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Operational Command Center, Kosigi, Karis

It was an interesting little gathering, watching the rebuilt battleship Jenda slowly slip out of an encasing drydock.

The battleship had been the last battleship out of production, giving them a fourth battleship, and was also most heavily damaged of the big ships during the battle.  At first they thought it was unsalvageable, which would have been a tragedy; from commission to decommission in 19 days.  But, the dedication of the dock crews and maintenance workers had convinced Myri to give them a chance to salvage the ship, and their hard work had paid off.  The entire port side of the ship had basically been blown off, exposing some 53 decks to space, it had lost the entire aft section of its starboard wing, and the bridge had been targeted and completely destroyed.  After it had been knocked out of the battle, the Consortium had continued to fire on it until they left it looking something like swiss cheese.  There was not a single section of the ship that had not taken at least moderate damage.  But despite all that damage, the engines were still good, and its computer core had survived.  Given those were the two most critical aspects of a ship, their survival had prompted the attempt to salvage.

It had been so heavily damaged that they’d been able to squeeze it through the doors and into Kosigi, where an undamaged battleship wouldn’t fit.  That was why Myri had decided to allow them to try to salvage the ship, since they’d literally cut off the starboard wing and managed to get the ship into Kosigi…but barely.  It had gotten stuck in the doors during the operation, requiring workers to go out in E-suits and cut away some damaged hull sections to free it up.  The battleship had lost a hell of a lot of paint getting what was left of it through the doors, but after five hours, they finally managed to tug it through and into the slightly wider entry tunnel.  After they got it inside, they towed it up by the central core, wrapped a repair drydock around it, and got to work literally rebuilding the ship from its center mass.

But it had been worth it, because the ship was now fully operational and awaiting official command to return to service.  The only problem was, they had no captain for it.  Admiral Raide had been killed in the battle, the highest ranking casualty, as had the entire bridge crew, and 59% of its crew.  The Jenda had suffered the most casualties of any ship that hadn’t been destroyed or decommissioned.

It was repaired now, ready for service, but in a bit of amusing irony, the Jenda was trapped in Kosigi until they built the second set of doors.  Where it had been shot to hell and they’d been just barely able to wriggle it in through the doors when it was damaged, when the ship had lost 29% of its mass and more or less its entire port side, now it was too big to get out.

Jason, Zaa, Sk’Vrae, and Dahnai watched the battleship from the command center of Kosigi, Dellin’s domain on the central core.  Behind them were their personal attendants and highest echelons of the militaries of all three civilizations, including Lorna, who had come with the Faey military attachment.  They’d remained on Karis since arriving with Yila a few days ago, which Jason didn’t mind at all.  They were all scheduled to come on an official visit anyway, part of a conference they were holding with the military command staffs of the Imperium and Collective.  They’d simply come a little early, that was all, to discuss their retaliatory acts against the Alliance for the plot the Kimdori had uncovered.  Dellin was standing in front of his operations desk, which was on a raised dais at the back of the command center, his public desk.  He had another desk in his private office which was in the room behind the dais, and in traditional Faey military design, his private quarters were behind that office.  Just like on Faey ships, the office, or ready room as they called it, was the transitional space between the commander’s private quarters and his military duties.  It also ensured that the commander was always very close to the bridge or command center should an emergency arise.

The space behind the Jenda was not nearly as empty as it would have been a month ago.  Several other docks were floating out there, and each one was building either a KMS tactical cruiser or a standard cruiser.  The tactical cruiser, whose interim designation was Revenge, was slated for completion in just six days, and that would be Hiae’s new ship.  On the tactical layout map Dellin kept behind his desk, there were blue, red, green, or white dots all over Kosigi.  Blue dots were KMS ships either under repair or construction.  Red dots were Imperium drydocks under construction.  Green dots were Collective drydocks under construction.  White dots were Kimdori ships already under construction or drydocks under construction.  Each color was more or less grouped into a dedicated sector except for KMS ships, which were centered beside the Kimdori sector but still had a few ships or docks scattered all over, not yet moved.  Each sector now had its own supply warehouses for its parts, and the workers were billeted in floating barracks in Kosigi with local gravity, with entertainment and recreation facilities located along the inside edge of the outer shell

Kosigi was busy now.  The doors stayed open basically all the time, because a constant stream of supply ships and freighters moved in and out, delivering supplies, workers, and in one case, the half-completed superstructure of an Imperium cruiser, towed in from the Goraga yard.  The doors were now a major chokepoint, and the completion of the capital doors now had an entirely new significance.  But, that was the other half of the reason they were up there.  The capital doors were in the last phases of construction.  They’d finished boring up to the surface, and what they were doing now was building the door backings to the solid rock over them, to make the doors hard to identify when they were closed.  When they had the backings complete, they would cut the rock away along the edges and widen it just enough to allow the doors to open without friction, and then the doors would be opened.  Between all the industry and the tens of thousands of people now living inside Kosigi, the hollow moon was even busier than Karis was now.  But that was alright by him.  Kosigi was the premier shipyard in their little alliance, weightless but with an atmosphere, self contained and with ready access to all it needed.

This wasn’t the only shipyard going into overdrive.  The three main shipyards for the Imperium were also gearing up, Goraga, Menos, and Makan, as were the 14 or so smaller shipyards they also maintained.  The Collective had two main shipyards themselves, one at Uruma and the other at Trakka, with a smattering of smaller yards scattered around.  They’d lost their largest shipyard to the attack on Bellar, since the Imperium had destroyed it rather than capture it, but they were in the process of rebuilding that shipyard.  It only made sense to have one there, since the majority of the heavy metals they needed to build the ships came from Bellar in the first place.  The radiation had been a problem for them, but like with everything involving that valuable planet, they’d found ways to deal with it.

That wouldn’t be a problem for much longer.  In just 12 days, the radiation shield they were building around the radioactive moon of Bellar would be complete, and the radiation dangers would curb a great deal after they completed all the tests and put the shield up.


“It’s always good to see a ship return to service,” Zaa noted as the Jenda cleared the drydock and began to turn.  Zora was the one at the helm, acting as the pusher pilot that was moving the ship to a staging area near the capital doors, where it would wait for the doors to be finished so it could get out.


“We weren’t sure about that one,” Jason grunted.  “The Consortium shot it all to hell.  They blew off so much of it they managed to get what was left of it through the doors and into the facility.  They literally rebuilt the whole thing around the engines and computer core.”


“Well, it looks ready for action,” Dahnai noted as Sirri hovered around her hip.  As the next Empress, Dahnai liked to bring her to things like this, where she got exposure to important people.


“It’s already been put back on the board,” Jason affirmed.  They watched as the prototype Wolf fighter, piloted by none other than Justin Taggart, swooped by the main window.  Jason wanted the others to see it, and it amused him a little bit that it was Commander Justin Taggart, one of the four human male fighter pilots in the KMS and commander of the 76th Carrier Squadron based on the Dreamer, had won the competition to earn the right to pilot the first Wolf.  He’d beaten out the other 9 pilots, which were 8 Faey women and a Makati female, believe it or not, and the prototype Wolf fighter, serial number X1, was now officially his fighter.  He would pilot the prototype until the third production Wolf came off the line, and that would be his fighter.  The first two ships off the line were slated for other duties and would not be considered the “first” combat fighter off the line.  He had rated to pilot it in just two days, but he was still mastering it, not yet rated for combat duty.  Myri’s projections from Juma showed that it was going to take a fighter pilot about 12 hours of classroom training and 60 hours of simulation time to be considered combat ready in a Wolf, and that only if they were already combat rated to a Raptor.  A green pilot would be looking at about two months of training before she earned her combat wings…and that also assumed the pilot already had a class 3 license.  “And there it is, ladies.  The Wolf,” Jason said proudly.  “Just finishing its shakedown and already in production.  We should have the first units entering service in a little under two weeks.”

“A fighter?  You devoted that much effort to a fighter?” Sk’Vrae asked.  Like most non-Faey, the Urumi didn’t hold much water to fighters, and probably more than most others at that, since Urumi preferred big, hulking ships that could wade into a firefight and beat down the opponent through sheer attrition.  They only employed them to fend off Faey fighters, since fighters were a foundation of tactical Faey combat, getting the telepaths within striking distance of the crews in enemy ships.  The reason other governments didn’t devote much attention to developing fighters was because other civilizations couldn’t arm fighters with powerful enough weapons to make them a viable threat to anything but another fighter.  Faey fighters were traditionally armed with MPAC weapons, and thus were much more powerful, capable of doing real damage to fleet vessels.  But now, any race could fit Torsion weapons on a fighter, so Jason expected to see fighters jump in popularity very fast once military analysts realized that it was far cheaper to build 20 fighters than 1 destroyer and have them have almost equal firepower.

Thankfully, though, the Faey had much better fighters than anyone else, so they’d still have the edge in fighter combat.  And the Wolf would rule them all.

“That fighter’s packing enough firepower to destroy a Consortium destroyer, Brood Queen,” Jason told her bluntly.  “I’ll show you the sims on it.  It’s an absolute monster in combat.”


“It’s an original Karinne design,” Zaa elaborated.  “The Karinnes didn’t build it to only be a telepathic striker.  Their original intent was to put a fighter pilot at the controls who would be trained to fighter combat and carry a telepath devoted to making telepathic attacks, where Faey methodology is to have the pilot perform both roles.  It was intended to be a two woman fighter.”

Actually, that explained a lot to Jason.  It was why it had the fake cockpit, had room for two people, so the telepathic mindstriker would be in the cockpit conducting attacks while the pilot was buried deep in the ship, in the armored control pod, who would be devoted to doing the actual ship to ship fighting.  It did leave him a question, however; why not simply put both the pilot and the striker in the armored box, where they were protected?  Why leave the striker much more vulnerable in the cockpit?  There had to be a reason for it.  He’d have to think about it a while.

“Truly?  It’s that powerful?” Sk’Vrae asked.


Jason nodded.  “It’s that powerful.  And your own fighters wouldn’t be far from it if you refitted them with Torsion weapons.”


