reason for it, Aya sent dryly.


I have to ask you something, Aya.


If we’ll leave?  No, she replied.  I’ve told you before, Jason, we were dispatched here.  All of us will remain on Karis until we pension, and not even Empress Dahnai can recall us.


Even with me openly defying her?


The Imperial Guard does not involve itself in politics, she replied simply.  We are here because Rann is betrothed to Shya, and I don’t think anything is going to change that.


I think we agree there, he nodded as he unbuckled his belt.  I’m giving Rann the choice if he wants to keep the betrothal.  My boys get to marry who they want to marry.  I think we all know where he stands in that particular matter.


He’d kill you if you revoked the betrothal, Dera noted lightly.


Exactly.

Dera helped him get his armor on as Aya monitored the arrival of the Feyari’s Spear.  Captain Hariya must have run at flank speed once they came out of the Stargate, because Dahnai was on a dropship coming down by the time Jason got his gauntlet on.  This is bound to get ugly, Aya, Jason sent as he weighed whether or not he wanted to wear the helmet.  I’d like you and Dera to stay in the office, to keep things calm if nothing else.


I’m not putting a hand on my Empress, Jason, Aya retorted.


I don’t want you to.  I want you to stop me, he sent pointedly.  I still have an almost overwhelming need to punch Dahnai in the mouth.  I don’t think that’s a good way to start this off.

Aya smiled.  No, that would start things out on a bad foot, she agreed.  Sit in your chair and don’t get up.  As long as she stays out of reach, you won’t be tempted.  And I mean lock your armor in, she added.


That’s not a bad idea.  Now I just have to resist using my talent to punch her in the mouth.

Dera gave that voiceless, wheezing laugh.  Maybe we should remove all unsecured objects, Captain.


So neither of them can use them, Aya nodded.  Her Majesty is a fairly strong TK herself.  Jason, make sure you stay back inside the radius of the panic shield.  If Empress Dahnai looks about ready to get violent, activate it.


That’s not a bad idea.  That way we can’t throw things at each other, he agreed as he sat back in his chair.  Like Dahnai’s throne room, there was a hard shield in his office that activated as a wall that bisected his office, the line running just at the front edge of his desk.  If he were ever attacked, the hard shield would activate both in front of his desk and over the window behind him, protecting him.  [Cybi, you’d better be out for this,] he called.  Cybi’s hologram shimmered into being, that nude yet formless silhouette, this hologram complete with feet which she placed on the carpeted floor daintily.

“Don’t worry, Jason, I will protect you from her,” she said with a light expression as she sat on the edge of his desk, in her favorite spot.


“I may need it,” he replied aloud.


It took Dahnai only about ten minutes to get on the ground and into the building, and she was all but running.  She had six of her guards with her, hurrying behind her, as Dahnai stormed into the White House, and Jason made sure that everyone got out of her way and let her get to his office unchallenged.  He mentally steeled himself when Chirk opened his door, and Empress Dahnai Merrane stormed into his office.  She was wearing the armor Jason gave her, the helmet locked behind her head, her tousled bronze hair pulled back in a ponytail that dangled halfway down her back.  “Get up!” she shouted as she came in.  “I don’t want to hit a man who isn’t ready for it!”

“Sit down,” Jason snapped in a tightly controlled voice as she stomped up to his desk.


“Don’t you order me around, Jason Karinne!” she shouted in reply.  “I reject your ridiculous declaration!  You are part of the Imperium, and I won’t let you go!”


“What are you going to do, Dahnai?  Declare war on me?”

She slammed her hands down on his desk, glaring hotly at him.  “If I have to,” she replied in a seething hiss.


“Well, it’s your fault it came to this,” he told her bluntly.  “You made it clear that I can’t trust anyone past this solar system, and I have a solemn duty to protect my people, even from their own allies,” he said flatly.


“Bullshit!” Dahnai snapped, pointing an armored finger at him.  “I have no idea what game you’re playing, Jayce.  Did Yila suck your dick so hard that now she’s got you doing what she wants?”