“We’re already doing that with our Raptors and Dragonflies,” Lorna declared.


“I think we are doing that as well.”


“We are,” Queen’s Admiral Kr’Thor, the highest ranking Urumi officer in the Collective Starship Service, the CSS, affirmed.  He was a typical male Urumi, bigger than the females by a slight margin and lacking the big crest on his head, though he did have a series of bony spikes growing along his spinal column, which was a feature exclusive to males, just as the crest was exclusive to females.  Those spikes were in addition to the thick, durable bony plates that covered his body at virtually every sensitive spot, natural armor that, when combined with their redundant natural processes such as three hearts, made Urumi very hard to kill.  Between that armor, great strength derived from the fact that Uruma Prime was a heavier gravity planet than the galactic average, and their ability to spit venom, Urumi were very dangerous in unarmed combat.  “We have nearly fifteen percent of our tactical fighters refitted with Torsion weapons.”

“And every one of them can be a viable threat to an enemy ship,” Jason told Sk’Vrae.  “When you put a big enough gun on something you can mass produce, it becomes dangerous.  Through sheer numbers if nothing else.”

“Like the drones.”


“Like the drones,” he nodded.  “A single Torsion platform isn’t that dangerous to a destroyer.  But when sixty of them are in your face, that’s an entirely different animal.”


They watched as Zora piloted the battleship out into the gloom, and then moved back to other matters.  The leaders were here for a scheduled conference and tour of Kosigi, since it was going to become a central point in their war effort.  They’d already proven that the Imperium and Collective could work well together, mainly in the Terra Entry Station.  Despite being run and maintained by two different empires, it ran very smoothly.  The Urumi didn’t seem to mind being around the telepathic Faey, and they proved they were every bit as technically skilled as Faey engineers.  The Collective Stormtroopers there to act as defense were thoroughly professional and had impressed the Imperial Marines, and Jason got reports daily that showed that the two military units actually worked very well together.  But the main reason they were there was so Dahnai and Sk’Vrae could wrangle with Admiral Dellin.

Dellin was a curious man.  He was well into middle age, bordering on old, and had been in the Imperial Navy as a supply base commander before being lured to come to Karis.  At heart, he was a scholar and a scientist, but for Dellin, his studies centered around military history and military science.  His particular area of expertise was military logistics, able to take a large, diverse base and make it run smoothly and efficiently, and that made him perfect to command Kosigi.  He was a thoroughgoing professional, had the unswerving loyalty of everyone under his command, and was as efficient as a Makati or Kizzik when it came to keeping everything organized and all the various construction projects on schedule.  One certainly wouldn’t attribute that to him, for he was one of the shortest Faey Jason had ever known.  He was only five feet tall, slight and slender of build, but he was handsome in a rugged sense and kept the front and sides of his raven black hair cut just short enough to stay out of his face and still allow him to comb it in a stylish part, while the back fell down to his shoulders in what Jason would call a mullet style.  That raven black hair would make him the center of attention, to the point where it made up for his lack of height.  Even though he was almost freakishly short, that sleek black hair and his handsome face would make women look twice at him.

With Dellin there to explain things and basically bully the two rulers, Jason didn’t have much to do but to listen.  Dellin wasn’t impressed by Dahnai’s status as the Empress when she tried to force him into changing his proposed schedule to favor Imperium shipbuilders, and it was almost amusing to watch her beat her head against that wall.  Kosigi was Dellin’s command, and he kept that command no matter what.  he did officially tune out when Cybi contacted him.  [Jason, Miaari wants to talk to you,] she told him.

[Thank God for you, my guardian angel,] he communed back.  [This meeting is putting me to sleep.]  “Excuse me a minute, ladies,” Jason said, standing up.  He stepped outside Dellin’s ready room and leaned against the door.  [Go ahead Miaari,] he called.


[Jason, we’re getting some traffic through on the Consortium’s long distance communications,] she told him.  [They’re getting ready to move.]


[Move?  What’s up?]


[They’re preparing to move the base out of the ambush site,] she answered.  [We also learned how badly we hurt them, my friend.]


[How bad?]


[Critically,] she answered.  [As you predicted, the losses of their ship crews were catastrophic.  Even ships that took only light or moderate damage had upwards of sixty percent crew fatalities.  They literally have thousands of ships and no crews to man them.  They’re going to tow salvageable ships back to other bases and basically park them, because they just don’t have crews to man them.  Anything they can’t tow, they intend to destroy to deny us the chance to come back and pick over what they leave behind.]

In the three days since the attack, they’d been watching the Consortium try to salvage the ships damaged in their attack against them.  They’d pulled everything around their surviving damaged base and surrounded it with every spaceworthy ship they had to defend it as they tried to repair ships and get them capable of moving.  They’d also managed to do a very good job of that.  They’d sent eight other attack waves of automated weapons, but with the Consortium now on high alert, only one attack had even a modicum of success, dealing substantial damage to one of their heavy cruisers.  Much as Jason and Miaari expected, their attacks were now more or less to keep them honest, make them use up resources defending their base and ships rather than devote them to the salvage effort.

And that was going to be a strategy for the overall war effort.  Since the Consortium had a huge numerical advantage, they were going to employ the same tactic they’d used against Trillane, force them to commit resources to defending virtually everything, because the Legion may attack anywhere, at any time.  They had threatened the entire fleet of Sticks back on Terra during the Legion War, as they called it now, and they had forced Trillane to invest massive amounts of resources into defending their Sticks from attack.  That had been a war to force Trillane to spend money, but the same basic strategy would work here.  If they could force the Consortium to hold back defenses at every position they had, not allowing them to jump their entire fleets, tying them up into defense, forcing them to commit resources, that was less that might attack them once they went on the offensive.  From the start, they knew this war would be about attrition, to make the Consortium use up their resources since they were separated from their unlimited resources by a five year hyperspace jump from Andromeda.


[And that brings us to the first actionable intelligence we’ve picked up from their comm network,] she continued.  [Because they’ve lost so many crew, they intend to grow more.]


[Come again?]


[They’re insectoids, Jason,] she reminded him.  [From what we pieced together, each of those five bases they were bringing had egg-laying breeders in it.  A queen of sorts.  Now they intend to place them in a favorable environment and allow them to repopulate their lost crews.  As we speak, they’re building an enclosure at star PR-253 to produce new crew.  It seems that the star has optimal conditions for rapid maturation of the insectoids, and it’s also highly defensible.]

[How long would that take them?]


[I’m not entirely sure.  Songa should know.]


[Cybi, patch Songa in, please,] he called.


[Certainly, one moment.]


[How does it look to attack PR-253?] he asked Miaari as they waited.


[Not good.  The star is enclosed in a small shell nebula.  Anything that goes in has to travel sublight, and as you know, no stealth technology works in a nebula, not even the CMS.]


[Fuck,]  he growled.  No ship could jump into or out of a nebula, because the gas clouds actually had considerable gravity fields which prevented jumping.  And since the gas clouds were ionized and there was a tremendous amount of electrical charge in a nebula, shields wouldn’t function.  Urumi stealth fields and Karinne CMS would be overloaded trying to plow through that ambient charge.  [They have considerable resources at that base, and if they’re moving their breeding queens there, odds are they’ll reinforce it even more.]

Jason looked over the images they had of star PR-253 from the Karinne historical survey data files, and saw that it was indeed a fortress, in the scope of stellar warfare.  The enclosing nebula protected the interior star from surprise attacks, and the charged, ionized gas would defeat any stealth technology that tried to invade the nebula.  The nebula was large enough for them to respond to any fleet that dropped out of hyperspace and tried to enter using sublight.  The Consortium had chosen that position well.  It would be very hard to capture or destroy.  In many ways, it mirrored the concept of the interdictor.

[What did you need, Jayce?] Songa’s voice came over communion.


[We need an idea of how long it would take the enemy insectoids to reach adulthood from egg stage,] he answered.  [Your best guess.]


[My best guess?  About a year,] she answered.  [I dated every corpse you brought me, and the youngest of them were only about fifteen months old.  Give them a year to mature, a few more months to train, and there you go.]


[Unless they train while maturing,] Miaari answered.  [If the youngest corpse is fifteen months old, and those corpses were pulled from ships that had traveled here from Andromeda…there’s a discrepancy.  Does your dating take stasis into account?  Are you dating them by biology or by dating the matter that makes them up?]


[It’s based on general insectoid biological processes, and it’s not exact,] Songa answered.  [It’s just a guess, based on their similarity to Kizzik biology  and the length of time those devices had been in their heads.  I can have the bodies isotope dated to determine how old they are.]


[I think you should,] Jason told her.  [Right now, hon, knowing how long it takes them to raise new soldiers from an egg is important information.]

[I’ll get right on it, dear,] she said seriously.  [I’ll have more information for you by morning, as soon as we get the tests finished.]


[Get it to me and Miaari both as soon as you get results, hon.]


[I surely will, dear,] she answered.


[Any action we take against PR-253 is going to have to be clandestine, Jason,] Miaari’s voice continued.  [Any direct action would be suicidal.]


[Yeah, I’m looking at the surveys now. Fuck,] he grunted.  [It’s like a natural version of Karis.  I’ll bring breaking in and attacking up to the Legion, see what they come up with.]


[I’ll let you get back to your boring conference now,] she finished, her voice amused.


[Bitch.  I’m gonna get you.]


[Better men have tried,] she teased lightly, then broke the connection.


Jason took that information right to the rulers and laid it out for them.  “It’s a short term gain, but a long term problem,” he finished.  “They don’t have crews to man their ships at the moment, so in the short run that’s good.  But if they can get that egg producing facility up and running, then they’ll have not only crews for the ships they have, but crews for any ships they build.”


“They’re setting up,” Sk’Vrae growled.  “This is undeniable proof that the Consortium will not leave this galaxy even if they conquer Karis.”