“What, you think I wanted to do this?” he shot back, getting to his feet.  “They attacked Saelle in your palace, Dahnai!  And it was your own people!  Do you think the IBI’s the only one with a crazy idea and the determination to give it a try?  This is the only way I can protect the Generations, because if you can issue orders to me, then I can’t guarantee that they’re not being twisted by the people using them to try to get access to us!”


“I took care of that,” Dahnai snapped, her lip curling into a near-sneer.  “I swept the IBI out.”

“And who’s to say that the next time it’s not the Bureau of Science?  Or Semoya using falsified decrees?  Do you really think that we’re going to be safe so long as someone else can force themselves into the system?”


“Yes!” she screamed, slamming her hands down again.


“I’m so glad that you’re so confident, when you’re the one that has the most to gain,” he retorted, sitting back down.  “It gives you more opportunities to try to steal biogenics.  I’m amazed you didn’t have them try to take apart your armor.  Or did they?” he asked pointedly.


She flushed a tiny bit.


“They couldn’t figure it out, could they?  Not without the failsafes in the armor warning me, anyway.”  He glanced at Cybi, then leaned back in his chair.  “I didn’t just decide to do this on a whim, Dahnai.  I thought about it very carefully for days.  I tried every way I could think of to stay in the Imperium, but I couldn’t find any way to do it that guarantees the safety of the Generations.  I don’t want to see a few hundred thousand clones of Saelle running amok in the Imperium and trying to take your throne.  The simple fact of the matter is, Dahnai, the only way that the Generations will be safe, and the rest of you will be safe from us, is if we’re separated.”


“That is such a weak excuse!” she raged.  “Let’s get down to the root of it, Jayce!  Just how far are you willing to take this just to punish me for what I did?  Let’s get it out in the open now, so we can bypass all the typical male torturing!  Yes, I tried to steal biogenics.  Did you think I wouldn’t?  I have as much a duty to the Imperium as you do to your house, and part of that is ensuring it is strong and secure!  Biogenics will make the Imperial military unstoppable!”


“So, you don’t mind at all destroying everything my house stands for so long as you can conquer more worlds,” Jason snapped.  “Thanks for justifying my decision all over again, Dahnai.”


“What?”


“You don’t care about me, my house, or what it stands for,” he replied hotly.  “All you care about is power, that Faey need to conquer and rule.  What’s next, Dahnai, are you going to sacrifice Kellin to Demir just so you can borrow his sword?” he asked, giving her a vicious look.  “If  you don’t care about me, then I guess you don’t care about him either.”


“How dare you!” she screamed.

“You once told me a long time ago that I’d have to stop the Faey from being what they are to prevent a war, but I see I failed,” he replied, standing up himself.  “You don’t truly love me, Dahnai.  You think you do, but you love your power more.  When you had to choose between me and it, you chose your power, and the opportunity to get more power.  I tried to save you from yourself, Dahnai, but you just smacked my hand away.  You want that war, Dahnai.  Not with Semoya or Emae, but with anyone you think you can crush under your heel.  The only reason you wanted biogenics was so you could do what the Consortium tried to do, use us to conquer others.  And that is the one thing that the House of Karinne will never allow.  The House of Karinne will never, ever, by any means, allow itself to be used to inflict our will or another, or allow another’s will to be inflicted on the innocent.  That is the most sacred oath I have ever taken, Dahnai, and you don’t care.  You don’t care that it would destroy me to see my biogenics used to conquer others.  You don’t care how I feel or what I think, you only care about yourself.”


“That’s not true!”


“Oh isn’t it?” he asked, sitting back down.  “If you cared about me, Dahnai, then why send sixteen different agents to Karis to try to steal biogenics?  What would I do when I found out you were using biogenic technology to make war on the others?  Huh?”


She was quiet a moment.  “It wouldn’t have mattered.”