“And that means that this is information we must spread through the sector,” Zaa declared.  “Right now, the other empires are afraid to resist the Consortium because of their numbers.  But if we show them that the Consortium has no intentions of leaving our galaxy, it might force them to draw different conclusions.  I doubt that any ruler will want to be the puppet of the Consortium.”

“And once the news of the successful attack on that huge incoming fleet passes around, maybe it’ll put some steel in a few backbones,” Dahnai continued.


“But, it might also spur them into attacking early,” Jason surmised, looking at the monitor.  “Right now, the discord of the empires in this sector works in their favor, so they’ll just let it continue.  But if we start showing signs of organizing against them, it might incite them to take the ten thousand or so ships they have available right now and start conquering.”


“That is a risk,” Zaa agreed, “but it is a risk worth taking.  I know this sounds cold, but if the Consortium starts attacking the smaller empires, they will inevitably cause casualties to the Consortium due to their being armed with Torsion weaponry.  And every ship they lose taking over the other empires is one less ship we face when they try to penetrate the interdictors.”


“It is not cold, it is fact,” Sk’Vrae said simply.  “But this is not about morality or ethics.  This is about survival.  I will endure the suffering of the others if it prevents the suffering of my own.”


“That’s about the truth,” Dahnai agreed.


The conference broke up after a little more discussion, but Jason’s mind wasn’t in the rest of it because it was about Dellin, really.  Aya took him and Dahnai both back down to Karsa, and Dahnai took only the time to change and round up her family before she was over at his house, sitting on the couch with Jyslin as they watched Rann and Shya play a game of Seven Circles with Maer and Sirri.  Jason sat out on the deck, watching a storm roll towards them from the ocean as he considered the news of the day and wracked his brain trying to think of some way to attack that base at PR-253, but it quite honestly had him stumped.  It was a Karis-level fortress, where the only way in was to run a gauntlet of firepower and just pray you had ships left by the time you got there.  On top of that, though, was a strange feeling of…well, foreboding.  Things were starting to develop, come to a head, and while he was ready for it and could deal with it, he didn’t like knowing what was coming.  Fighting with toys was one thing, but here he was considering a manned attack on a heavily fortified enemy position, where people were going to die.

His people.


Not that he wanted to see the Urumi or the Imperial forces die either, but he had to be honest with himself.  Sk’Vrae and Dahnai saw their militaries as numbers.  They were statistics, and when they died, they were just statistics moved to a different column.  To Jason, they were people.  He knew virtually the entirety of the officer corps and a vast majority of the upper ranking enlisted ranks of his military personally.  He attended ceremonies.  He had them come by his house or office and chat with him.  He even attended Jeya’s birthday party.  He knew it was going to come to this, manned conflict that would get people killed, but he also knew that they had no choice in the matter.  The very survival of Jason, Cybi, Myleena, his children, and all the Generations were at stake here.  If the Consortium took them, Cybi would be killed and Jason rather doubted that he would survive what they did to him to try to either subdue him to their will or clone him or something.  Even though they weren’t Generations, his people were willing to risk their lives, even sacrifice them, to protect Jason and Cybi and all the others.


He had to be proud of that, and very, very grateful.


Jyslin wandered out to join him, sitting on the bench beside him.  She was connected enough to him to sense his pensive mood, and God bless her, he knew she was there to try to soothe him a little.  She smiled and took his hand, patting the back of it, then leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.  It’s going to be alright, love, she assured him.


I hope so, he answered.  I’m sorry I upset you.

You never upset me, love, she assured him, reaching out and touching his gestalt.  Now put house business on the shelf for a while and come visit before Dahnai smacks you.

He chuckled.  I guess I can, but it won’t last long.


It only has to last long enough, dear.

Visiting was one thing, but inevitably, whenever Jason felt unsettled, he ended up in front of the piano.  The rest of the family was used to these occasional evening concerts, never quite planned and rarely starting out as anything but his itch to play, but it wasn’t long before half the strip was over because they could hear the music.  That was because Jason rarely played by himself for long.  Aya and the other guards were all quite adept at various musical instruments, and they couldn’t allow Jason to dominate the spotlight with his admitted impressive ability behind the keyboard.  Jason literally grew up sitting at a piano, first watching his mother and then learning for himself, so he was more than a match for the guards, challenging them with his jazz style that forced them to think on their feet and adapt, even as he met their challenge when someone changed the tempo or style on him…but that was true jazz music.  No song was ever played the same, and often uncharted territory was explored in a musical sense as human and Faey musical styles merged and sometimes clashed among Jason, Dera, Aya, Ryn, Shen, and Suri.  Dahnai had heard Jason play the piano before—there was now a piano in the throne room and Dahnai had often had Jason play for the entire Siann during court—and she’d heard her guards play for her, but she’d never experience anything quite like this.  She was honestly surprised and a little amazed to hear pure improvisation that sounded almost like rehearsed music, but that was more due to the skill of the players and their familiarity with one another than anything else.


And there was almost always singing to go with the music.  The guards couldn’t sing, and Jason wasn’t very good at singing, but Symone was actually very good, as were Sheleese and the twins, Lyn and Bryn.  Dahnai got to listen to Symone sing several Terran pop songs currently in fashion, then heard Lyn and Bryn sing a few Faey folk songs.  But Dahnai and Kellin were awed to hear Sheleese belt out Faey opera arias like a veteran performer.

The House of Karinne jammed in Jason’s living room well past sunset, then as the kids started getting sleepy, their friends wandered back home.  Dahnai and her family remained, however, since Jason was still piddling behind the piano, teaching Rann the fundamentals.  Rann absorbed these little lessons like a sponge, for he was very interested in the piano and the amazing sounds his father could make it do, just as Jason had been fascinated by the wondrous music his own mother could urge out of the instrument.  Already, at the age of almost six, Rann understood the basics of the piano and was proving he had an ear for music.

Sometimes I forget how amazing you are, babes, Dahnai grinned down at him as she stood by the piano and Jason played Chopsticks along with Rann, Rann playing the soprano and Jason the alto versions.  Rann gave him a frown when Jason started flourishing, introducing a rippling harmony, then he laughed when his father pushed him off and played the piano version of one of Rann’s favorite cartoons, the Terran show Spongebob Squarepants, even singing it in a rough pirate voice and badly off key.


This is nothing.  You should have heard my mother play, he answered.  She was a concert pianist.  She could make a piano do anything.


Well, that was your mother, not you, she smiled.  Now play that song I like.

Which one?


That one.


Jason laughed.  So, you’re going to test me, he winked.  Kellin, what song does she want to hear?


Cheater! Dahnai accused.


Your one and only, he answered smoothly, then he started playing Maple Leaf Rag, one of Dahnai’s favorite piano songs.

Jason knew that the Alliance was going to have a fit when the shit hit the fan, and in that respect, he was entirely correct.


In a series of raids along the border of both Skaa governments, Alliance smugglers were caught and boarded, and a hell of a lot of contraband and extremely valuable cargo were seized.  The freebooters, long accustomed to their smuggling routes being free and clear of any kind of traffic, were caught completely by surprise by the Skaa military vessels, so much so that very few of them managed to escape back into hyperspace.   Those that were caught first couldn’t even warn the ones coming behind them, since only the Kimdori, Karinnes, and Consortium were capable of communicating with ships in hyperspace.


For the Empire and the Republic, it was a coup.  They managed to capture and shut down long-standing smuggling operations, since they caught so many of them that their organizations were effectively destroyed, and the value of the contraband and cargo they seized was significant.

For the Alliance, however, it was an unmitigated disaster, but not a natural one.  The High Staff wasn’t an idiot, and maybe he was a little chagrined to find that the Trefanis had sold him out…but he should have expected it, since he was trying to instigate war between the Imperium and anyone he could get mad enough to declare war on them.  Yila played a wonderful recording for Jason when she came for another visit to 3D of the High Staff having a conniption over her vidlink, threatening ugly retribution, which became stunned silence and a hastily cut communication when Yila countered with a curious bit of intelligence she’d received from one of her front businesses about a low-level Alliance diplomat trying to secure Skaa proton bombs through one of the black market operations the Trefanis indirectly controlled, and pondering why the Alliance would be trying to acquire Skaa weaponry when their own antimatter bombs were superior.

Graith knew that Yila was almost frighteningly intelligent, and would probably believe that she was smart enough to suspect that the Alliance was about to try to frame the Skaa for something they were going to do…little did he know she got that straight from Jason, who got it from Zaa.


Jason also held true to his promise to Yila.  The Empire and the Republic paid a handsome bounty for the information that led to their catches, which made its way into House Trefani’s coffers.



“I think this is the first time I ever made more money obeying the law rather than breaking it,” Yila noted to Jason when she showed him the huge sum of money she’d earned for her bit of backstabbing, which made Jason laugh.


There were, however, repercussions.  The Alliance came down hard on the front businesses owned by the Trefanis, and Yila had to pull most of her people out of Alliance space.  Yila had to basically wash her hands of her Alliance business, but in the greater scope of things, it was worth it, both for Yila and for the Imperium.


The shocks to High Staff Graith didn’t stop there, since Zaa had convinced the others to make public the Consortium’s predicament and their plans.  Jason wasn’t too sure it should be made public, but he respected Zaa too much to gainsay her.  Jason did, however, put his foot down and not allow any footage of the attack to be broadcast.  He didn’t want anyone to see how he attacked the Consortium, even the Consortium itself, because it would just give potential enemies the chance to see them in operation.  All that was released was a statement acknowledging that the Imperium, Collective, and Kimdori had attacked the Consortium’s incoming fleet and had inflicted considerable casualties, proof of which was supplied by a poignant reconnaissance image of the Consortium fleet in the aftermath of the attack, with destroyed and damaged ships everywhere and fires raging on many ships that still had power.  They then released the locations of the Consortium’s bases around the galaxy, and the fact that they were towing still more bases in with the invasion fleet, making it abundantly clear to everyone that the Consortium had absolutely no intentions of leaving the Milky Way, even if they conquered Karis.


Then they simply sat back and waited.


What Jason was afraid would happen was that the Consortium would take what ships they had and start invading the surrounding empires before the sector could unite against them, but Zaa didn’t feel that they would do it.  It was the one point that got debated the most between them, since Zaa didn’t think that the Consortium would see the other empires as any kind of threat since they could just go right by them on their way to Karis, which was their ultimate objective.  She believed that the Consortium would make no moves against the sector as a whole unless they knew that the other empires were allying themselves to the Karinnes, or what Zaa and Sk’Vrae had started calling their Confederation.  She believed that so long as the other empires stayed neutral, the Consortium would leave them alone in the short term.

Jason didn’t see it that way, and especially not now.  They’d dealt some significant damage to the Consortium’s fleet, and now the Consortium would need resources.  The easy way to get them was to take them from someone else, so Jason felt that one of the medium-sized resource rich empires was in trouble, and that definition fit both the Alliance and the Skaa Republic.  The Shio and the Nine Colonies were too small, and the Skaa Empire was too big.

However, as the days went by, their surveillance of the Consortium showed that it wasn’t the Alliance or the Republic that were being raided for resources, and that both Jason and Zaa were correct.  The Consortium didn’t come after them, they instead located a different multi-system civilization literally all the way across the galaxy, in the spiral arm past the arm holding Exile, along the edge of the galaxy literally all the way across it from the Imperium.  Most life in the Milky Way was along the edges, since the closer one got to the center of the galaxy the more ambient radiation there was emanating from the core, and radiation was a hostile environment to about 90% of known life.  The Kimdori were the only intelligent race known to have originated from so close to the galactic core, about halfway between the core and Karis, and those unique environmental conditions had produced one of the most unique species in the galaxy.  No other complex life had been found closer than Kimdori, not even by the Kimdori themselves.

Long distance probes shielded from Consortium sensors showed them what was going on.  The Consortium had located the civilization before making their play for Karis, and now that they were in need of resources, they took about 10,000 of their ships and invaded.   And there was nothing that they could do about it.  It was a two day trip by hyperspace, some 158 continuous minutes of hyperspace travel, about as far as one could get from Karis.  Probes showed that this civilization spanned 48 systems, and the Consortium invaded and conquered it within two days.  Jason had been right that they would go after an existing civilization, and Zaa had been right that they stayed way the hell away from Karis, because if they set up shop close by, they were just putting a big target on their backs.


It was also more and more proof that the Consortium had no intention of leaving the Milky Way.  They had conquered their first native civilization, and Jason had no doubt that they’d be looking for more.  It also showed him that they couldn’t just sit back and play defense through this entire war.  If they let the Consortium spread through the galaxy, there might come a time when their sector was the only sector the Consortium had not conquered.


But, the logistics of it.  How did they wage war against an enemy whose fleet outnumbered theirs by about 100 to 1 and was all the way across the galaxy?


Stargates, that was how.  Exile already proved the viability of the outpost system, a lone system far out from their territory that could serve as a forward outpost for expansion, as Dahnai had wanted in their deal with Karinne over supplying the Stargate.  What they needed to do was find a viable system close to concentrations of Consortium bases and get an interdictor and a Stargate there, then use that forward position as a base of operations to conduct both clandestine and military campaigns.


Jason was looking over the astrogeographical surveys in his office at the White House with Cybi hovering by his shoulder.  The Karinnes had mapped nearly 46% of the known galaxy before they were destroyed through scout ships and had telescopically mapped 88% of the galaxy using hyperspace telescopes that looked into real space.  Jason was looking for viable systems near known Consortium bases.  A system had to have at least two rocky planets capable of supporting military colonization with minimal environmental equipment to be considered viable.  A barren, airless planet would do fine, a planet like Mars would do fine, but someplace like Venus would not.  If they could drop a habitat module on the surface and be in business, it was viable.  If they had to take extravagant measures to protect the equipment or the people, it wasn’t.

There were several viable systems that would put them within striking distance of several Consortium positions, but the one that interested him the most was system PR-227.  It was a neighbor of PR-253, about 132 light years away, which would make it a short hop by hyperspace travel.  It was a very large system consisting of a binary star system, a yellow sun-like star orbiting a blue giant, and it had 16 planets in its system.  There were 3 terrestrial planets in the system, and one of them was Mars-like in its composition; it had an atmosphere, but was very, very cold and had almost no water, a frigid desert planet.  It was the third of the three terrestrials, but the other two weren’t viable.  The closest one to the stars was a molten ball of hellish death, the planet constantly pulled and yanked by the shifting gravitational pulls of the two stars, which had never allowed it to cool enough to form a solid crust.  The middle planet was Venus-like.  It was a truly huge terrestrial planet, five times the size of Earth, but it had an atmosphere so dense that its sea-level air pressure was enough to crush a submarine.  Aside from that pressure and a gravity that was 6.7 of Imperial Standard Gravity, which was itself 1.11672 Earth gravity, the conditions on that planet were almost tolerable for humanoid life, but not quite.  The temperature range was from 42 to 172 degrees Fahrenheit from the poles to the equator, and there was both water and oxygen present.  But, sadly, the air pressure made the planet non-viable.  Nobody could go outside without wearing hard exo-suits, and that was too much.  But, the third planet, that was more than viable.  A standard E-suit could keep the outside crews warm, the air pressure at ground level was .74 Imperial standard, and gravity was .88.

“I think this is our best bet,” Cybi noted as they looked over the system.  “It puts us within striking distance of PR-253, and the second planet has considerable mineral deposits we can mine for our own needs.  It will take some time to set up a mining operation, though.”

“We can put the Master Builders on it, they love a challenge,” Jason mused, leaning back in his chair and tapping his finger to his chin.  “The big question is, how do we fortify it without the Consortium attacking.  If they can scramble an attack fleet before the interdictor starts its logarithmic expansion, they could get an attack fleet there to threaten the Stargate.”

“We could find a system further out, but look at these mineralogical readings,” Cybi prompted, pointing at the list of minerals on the high-pressure planet.  “It’s worth trying to secure, if only to keep these minerals away from the Consortium.  I’m amazed the Consortium has not done it themselves.”

“They’re interested in right now, not the long haul,” he returned.  “So, we need to call Dahnai and find out when the next Stargates come out of 2M.”


“I would say so.”  She patted him on the shoulder.  “And you need to stop avoiding me.”

“About what?  It’s not like you can’t talk to me any time you want, woman!”


She gave him a sly smile.  “Really?  Well then, I think this is a good time to talk about the schedule of the CBIM.”

He gave her a look, then laughed ruefully.  “It’s on schedule, thank you very much,” he replied, a bit tartly.  “And I’m holding firm.”


“You’re being bull-headed and completely unreasonable,” she answered.  “I was put on Kosiningi for a reason, my friend.  I am not suited to run Karga.  My programming is not suited for it.  Build a CBIM designed for that task.”

“It won’t be you,” he complained, leaning back and looking up at her, which made her face appear upside-down to him.  “I don’t want some other CBIM running Karga and leaving you stuck out there on that rock.  You belong here, Cybi.  You belong at the heart of the house, because you are the heart of this house.  Even if there were fifty other CBIMs, none of them would ever be you.”

“You’re being unreasonable,” she repeated.  “After all, you must build another CBIM before I can even be moved, and every bit of logic in this universe dictates that the very first CBIM you build goes in Karsa to run the Kargan continent.  You don’t need two CBIMs here.”

“Stop it with logic,” he snorted.  “This isn’t about logic!  This is about me wanting you where you belong!”


“I belong where I am,” she said simply.  “After all, it’s why I was put there.  You should be allowing the Karga CBIM to run things, and since you’re being so persnickety, I wouldn’t be averse to you considerably upgrading my tactical capabilities.  Stronger biogenic plants, more relays, a stronger network.  Unlike the newer CBIMs, I’m much better suited for direct confrontation, because I have combat experience and we both already know I am quite compatible with most of the Generations in a merge.  So if you want to do something for me, bulk me up and let me be the one that does the fighting should we have to defend Karis against the Consortium.”

He gave her a hard, long look.  “And if I say no?”


“Jason, you should have learned after six years that a woman always gets her way,” she said sweetly, patting him on the cheek.


“That’s it, you’re staying away from Jyslin,” he grunted, which made her laugh. “Well…alright.  But you’re caving on one thing.”

“What?”

“You are moving off of Kosiningi,” he told her.  “We will have two CBIMs in Karsa, and I will not leave you out there alone.  The other one will run the continent, but you’ll be here as a tactical defense against invasion.”


“Now that, I will agree to do,” she said simply.  “Just make sure the complex you build for me can handle the kinds of demands that will be placed on it.  And you must replace me with another CBIM on Kosiningi, Jason.  I am here for a reason, and you need another one here, just in case.”

“Well, alright,” he declared.  “The first one we build will be in Karsa.  Then we build your new home, then we replace the Kosiningi core with a new CBIM, then we build the Kosigi CBIM.  And while all that goes on, we work on the tactical CBIM for the Aegis.”


“Alright.  Have the Master Builders got back to you about moving me?”

He nodded.  “They’re absolutely positive they can do it,” he replied.  “They said moving your core without you losing power or access to your external systems will be child’s play, since you’re already designed to be modular and mobile and the new biogenic network gives you complete access to remote systems.  And after we get broadcast power operating, that will be a moot point.  You can receive power from a remote uplink and maintain your connections through the biogenic network.  Moving you won’t be hard at all.”


“Alright then, we’ll go with it.  But I demand a nice place,” she told him.  “With big rooms and a swimming pool.”

He spluttered and looked up at her.  “What earthly reason do you need a swimming pool for?”


“Well, since I’m obviously so important to you, I deserve to be treated like a queen, she said airily.  “So my new home must be opulent.  A queen’s mansion for the queen that I am,” she stated in an arrogant tone.

He laughed, earnestly and long, then slapped at her solid yet holographic elbow.  “You are turning into such a bitch,” he teased.


“You like bitches,” she teased in reply, tapping him on the nose.


“Oh really?”