“Right, because you’re the Empress,” he said, tapping his armored fingers together in front of him.  “And that’s exactly why I did what I did.  Because I have to do what you say, and if I don’t like it, then I’m shit out of luck.  Even if what you do goes against everything that my house stands for.”


“Your house is part of the Imperium.”


“Not anymore,” he replied evenly.


“Bull shit!” she screamed.  “We went to war for you, Jason, and this is how you repay us?”


“I trusted you, and you repay me by trying to steal my house’s secrets?” he countered.  “And more to the point, I’ve kept you on your throne for the last five years, Dahnai, and then you go and bite the hand that holds up your throne?”


She turned an ugly shade of violet, but said nothing.


“Let’s make it abundantly clear, right here, right now, Dahnai.  I’m not changing my mind.  It’s been proved to me by you and everyone else that the Generations are not safe so long as the House of Karinne is technically subject to the commands of an outsider.  And we’re not safe anywhere off this planet.  They attacked Saelle under your fucking nose, Dahnai.  Under your nose!  I have a duty to protect what few of us are left, and I can’t do that so long as you can up and decide at any time at a fucking whim that you want the Generations for yourself, or you or one of your descendents decides on a whim to demand me or my descendents to give you access to everything Cybi knows.  That’s not gonna happen.  So, to save the future civil war between the Imperium and House Karinne, we’re making the split now, as peacefully and amicably as we can.  I have to protect my house, Dahnai, and you proved that I have to protect it from my friends even more than I do my enemies.”

“You about done making speeches, Jayce?” she asked hotly.  “Cause I don’t care if you fucking diatribe for ten hours.  I don’t care what silly-ass reason you use to justify breaking your oath of fealty.  I do not accept it.  There’s only one way you’re leaving the Imperium, Jason Karinne, and that’s over my dead body!”


“You want a war with me, Dahnai?” Jason asked pugnaciously.


“Both of you stand down,” Cybi barked, standing up and stepping around the desk, towards Dahnai.  “Jason didn’t make this decision without careful consideration and a great deal of consultation, your Majesty,” she told her, putting her hands on Dahnai’s armored shoulders and making her turn towards her.  “Answer me this.  After knowing what was nearly done to Saelle, can you honestly say that you feel that Raisha will be safe in the palace?”

“Oh, you better believe she’ll be safe, even if I have to lock it down,” she seethed.


“So, Raisha will live her entire life imprisoned within your palace,” Cybi noted.  “For she will not be safe anywhere else.”

Dahnai blinked.


“Jason isn’t thinking about you and him, your Majesty. He’s thinking about Raisha,” she said calmly.  “That is why the treaties he sent make it clear that the House of Karinne will remain in very close and intimate political alliance with both the Merranes and the Imperium.  The declaration of autonomy literally only applies to one thing, Dahnai, and that’s that it makes Karis sovereign territory where you cannot exert your authority.  But you didn’t read the treaties, did you?” she asked pointedly.


Dahnai looked a tad guilty.


“I thought as much.  Had you read the documents he sent, you would see the truth of what he’s trying to accomplish,” Cybi chided.  “Jason isn’t abandoning the Imperium, he isn’t abandoning your house, and he’s not abandoning you,” she said in a reassuring tone.  “But he feels he has a duty to the Generations, to me, and to the house to take steps to protect us now instead of a starting a war in the future, when one of your descendents demands of one of Jason’s descendents the secrets we refuse to reveal.  Look me in the eye and tell me that day will never come, Dahnai Merrane,” Cybi challenged, giving her steady, cool look.


“We, we could,” she said.  “I can make it clear to Sirri where things stand, and she makes it clear to her daughter, and so on.”


“And you truly believe that.”


Dahnai gave Cybi a nearly helpless look.


“Your attempts at espionage only hurried a decision that he knew he must one day make,” Cybi told her.  “It demonstrated to him that the Generations are truly alone in this universe, where everyone beyond Karis only wants to use them for the power they wield.  Including you.”


“I do not!”