“Mmm-hmm.  Jyslin,” she started, ticking along on her fingers, “Dahnai, Meya, Myra, Kumi, Myli—“

“I get it!” he barked, cutting her off.


The door opened without any warning, which meant that it had to be Jyslin, Myri, or Miaari.  Chirk would have warned him if it was anyone else.  He looked up to see Miaari padding in, her tail swishing a bit more than usual; she was in a good mood.  “Well, you’re perky,” he noted to her.

She gave him a smile.  “I just finished talking with father,” she answered.  “He’s granting my request.”

“To?”


“Breed,” she answered directly.  “He says he finds it silly that I even bothered to ask, but that’s just his pride talking.  He is my clan leader,” she said simply.


“So, it seems that the round of impending births got to you,” he teased.


She laughed.  “I’d been thinking of asking for a while,” she admitted.  “I miss having little cubs about.”


“So, how does that work?” Jason asked curiously.  “I’ve never really asked you about your social life.”


She grinned at him.  “The males my father deems as worthy of producing cubs with me will compete for my attention,” she answered.  “The male who most captures my interest will sire my cubs.”


“Marriage, eh?”


“Only the clan leader mates for life, Jason,” she said simply, “because he or she is the only one permitted to breed at will.  After the sire impregnates me, he is out of the picture.  It is the sole duty of the female to raise the litter.”


“Ah, so that’s why the male clan leader mates for life, to keep control over his offspring,” he mused.


“Very insightful,” Miaari said with an approving nod.  “Correct.”


“And men have no say in things?”


“Not in the raising, but the honor of the child impacts his own,” she answered.  “If my children perform well, the sire’s reputation is raised.  If they do poorly, it impacts on him.”


“And he has no say in raising the child?  That’s harsh.”


“It was his decision to pursue the female, so that was his mistake if his children embarrass him,” she said simply.  “Males extensively research available females to ensure they will be good mothers before they even make a formal inquiry.”


“Well, I guess that’s fair,” Jason acceded.  “When does this competition begin?”


“It already has,” she smiled.  “My father announced that he was giving me permission to breed two hours ago, and he’s already quite swarmed over with official inquiries, which is how a male declares his intention to win the right to sire my cubs.  It’s not often that a Handmaiden makes herself available,” she said with a smug little smile.


“Arrogant bitch,” he teased.


“That is an effectively correct statement,” she said lightly.  “I am officially considered a bitch in your English since I am a female canine that has children.  In Kimdori, I’m officially a bitch until I’m pregnant, because I’m an available female.”  She waggled her tail.  “I think I know who’s going to win, though.”

“Already?  And just how did you pull off this miracle?”


“Because Kraal made an inquiry!” she said, her tail shivering.  “The Kraal!”


“Okay, educate us non-Kimdori,” he prompted.


“He’s the only other living Handservant to Denmother,” she told him, a bit shortly.  “He’s a Handgroom as I am a Handmaiden.  Much as I am put here by Denmother to babysit you, Kraal is the official ambassador to the Skaa Empire, to keep them out of mischief.  If not for the Faey bias against males, he would be ambassador to the Imperium rather than Jinaami.”


“Ah.  So, he must be good.”


“He is very good, and would be a fantastic sire to my cubs,” she declared.  “But his status does not give him a free pass to my bed.  He must win my attention, and I will put him through his paces even harder than the other males, if only because of who he is,” she grinned expectantly.  “Such a towering reputation means he must truly impress me to prove worthy of it.”

“And I thought female humans played hard to get,” Jason laughed.  “So, when do you get to start looking over the merchandise?”


“That has already started as well,” she grinned.  “I’ve already received four poems.”


“Poems?”


“A Kimdori male must woo me, Jason, with both the reputation of his deeds and his ability to hold my interest.  Kimdori females adore poetry, so many males work very hard to be good poets.  A male must have a quick mind, a sterling reputation, admirable physical traits, and the respect of his clan leader for me to even look twice at him,” she declared loftily.  “And since I am a Handmaiden, I can be quite picky.”


Jason laughed again, even louder.  “I’d wash my hands of you, you’re just too much work,” he told her.


“You have that harem,” she snorted, slashing her tail.  “And I wouldn’t pick you anyway, even if you were Kimdori.  I live here, silly male, I’ve seen what you’re like behind the curtains.  You’d be a terrible sire!”


“Touche,” he chuckled.  “Now get your mind out from between your legs and let’s talk about something.”


They debated the idea of trying to take PR-227 with Cybi for most of the afternoon, discussing the problems of trying to establish a foothold deep in Consortium territory and the advantages it would contain, such as causing the Consortium to focus on PR-227 rather than Karis; they couldn’t allow that forward base to exist, since it would threaten PR-253.  The downside was that it would give the Consortium leave to practice breaching an interdictor in their home territory, as it were, where they didn’t have to worry about sending a fleet deep into hostile space and far removed from any reinforcements or support and at the mercy of Kimdori ECM, which would be a nightmare for about any civilization.  In the end, after Miaari raised several such valid arguments, they decided to discuss the matter with the rulers and ask for some advice from the War Room and the upper command staff of the White House.


But, the talk with Miaari had reaffirmed something to him…that life went on.  Yes, the Consortium had their backs to the wall, and their very survival was on the line.  But life had to go on.  Miaari was going to have more children.  His wife and amu dorai were pregnant with his children, and Symone was pregnant as well.  And there were other important things going on, things to do, such as teach Aura how to fly and teach Rann how to play the piano.


Life must go on, even in the midst of this war.


And life, Jason decided, would go on.
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For many, this was as much a statement as the declarations had been, and it was an event broadcast throughout what was now being called the Confederation, or the Confederacy.


It was official now.  The military alliance between Dahnai and Sk’Vrae had been formalized as an official confederation of two independent empires, formalizing diplomatic, military, and economic ties.  The terms of the confederation were very clear in that the two empires would retain their heightened level of cooperation and interdependence, operating as a single sovereign military entity, until the threat of the Consortium was neutralized, when the two empires would return to their sovereign states.  Until then, however, Dahnai and Sk’Vrae had agreed to the confederation, mirroring their cooperation with the Entry Station between their empires, where each one did their own thing, but they kept each other informed of what they were doing.  The Confederation didn’t give Sk’Vrae the authority to butt her snout into Imperium business or vice versa, but it was definitely a step in the right direction.  The two empires had been operating like a single entity since they’d entered into the military alliance, and the Articles of Wartime Confederation they’d signed were literally just window dressing.


Zaa had declined to enter into it, but nobody expected the Kimdori to do it anyway.


This ceremony was as much window dressing as the Articles had been, but it was also very important for both sides.  This was the first big demonstration to both sides that they were in this together, because it was the Imperium that had invested a huge amount of resources into a planet that they didn’t technically own.  The radiation shield was now complete, and the entire Siann and every clan leader of the clans that made up the Urumi Collective were in attendance to witness the ceremonial activation of the radiation shield the Master Builders of the Academy had constructed around Bellar’s radioactive moon and the source of the most dangerous aspect of mining the planet, the lethal radiation.  The shield wasn’t a magical fix-it to the problem, since there would be ambient radiation on Bellar until it was cleaned up by Kimdori-designed radiation sweepers, but it was the biggest piece of the puzzle.  In two months, the radiation levels on Bellar would be low enough to allow the population to leave the domes without radiation E-suits, which were significantly more bulky and expensive than standard E-suits.

It was a chance to see the Urumi power structure, which was rather unique as governments went.  The clan leaders formed a unicameral house of sorts, a congress that worked with the Brood Queen, a lineage of Urumi who belonged to no clan and thus were given the responsibility to rule outside of the clan structure, a family that had been specifically chosen for the task, or in the Urumi’s case, believed to be given the right to rule by divine providence due to the unique genetic aspects of the Brood Queen’s family line.


The things one learned about one’s friends.  The Brood Queen Sk’Vrae and her Brood Princesses could reproduce without a male, in effect creating offspring which were clones of themselves.  All other Urumi required a male and a female to reproduce, but the line of the Brood Queen could produce children without being impregnated.  In fact, they had to, since any male sire would belong to a clan, and that would pollute the lineage of the Brood Queen’s family by giving a clan a foothold in the ruling family.  Sk’Vrae’s 9 children, all female just like her, were in effect clones of Sk’Vrae, but oddly enough, they didn’t look just like her.  There was just enough genetic variation in the offspring, minor random mutations in their DNA, that made them genetically cloned from Sk’Vrae but not exact copies.


Another oddity was that the Brood Queen’s family line could produce a child with a male if the princess so wished, but taking a mate like that meant that the princess had to abdicate her title and join her husband’s clan.  Sk’Vrae’s second oldest daughter, Te’Pral, had done just that.  And Te’Pral’s children by her husband would be incapable of self-reproduction.  It was a unique aspect of the line of the Brood Queen only so long as that lineage was pure.  Only “virgin birth” daughters, cloned daughters of the Brood Queen’s line, had that unique ability.

Even more odd was that the Brood Queen did have male mates, and produced children with them, though those children were not Brood Princesses.  In fact, the Brood Queen had 23 ceremonial mates, one male from each of the 23 clans that made up the Collective.  One, however, was a real mate, her husband of sorts, and the children from that union were part of the ruling family of the father’s clan.  Unlike Kellin, who was heavily protected and not often seen in Faey society, Sk’Vrae’s husband was one of the command staff of her navy, Queen’s Admiral Xa’Bran, the third in command of the entire Urumi military…and that position was not due to nepotism.  Xa’Bran was a brilliant military tactician.  But where the Brood Queen was permitted to have mates, her princesses were not.

The Brood Queen’s rule wasn’t absolute, since the house of the clan leaders had duties, responsibilities, and powers, but that was only on paper.  Since the Collective saw the line of the Brood Queen as ruling through divine providence, the reality was that the Brood Queen’s power was essentially absolute within the Collective.  The clan leaders would never openly defy the Brood Queen in public, though they did often voice concerns and objections to some of the things she did in private.


It was almost amusing to see the Urumi clan leaders interact with the Siann.  Urumi were very serious, almost dour people, possessed of a very reserved nature, but they did have rather subtle senses of humor.  They saw the Siann as a frivolous group, given to vaporish chatter and wasteful gossiping, and the Grand Duchesses were a bit put off by the clan leaders stuffy, austere mannerisms.  It wasn’t that the Faey couldn’t be regal when they wanted to be, it was that the Faey need to socialize was very much different from Urumi social custom, where smalltalk was supposed to be just that…small.  Speak momentarily of unimportant matters then either speak of matters of substance or be quiet.  That was diametrically opposed to Faey socializing, where matters of import were only breached after lengthy social chatter.

There were, however, important things going on today, though Jason was not in the middle of it.  Though he was a very important element of their war effort and had the ear of both Dahnai and Sk’Vrae, the political reality was that Jason was simply only one leader of the houses of Siann, and had no special standing when in official Imperial functions.  As a result, he was relegated back with the Grand Duchesses, denied the podium, denied a place with the leaders…and that was just the way he liked it.  The Karinnes much preferred to operate in the background, like the Kimdori or the Trefanis, allowing others to stand in the light and allow them to do their work without everyone watching them.  He was more than happy to let Dahnai stand up there and blow kisses to the cameras and make the flowery speech she was making at that moment about Faey-Urumi cooperation and how they were coming closer and closer together.


Even among the other house leaders, Jason preferred to be somewhat separate from them.  When he had to mix while at court, he stayed more or less with Anya Surrale, one of his few friends within the Siann.  Her house’s management of the Terran farming effort had made them work together quite a bit, and that close contact had cultivated an earnest friendship between them.  The two of them were standing at the edge of the gathering with Yila Trefani, who had quickly infiltrated herself into Karinne affairs.  Her work with 3D had gotten her foot in the door, and that foothold let the cunning, charming woman make all kinds of connections within his house, both social and business.  For example, he knew for a fact that she’d been making some very hush-hush arrangements with Kumi, no doubt the two of them coming up with schemes to swindle the rest of the known universe.  Jason would tolerate it, if only because Yila was very smart, he needed her, and those arrangements would probably benefit Karinne as well as Trefani.

Yila certainly enjoyed looking the part of one of Jason’s inner circle.  Myleena had given her an interface to use while on Karis, and just like Dahnai’s interface, it doubled as a comm device when off the planet, which meant that they allowed her to take it home with her.  Unlike Dahnai’s original interface, however, Dahnai’s new interface and Yila’s interface were the upgraded models which allowed them to use command thought to emulate voice communications.  As a result, Yila almost never took it off, since she rather liked having instant contact with almost anyone without having to speak, so she could “send” her conversations via command thought when she wanted privacy.  Not even a listener could pick it up when someone interacted with an interface at that level.  Leave it to Yila to find a way to exploit something to her advantage.


Trelle, that woman can drone on and on and on, the fox-faced Yila complained sharply to the two of them, sending privately.


Sometimes I think being able to bullshit behind a podium is a job requirement for sitting on the throne, Anya agreed with a cheeky smile.  So, Jason, when are you going to come out of hiding and return to court?


If I can help it, never, he answered with a snort and disgust leeching into his thought, which made Anya giggle in her annoying voice and Yila chuckle.  I’d rather shave a giruzi than go to court.


But we miss you, Jason, Anya winked at him.  We used to love watching Yila resist trying to strangle you with her bare hands every time you passed by.


Hush, woman, Yila sniffed, which made Anya laugh.  That drew a few harsh looks at her from the other Highborns.


So, we’ve been hearing that the Trefanis and the Karinnes are up to something, Anya sent urgingly, trying to drag it out of them.


We’ve decided to look into a few mutual business opportunities, Yila sent evasively.


All those trips to Karis, I should hope so, Anya winked.  You’ve been spending more time on Karis than Draconis, Yila.

Actually, those trips were war business, not house business, Jason added.  I needed the advice of an irredeemable pirate blackheart, and, well, here you go, he motioned at Yila.  Yila slapped him on the elbow lightly, which made him chuckle.  In all seriousness, Yila’s been helping with the war, in her own special way.  Damn effectively too, I might add.


Not all wars are fought with guns and ships, Yila sent simply.  As Jason well knows.


You know it.  So, how are the quotas looking this cycle?

Don’t you dare try to talk business, Anya protested.  We’re talking about what’s going on behind the scenes here.


If we told you, well, there’d be an opening on the Highborn Council, Yila sent cheekily.


Yila and Jason probably got a little mean with Anya by stonewalling her about what they were doing, but Anya took it fairly well.  She was like that, and it was one of the reasons he liked her.  Anya was much more earthy than the other Highborns, probably because she had no Imperial aspirations to speak of.  The ceremony certainly gave them time to talk.  Dahnai spoke for nearly all of it, nearly half an hour, which was stark contrast to Sk’Vrae’s three minute declaration.


After the ceremony, the Master Builders of the Academy, Makati and Kizzik mainly, offered both Sk’Vrae and Dahnai little switch boxes, and in unison, they turned them on.  The huge holographic image of Bellar’s moon, visible over the podium, showed the shield take shape, starting as lines of coherent energy between the satellites, and then expanding, filling in between them in all directions, until the entire moon was encased in a coherent energy field that would trap the radiation inside, and then be safely leeched off to prevent particle buildup inside the containment area.  The radioactive particles themselves had certain value to some, so they’d probably be sold off.  Everyone applauded when the shield took form, and that was basically that.  The ceremony was over.

But the ceremony wasn’t the only bit of business going on today.  Jason was swept up by Aya and the guards, and they boarded his heavily armed and armored dropship to return to the Dreamer, part of the new security protocols.  Any time Jason left Karis, Aya would not be satisfied with putting him in anything smaller than a battleship.  And as usual, the captain, Joint Admiral Marayi Karinne, wanted him in her quarters during the trip so he would be close to the bridge and so she could show him proper hospitality.  H didn’t mind, because Marayi’s quarters were quite interesting.  Much as Jaiya collected archeological artifacts, Marayi was a movie nut, and Terran-produced posters of many Faey classics were all over her walls, including, much to his surprise, an original poster from the old Terran classic Raiders of the Lost Ark, complete with a brown fedora and coiled whip on a stand under the poster, much like the blaster and monomolecular sword used by Hanae the Huntress in the Huntress movie series rested on a stand under a poster from the original movie.

Jason picked up the whip and found that it was real enough, much as the monomolecular sword was a real one, a very real reproduction of the movie prop.


Their destination wasn’t Karis, it was Terra.  Jason settled in with a glass of iced tea as the Dreamer and his ten escorts, a task force protecting the Grand Duke, made their way to the Stargate leading to Aurigae, which would give them access to the other Stargates to get them to Terra, a trip that would take about 90 minutes due to the three Stargates they’d have to travel to and use:  Bellar to Aurigae, Aurigae to Draconis, Draconis to Terra.  Jason put the whip down and took the panel Aya offered him, then he sat down and started reading up on what was going on.


Their warnings had taken hold.


Jason was going to meet with a dignitary arranged by the Academy in secret.  Officially he was there to visit the Academy and have lunch with Kiaari, but secretly he was going to meet with diplomats arranged by the Zyagya.  The Zyagya wanted to meet with him because relations between the Alliance and the Zyagya had been deteriorating as of late.  The Zyagya were an unaffiliated “empire” of a single star system completely surrounded by Alliance space, but that wasn’t because the Alliance hadn’t tried to annex them more than once.  Quite simply put, there was nothing in the entire universe more scary than an angry Zyagyan.  They were bipedal badger-wolverine looking creatures, and they had the temperament of a wolverine in spades.   They were the most tenacious, nastiest fighters in the entire galaxy, and of that fact there was absolutely no dispute, by anyone.  However, they weren’t an aggressive species as one might expect.  They were actually peace-loving beings who were very isolationist and wanted to be left alone, it was just that if they were forced to fight, they threw themselves into it like it was a religious experience.  The Alliance had learned the hard way that the last thing anyone ever wanted to do was make the Zyagya angry.  The Alliance and the Zyagya had had amicable relations the last couple of centuries, a Zyagyan even sat in on the Alliance council meetings as a neutral observer, but now the Zyagya wanted to meet with Jason in secret, and most definitely a secret from the Alliance.  Not even Zaa was entirely sure what they wanted, since she had no children that deeply into Zyagya; it wasn’t high on the list of priorities, because so long as they were left alone, the Zyagya were quite happy to get along with everyone.

Marayi wandered in after they made their first Stargate crossing to Aurigae and flopped down on one of the couches in her quarters.  We’re about twenty minutes from the Draconis gate, she told them easily, brushing her bone-white hair out of her brilliant lavender eyes.  Marayi’s eyes were her most striking and beautiful feature.  We’re about an hour out from Terra, Jason.


Sounds like we’re right on schedule, Jason added.  So, what’s with the Indiana Jones hat?

Marayi laughed.  Well, for one, Harrison Ford was a handsome man back in his prime, she winked.  And I loved that movie.  I saw it in the middle of the night on Terra TV not long after the network started up.  Given a choice between watching Kaera Huranne or Harrison Ford kick ass, I’ll take Harrison Ford.  Kaera Huranne was the star of the Huntress movie series, nine movies in a series about a rogue starship commander and her crew of pirates dodging every government and organized mercenary organization in the sector that tried to stop them as they searched for a mythical place called the Ley Nexus, which supposedly held the greatest secret in the galaxy.  It was an adventure movie series much in the spirit of the Indiana Jones movies, just with starships and MPACs rather than whips and machine guns.  I love getting replicas of the movie props too, it’s part of my collection, and you can’t be a Jones fan and not have the hat and whip.  Just as much as you can’t be a Jarae fan and not have the sword and blaster.  At least what they call a blaster anyway, she chuckled.  Karinne Pulse weapons were often called blasters or pulse blasters in the military, because of the spectacular effect they had when they hit something.

Faey and their collections, Jason chuckled.  I swear, you’re a race of pack rats.