“If that were true, then you would have never tried to steal biogenics,” Cybi said simply.  “For they are useless without a Generation.  What would you have done with a biogenic unit but no Generation to pair with it, your Majesty?”

“They do more than that,” she challenged.  “I once heard you slip that there’s biogenics in this, and I’m no Generation,” she said, rapping her fingertips on her breastplate.  “I’ll bet my left tit that they’re more effective AI control systems than standard cybertronics or moleculartronics.”


“And that was worth destroying your relationship with Jason?  To have a better AI system?” Cybi challenged.  “What use would an improved AI system be in any realm but military, your Majesty?”

Dahnai was stonily silent.


“And there you go,” Jason said grimly.  “When the one woman in this universe that I loved and trusted that doesn’t live on Karis turned on me, I knew there was no other choice,” he told her with a slightly cold look.  “The only thing that was holding you back from what you want to do is the fact that you need me to keep the Imperium stable, and then you turned around and twisted that, used the fact that you need us to get close to us and try to steal from us,” he told her, crossing his arms.  “Well, actions have consequences, your Majesty, even yours.  Your interest in me and my house was never about anything more than what you could get out of us, just like every other fucking house in the Siann,” he said, hissing out every exaggerated word.


“That’s not true and you know it!” she barked in reply.  “Damn you, Jason, you know how I feel!”


“And that’s what makes it worse, that the fact that I loved and trusted you wasn’t enough,” he snapped.  “You used me, Dahnai, and if you didn’t think I’d do something about it, then you don’t fucking know me at all.  If my love for you wasn’t enough to make you stop, then I can’t trust you with anything.  “Not Saelle, not with rulership over my house,” he said, then he sighed.  “And not with Raisha.”


“What?”


“I want Raisha, Dahnai,” Jason told her, staring her in the eye.  “I have no faith in her safety and protection so long as she’s in your palace.  No disrespect to your guards,” he said, looking at her two white-armored guards.  “They protect well enough from threats from outside, but it’s threats from within that concern me, threats they won’t see until it’s too late, threats they’d never consider because the attackers would be seen as allies.  Unless she wants to spend her entire life a prisoner inside the palace, Raisha will never be safe anywhere but here.”


“There is no way in Trelle’s garland I will ever surrender my daughter,” Dahnai said vehemently, hunching over her hands which were on his desk and giving him a cold stare.


“Then you must ask yourself, your Majesty, if you are willing to be called to some warehouse one day in the future and find Raisha floating in a cloning vat.  And another Raisha, and another, and another, and another,” Cybi said with cold, grim logic, looking at her.  “It is not who she is that they want, it is what she is, and they will not care that she is an Imperial Princess.  That fact will only make getting to her more difficult.  Raisha is a Generation, your Majesty, the only Generation not safely on Karis, and that will make her a target that both your enemies and your allies will never stop trying to get.  And what happened with Saelle shows how easily it can be done.  You would have to keep Raisha in armor and behind hard shields her entire life to protect her from those who want what she is, and can get it without you ever knowing.  Is that the kind of life you want for her, Empress Dahnai?  Would you turn your daughter into a prisoner in her own home just to keep her, and face the threat of thousands of Raishas used against you if you fail?” Cybi asked simply.

Dahnai almost said something, then closed her mouth, her expression turning a little worried.


“See what I’ve been trying to say, Dahnai?” Jason asked.  “I’m not asking just to be an asshole.  I’m not trying to punish you.  I know how much you love your children, and I know you don’t want to give her up.  But I’m thinking about Raisha, not about me, or even you.  If Raisha is ever going to have a life outside of the palace, a life where she can feel in any way normal, she’s only going to find it here.  And I’m not locking her away.  If you’d have read those documents I sent, you’d see that you’ll have complete freedom of passage rights between Draconis and Karis, but only you and your family.  You will be welcome here, to visit with Shya once she marries and so Raisha always knows and loves her mother.  Karis is the only safe place in this entire universe for us, Dahnai.  If you want to visit one of us, you have to come here.  You are family, Dahnai, and no matter how pissed off I am at you right now, I can’t deny your right to come here, for your children, and hopefully to see me once both of us finally get over it.”