Faey women like trophies, she winked in reply.  Husbands are just the trophy proving we get some every night.

Well, that explains Kumi’s porn collection, Jason mused, which made Marayi laugh.


The task force got him to Terra just a bit before noon local time, and he descended to the Academy for his lunch date with Kiaari.  Jason still managed to get out to see his old friend as much as he could as time permitted, trying to have lunch with her at least once a takir.  She greeted him at his private landing pad, giving him a rough, warm hug and licking his cheek playfully, then scrabbling her short claws against his armor.  “You don’t need this with me around,” she smiled.


“Blame her,” he said, jerking a thumb at Aya.  “She won’t let me out of it unless I’m in my house.”


“Meanie,” Kiaari winked.  “Well, lunch is waiting, Jason.  We’re having tamales and chili con carne.”


“Chili?  Sounds good!”


“The culinary arts program is on their Terran phase, doing Mexican right now,” she told him.  Their lunches had exposed Jason to quite a lot of different foods, since Kiaari allowed the students in the culinary arts program to prepare their meals, and they didn’t just learn how to cook one culture’s foods.  Jason had sampled Menodan, Makati, Bari-Bari, Shio, Urumi, Moridon, and Skaa cuisine in addition to human and Faey food, and found that sometimes it was pot luck.  He rather liked Skaa food, since it was meat-heavy, rich, and hearty, but he hated Makati food, which was unbelievably bland.  A Makati chef cooking in their traditions did not know what spices were.  Menoda ate everything raw, since they were an aquatic species, but there was quite a bit of seasoning that went on with Menodan dishes that made them interesting.

The guards ate at a separate table in the cafeteria as they sat down to eat, again part of their habit, to reinforce the Karinne ownership of the Academy.  They talked of unimportant matters, just catching up, and Jason found the food to be quite delicious.


After lunch, however, they got down to business.  They went to Kiaari’s official office, and from there they used her secret exit to go to her real office in the basement of the engineering building.  Waiting for him there was a Zyagya, and just seeing one face to face was an intimidating experience.  The Zyagya was seven feet tall, covered in grayish-blue fur everywhere but two black stripes that went up the outsides of his arms, hidden under his blue jumpsuit, and a black mask-like band over his eyes, like a badger or raccoon.  The tips of his triangular ears were also black.  “Grand Duke Karinne,” he said in a deep voice, bowing quite gracefully, then offering a four-fingered hand, each finger thick and heavy and tipped with a wicked unretractable claw that could probably rip a human apart in short order if used as weapons.  “I am Ambassador Graw.  At your service.”


“Ambassador,” Jason returned, nodding towards a conference room.  “Shall we?”


Jason, the Zyagyan, and Kiaari entered the conference room with Dera and Aya to serve as Jason’s guards.  Graw curled his bushy tail around and sat down at the table after Jason and Kiaari seated themselves, and he got right to the point.  “We have reason to believe the Alliance is about to make another attempt to annex us,” he declared, which made Kiaari whistle.  “They’ve held six secret meetings of their council outside of the ears of our observer, which is a violation of the treaty we signed.  There’s also a buildup of Alliance forces around our border.  They claim that they’re staging their forces in the center of Alliance territory so they can respond to any border, but that’s a bald lie.”

“That’s serious enough,” Jason grunted.  “You have no solid proof though?”


He shook his big head, one of his chops rising enough to let Jason see one of his four inch long fangs.  “Nothing solid, nothing concrete.  But we Zyagya pay attention to our histories and traditions, and we see now what we’ve seen the last time we went to war with the Alliance.  We believe the attack will be unprovoked and out of nowhere to try to take us by surprise.”


“Kiaari?” Jason asked.


“This is news to me, my friend,” she said seriously.  “But I think the Ambassador does make a point.  I’ll start digging, and send this up to Denmother to investigate.”


“Well, what can we do for you, Ambassador?” Jason asked.  “I’m sure you have a reason to come to me.”


“We want to buy or lease one of your interdictors,” he declared.  “Immediately.”


“It’s not quite that easy, Ambassador.  Without a Stargate—“


“We don’t care about having access in or out of Zyagyan space,” he cut off.  “We are self-sufficient.  We can live without Alliance trade.  All we care about is protecting Zyagya from attack.”


Jason looked at Kiaari, who simply shrugged.  “Well, we can do that for you, Ambassador, but it’s still not quite as easy as towing one in and parking it.  Those interdictors are the only thing protecting us from the Consortium, and we can’t just let one out of our control.  If we agree to this, we’ll demand presence at Zyagya to protect the interdictor—“


“Name your terms,” the Zyagyan interrupted him.  “We are willing to agree to them.  All that matters to us is protecting our sovereignty.”


“Making a deal with a Faey splinter house might threaten that sovereignty,” Kiaari chuckled.  “You know how the Faey are, Ambassador.”


“The House Karinne is not the Imperium,” he declared bluntly.  “Any agreement will be between Zyagya and the House Karinne, not the Imperium.”

“Any terms?” Jason asked.


“As long as they are fair,” he answered simply.

“All right.  We’ll send you an interdictor, but it means we’re allowed to send a task force of six Karinne ships to Zyagya whose primary and complete responsibility is to defend the interdictor.  The interdictor stays there so long as Zyagya is not threatened by the Consortium, Ambassador.  We can’t risk them getting their hands on an interdictor and learning how they work so they can get around it.  If the Consortium sends an attack fleet against Zyagya larger than we feel can be repelled, the interdictor leaves.”


“As will the Zyagya,” he said calmly.  “We will not live under a Consortium yoke any more than an Alliance yoke.  In the case the Zyagya must flee homeworld, we demand sanctuary in Karinne territory, behind the safety of other interdictors.”


“Deal,” Jason said immediately.  “I think the Zyagya would do smashing on Exile if it comes down to that.  It’s a lone planet far from everything, where nobody will ever bother you.”


“That is our primary objective in all things,” he said gravely.  “To be left alone.”


“We will need a Stargate there,” Jason grunted.  “Hmm.  That may not be easy, but I think I can swing it.  I’ll have to really sweet-talk Dahnai.”


“If anyone can, you can, amu dorai,” Kiaari winked.


“We can place the terminus Stargate here at Terra, a neutral site,” Jason said aloud.  “Actually, it’d have to go to the Terra Entry Station, now that I think about it.  We’ll just have two gates there, one to Terra and one to Zyagya.”


“The gate would have to be protected by Zyagyan military forces to prevent illegal use,” the Ambassador declared.


“That’s fair,” Jason agreed.  “But they’d be sharing defensive space with Confederate forces.  If you can bargain a limited military cooperation treaty out of Dahnai and Sk’Vrae concerning the defense of that Stargate, then you’re good to go.”


“Confederate?” the Zyagyan asked curiously.


“That’s what they’re calling themselves,” Jason chuckled.  “The Imperium and Collective entered a formal confederation against the Consortium, and they’ve taken to calling the military forces Confederate forces, because in that respect, the two empires are acting as one.  Two nations, one military until the Consortium are defeated.”

“We’d heard about the articles, but hearing that word is new to us,” the ambassador smiled, which was a bit chilling given his teeth were all sharp and wicked-looking.  “Very well.  If we can secure the cooperation of the Confederation, we can close a bargain on the interdictor?”


“We can,” Jason nodded.  “And we’d better move fast.  Kiaari, I think we’ll need to cut our visit short.  I’ll take the Ambassador back to Bellar on the Dreamer so he can talk to Dahnai and Sk’Vrae.  Think you can get the two of us back to my dropship under the table?”


“Like I can’t manage under the table,” she winked.  “Give me a few minutes, I’ll have things arranged.”


The Zyagyan sighed in relief.  “Thank Skarg,” he breathed as Kiaari rushed out.  “The Leader told me not to come home until I had this deal struck, that the safety of all Zyagya was in my paws.”


“Well, we’ll make sure you can get home soon, Ambassador,” Jason chuckled.  “This is more or less what I offered to everyone before we closed off the Imperium and Collective.  We’re more than willing to help you defend yourself with a minimum of intruding ourselves in your business.”


“That is why I am here,” he said with a nod.  “The word of the Karinnes is the word of truth.  Should Empress Dahnai had made this offer, I would not be here now.”


Jason pondered the significance of it as Kiaari called his dropship off the pad and had it pull into a large bay in the back of the engineering building where students looked over ships and other large mobile units, a place where Kiaari often embarked or disembarked passengers in secret.  If the Zyagya were that worried, that nervous, about the Alliance, then the Shio couldn’t be very far behind them.  The Shio bordered Alliance space on the far side of the Imperium, which put them within striking distance.  The equalizer, however, was that the Shio were heavily armed with Torsion weaponry, including about 1500 mobile weapon platform satellites scattered through the 4 systems and 6 planets or moons the Shio inhabited, which were fearsome defenses.  A single platform could destroy an enemy ship, and when there were 200 of them bristling around a planet backing up any orbital stations or defensive ships present at the planet, well, that would make any attacker think twice.

That was why there were now nearly 3,000 of those platforms in orbit around Karis, and more were added every day.


It was an honestly pleasant trip back to Bellar, because Ambassador Graw was a surprisingly good conversationalist.  Jason figured that had to be a job requirement for a diplomat, and it also proved that the Zyagya weren’t as fearsome as they appeared.  Much as the Moridon looked extremely intimidating and were actually pacifistic in nature, the Zyagya looked brutish, like the Goraga, but were actually highly intelligent.  Graw was a typical Zyagyan, however, in his love of sports.  Zyagyans were the ultimate sports fans in the galaxy, because the concept of the game, of competition at its noblest form, resonated in their cultural identity in a way it did for no other race.  Evolved from animals with a pack mentality, like the Kimdori, the Zyagya idolized team sports as the ultimate expression of how cooperation brought about victory.  And being large, physical creatures, Zyagya had embraced American Football to a degree that made the most rabid human football fan look like a granny by comparison.  The formalized rules of territorial acquisition and the velocity and power of the game were close to the Zyagyan national sport, which could best be described as a cross between rugby and no holds barred wrestling, so football had become popular as a less violent, more structured version of their game, which had no name.  It was simply known as the game on Zyagya, but off of their home world, it was known by the Zyagyan word for game, which was grazkaur.