“Alright, so, now that both of you are starting to see the truth behind things, maybe it is time to sit down and talk,” Cybi said, urging Dahnai over to the chair and pushing on her shoulders until she sat down. She then went around and sat back down on the edge of the desk, leaning over on her hand and hip and regarding Dahnai calmly.


“I had no idea you were so obnoxiously pushy, Cybi,” Dahnai complained.


“You have no idea,” Jason drawled, which made Aya and Dera smile despite themselves behind his chair.

“Now, let’s talk about how the Imperium can benefit from a neutral Karinne, your Majesty,” Cybi noted, crossing her legs demurely.


“Benefit?”


“Oh yes, if you step back and look at things, your Majesty, the Imperium can make quite a lot of money with a neutral Karinne.  Yila is already drooling at the very thought of it,” she noted dryly.


Dahnai actually laughed.  “If she thinks she can make some money out of it, then I’ll listen to your proposal,” she said, leaning back in her chair.


For nearly six continuous hours, they talked it out.  Jason explained everything to her, and to her credit, she listened carefully to him, then she explained all of her own issues with it.  They kept things civil and calm, debating the issues in a rational manner once the emotional outbursts were cleared out.  She heard his reasoning for his actions, his plans for the assets under Karinne control, and his plans to keep the Karinnes closely tied to the Imperium while protecting Karis and the Generations.  After he explained all that, Dahnai actually haggled with him over the finer points of the treaty he drew up, but most of her bargaining was trying to keep some kind of control over or hold on Jason and the Karis system.  Dahnai wanted Jason under her command, and it was the one thing they kept coming back to over and over and over and over again, because that was the one thing that Jason absolutely could not allow.


After discussing that, Cybi and Jason called in Yila, then the four of them discussed the ways that the Imperium could use a neutral Karinne to absolutely rake in the profits.  Yila was intelligent, cunning, but one of her best assets was the ability to react quickly to opportunity and see the best way to profit from it.  That was one of the things that made her so effective as a mob kingpin, able to navigate shifting legal and illegal opportunities to best benefit her house.  Dahnai seemed honestly curious about most of Yila’s ideas, using the neutrality of the Karinnes to form an Imperium stranglehold on all trade in the sector, mainly by leasing out Stargates to their allies in the Confederacy and charging both for the leasing of the Stargate and its use.  Using the legendary neutrality of the Karinnes like a battering ram, Dahnai could work the Imperium into a position of being the most powerful, influential, and important empire in the sector, maybe in all the sectors bordering theirs as well, and she could do it without firing a single shot.

As darkness settled over Karsa, after taking a break for some food and to use the restroom, Dahnai returned.  Her hostile posture had softened considerably since she arrived, but Jason’s had as well, when she started listening to him.  She didn’t have to agree with him, but the fact that she was listening mattered very much to him.  Yila flopped down on the couch on the side of his office, yawning a little, as Dahnai sat back down in the chair in front of his desk.  “Alright, I need to get back,” she said.  “I’m going to read over those documents you sent, then send back my counteroffer.”


“So, you’re at least considering allowing us to separate?”


“On a limited basis,” she stressed.  “I can’t deny a couple of your points, and that you need to protect Rann, your kids, and Raisha, and all the others.  But I think we can reach a compromise that protects Karis without completely releasing the Karinnes from the Imperium.  But I do like the ideas you had about Terra,” she said, nodding at Yila.  “Turning it into a neutral planet, a protectorate of the Imperium, could really rake in the credits, and it helps protect the Academy, which the Imperium does make money off of.  As long as it keeps producing food for the Imperium, I think I can change its status.  I’ll have to confer with some of my advisors before we reach an agreement on that.”


“There is some Imperial precedent for the protectorate status, your Majesty.”

“I’m a history nut, Cybi, I know,” she agreed.  “It was mainly used by the crown to sort out disputed territory between the houses, but we can apply the protectorate standard to Terra and make it legal.  Hell, I’m using the protectorate standard right now for the four Urumi systems, since we don’t technically own those systems.”


She stood up, and Jason and Yila did the same.  She came around his desk and actually dared to kiss him on the lips, and not very chastely at that.  “I’ll talk to you sometime tomorrow afternoon,” she told him.  “I’ll read over your offers and send back my revisions as soon as I’m done.”


“We’ll save the arguing for after I see how impossible your ideas are,” he said dryly, which made her chuckle.


“As long as you don’t get too full of yourself, we might be able to figure something out.  But there is one thing we can agree on.”


“What?”


“As much as I hate the idea of it, Raisha does need to spend at least some of her time here,” she acceded.  “I think we can work out a schedule where she spends some of her time here, and some time in the palace.  I want Saelle and Evin to stay her foster parents, and they can bring her back and forth.  That way she gets to keep her title as an Imperial Princess, but she also gets to have a life outside the palace.  She’ll have to have that life here.  I agree with you there, Jason.  It would be too dangerous for Raisha outside the palace.”


“Joint custody?” Jason asked.


She nodded.  “Like a takir here, a takir in the palace.  That way she learns about both sides of her heritage, and she does get the chance to be a child.  Maer, Sirri and Shya certainly enjoy their visits here.”

“No cameras, no intrigue, no etiquette, just the chance to run around and play,” Jason said, and she nodded.  “If we can make sure she stays safe, I wouldn’t object to that.”


“I’ll have my commander of the guard draw up some plans.  They’re already reviewing security after that mindbender infiltrated the palace.”


Dahnai’s guards nodded.


“Alright.  I’m going to go home and get some rest.  I’ve only been here almost a full day,” Jason said, opening the door with his gestalt.


“I need to get back to Tamiri, I have some paperwork to do.  If you want to talk about anything else, your Majesty, just call me.  There are plenty of other business opportunities in a neutral Terra that Jason doesn’t necessarily need to know about,” she said with a sly smile at him.


“I will, Yila,” she said, looking to her.


“I’m about to yank on that leash, Yila,” Jason warned.


“Suuuure you are,” she replied flippantly, then she sauntered out of the office.


Jason sighed, which made Dahnai laugh.  “You’re the one that gave her the mey, Jason.”


“I know.  If she wasn’t so damn smart and useful, I’d pack her ass back to Tamiri myself.”

Jason took a moment to collect himself after Dahnai left, monitoring her return to Draconis from his office while he considered their long talk.  He had some hope that he might be able to get her to agree to the core of his plan.  He might have to give a little on some of the finer points, but as long as he could make Karis outside of Dahnai’s reach, he thought he could make some concessions.

But he was most glad that at least Dahnai was starting to see the truth about Raisha…and her idea of joint custody, that just might work.  Raisha would be spending her time in the palace in armor and behind hard shields, but at least half of her childhood would be spent playing in the warm sun, laughing, and with her brothers, sisters, and friends on the strip.


Clearly, he had to build a house for Saelle and Evin.  He wouldn’t tolerate his daughter being anywhere but on the strip.  There wasn’t really any room, but he’d think of something.


A hand gripped the back of his armor and pulled.  He turned and looked, and saw a grim-looking Aya standing there.  Holding a paddle.


And you thought we forgot, she sent, brandishing her weapon.


You’re gonna get a fight this time, Aya.


That’s why there’s twelve of us waiting outside, she sent with a smirk, and indeed, twelve more guards filed into his office.  Kaera smiled ominously when she closed the door.  Your reckoning has come, Jason.


Put on your boxing gloves, ladies.  This Grand Duke’s not going down without a fight.


That’ll just make paddling you that much sweeter, Hara grinned.


Ladies.  Get him! Aya barked, and they all rushed forward.