There was one issue of contention, however.  Graw was a Jets fan, and Jason, being from Maine, was a Patriots fan.  But they laughingly agreed to disagree on that point.


They spent most of the trip talking football, of all things, and Jason was stunned that Graw knew more about the history, strategy, and players of football than some ESPN analysts.  Graw was also quite the expert on the European Premiere soccer league and the Interstellar Batchi League, the major league of batchi in the Imperium.  It also showed Jason that some things could cross racial and governmental boundaries.  Batchi was growing to be a popular sport on Terra—though Jason suspected that men liked to watch batchi to watch sleek Faey women wearing sports bras and tight shorts running around the field—even as football, baseball, and soccer were rather popular in the Imperium…and probably for the same reason batchi was popular on Earth.  Professionally, there was now an IBL team on Terra.  The Warriors, one of four IBL teams in the Arctus system, had moved to New York City last year, and the team’s home games had sold out the entire season, at least so far, despite the fact that the Warriors were close to the cellar in their division and had no hope of playing for the Empress’ Crown this year, a bona fide Imperial crown donated by a Merrane Empress nearly two hundred years ago that served as the championship trophy of the league.  Outside of the IBL, there were human batchi teams and minor batchi leagues on Terra, and though football hadn’t taken hold in the Imperium yet as anything but a spectator sport, soccer had become a popular game to play.  Soccer leagues had popped up all over the Imperium, and it was quickly becoming the second most popular sport among young girls behind batchi.  Baseball as well had gained a significant foothold in the Imperium, and was more popular among boys than girls, quickly becoming the “boy’s sport” in the Imperium much as softball was the “girl’s sport” on Terra.

“Huh,” Jason chuckled after Graw explained the rules of grazkaur to him, which were pretty few and far between, where injuring your opponents to get them off the field was as much a tactic as claiming the entire field by placing flag markers at every flag point on the field, which was the condition of victory.  Fatalities weren’t uncommon on a game field, though the intentional killing of an opponent was the highest form of poor sportsmanship.  “You know, Terra celebrates an event we call the Olympics—“

“Ah yes, the Olympics!” Graw interrupted.  “The Winter games just ended a few days ago!  I enjoyed watching your hockey!”


“Why am I not surprised you know about the Olympics,” Jason laughed.  “I wonder if we could get your people to contest an exhibition match of the game on Terra.”


“I’m sure it could be arranged, though many Terrans would find our game to be perhaps too bloody for them.  I know of no Terran or Faey sport that counts opponents injured and removed from play as a player’s statistic.”

“We could put up disclaimers,” Jason chuckled.


“I think we could arrange it, your Grace,” Graw told him.  “I’ll put out the offer to the various leagues and see who’s interested.  Perhaps teams from two different leagues will take up the offer and contest each other, which is something we rarely see at home.  It would make it very interesting.”


By the time they reached Bellar, Jason was fully at ease with Graw, and he was fairly sure that Dahnai would like him.


Dahnai and Sk’Vrae were intrigued by Graw’s offer, and while Jason and Zaa listened in as observers, the two of them haggled with Graw over his request, trying to drag the Zyagya into a formal alliance against the Consortium.  Graw looked brutish, but he proved that he was a wily politician as he artfully evaded their traps, and managed to bargain a fair and equitable agreement out of the two matriarchs where the Zyagya defended the Stargate leading to their home system, the Karinnes defended the gate and interdictor within Zyagyan territory, and the Zyagya would have a small office in the Terra Entry Station where they could coordinate what little traffic would use the Stargate.  Graw wasn’t lying when he said that the Zyagya were self-sufficient.  They had very few formal trade agreements with other nations, so there was only a trickle of traffic in and out of their lone system.  Outside of Karinne ships, their Stargate would only see use maybe twice a week.  Zaa managed to touch Graw at the tail end of it, just before they took a break, and she imparted Graw’s mind to Jason as they enjoyed a cup of coffee.  “He is sincere,” she declared to him.  “Or at least he believes in what he is doing.  If the Zyagya have any ulterior motives, he doesn’t know about it.  Personally, I’m inclined to believe him.  The Alliance has a long history of trying to either conquer or lure Zyagya into their government.  That they are thinking of another attempt is not outlandish.”


“I wouldn’t put it past them.  They’re in an expansionist mood, and Zyagya has always been a thorn in their sides.  A sovereign state smack dab in the exact center of Alliance territory.”


When Zaa told Dahnai and Sk’Vrae that her intelligence sources couldn’t find any treachery, Graw waited as official documents were drawn up.  It took about six hours for Graw and the two rulers to hammer out every detail, requiring several drafts of the treaty, but by about midnight Karis time, they had an official treaty.  Dahnai and Sk’Vrae signed it, Graw signed it on behalf of the Leader, the self-descriptive title of the Zyagyan ruler, and then Jason personally took Graw back to Terra so they could formalize the agreement between Karinne and Zyagya.  That only took about an hour, where the duties and responsibilities of each side were spelled out, and Jason made sure to stress in the language that the interdictor would be pulled if the Consortium threatened Zyagya with a force deemed too large to repel, and also that the Zyagya had the right to relocate to Karis and Exile if that happened.  “Have your Academy ambassador get in touch with Kiaari when you’re ready,” he reminded him.  “We can have the interdictor and Stargate there in two hours after you give us the go-ahead.”


“Expect it in about two days,” Graw nodded in reply.  “My people will need a little time to get ready.”


“We’ll move as soon as you’re ready.”


“Very good.  It was a good day, your Grace,” he said, shaking Jason’s hand.


“It’s always a good day when someone goes to bed feeling safe,” he answered. 


There was House business, then there was private business, and Jason’s personal life was just as busy as his life as the Grand Duke Karinne…and damn it all, he was going to live, not spend every moment fearing the Consortium.

The day after meeting Graw was busy.  Jason did have a lot of work to do with 3D and his house duties, but he managed to squeeze in some personal time as well.  He had lunch with Jyslin, a lunch date where no business was discussed at all, then he devoted some time training Rann in telekinesis after he got home.  Rann had gotten the hang of it, and now he could move small objects without much trouble.  Jason was teaching him the finesse aspects of the ability, how to manipulate things delicately, and his son was quickly getting good.  Danelle as well was expressing her telekinetic ability, but Myleena had been the one teaching her.  After the lessons, he had dinner with the family, Tim, and Symone, but after dinner he went out on a date.  That was the strange part, at least for a human.  Here he was, happily married, but he went out on a literal date with Aura, taking her to see one of the local opera companies.  Jyslin not only didn’t mind, she’d helped set it up, because in Faey society, husbands were expected to socialize with single friends that way.  And just like many dates, they ended up in Aura’s bed after dinner.

Aura was his one guilty pleasure.  He enjoyed her in ways that almost made him feel guilty, and it was nothing but pure physical attraction.  Theirs was an almost textbook friendship in Faey society, because they did like each other, were very good friends, but they also each thought the other was drop dead sexy, so they explored that physical attraction.  He spent nearly as much time with Yana, but that was a case of being what Yana needed.  He couldn’t deny that he enjoyed it, but that time was for Yana, not for him.  Going out with Aura was for him.  Jyslin not only approved of their relationship, she often set them up on their dates, something virtually no human wife would ever do.  But that was because of the power of the telepathic pair bond.  Jyslin knew beyond absolutely any shadow of any doubt that she held Jason’s heart, and that meant that she didn’t see extramarital affairs as any kind of challenge to her ownership of him whatsoever.  Besides, she liked him coming home and telling her all about it, and maybe learning something new to use with her.

It was at Aura’s house where his staff had to track him down, because he spent the night with her.  Her vidlink was beeping demandingly, waking them up, and Aura groaned and threw an arm over him as he sat up enough to see what the ruckus was.  Aura’s vidlink was giving the emergency warning, how the house spread information about dangerous situations or impending attacks, then it came on by itself when the call request riding under that warning siren wasn’t answered.  Shey’s face appeared on the monitor, and then the vidlink’s holo trideo feature activated, projecting a much larger version of her face into the air in front of the unit.


“Your Grace,” Shey called.  “Wake up.”


“Shey,” Jason growled, “unless there’s a Consortium fleet knocking on the front door of my house, I am going to skin you.”


“Don’t blame me, your Grace, I’m just following orders,” she answered, with a touch of a slight smile touching her elegant eyebrows.  “There’s an urgent communiqué awaiting your immediate attention.”


“From?”


“Kiaari.  Wait one moment.  Now that you’re awake, I’ll patch her through.”


Who is that? Aura asked, putting both hands over her face.  The move pushed the covers down to reveal her exquisitely lovely breasts, and Jason couldn’t resist reaching down and fondling one.  Aura giggled girlishly and moved her hands enough to give him a sultry look.  Don’t start.  I think you’re about to be needed, and I don’t want either of us to leave here frustrated.


Actually, that’s a valid point, he agreed, removing his hand.  But he did overtly ogle her, which made her grin preeningly at him.  But do keep your schedule open later today.


For?


Didn’t you want to learn how to fly?  I told you I’d teach you.  That wasn’t just an empty platitude, woman.


Oooh!  Yes!  You call and I’ll be there! 


Kiaari’s face appeared, and she grinned toothily.  “I believe I’m interrupting something,” she noticed.


“Yes, me threatening my comm officer with painful death for waking me,” Jason grunted, which made Kiaari laugh.  “Kiaari, this is Aura.  Aura, Kiaari.”


“A pleasure to meet you,” Aura said in improving modern Faey.  Aura and the other Exiles had been working very hard to master the changes in the language, so they could more easily integrate.  The vast majority of the Exiles still lived just off Embraijn, but a few, like Aura, had moved into the general Karinne population.  Aura had already chosen her profession, what she’d do after she finished her language work and mastered the basics of modern technology.  Aura wanted to be a pilot, a commercial dropship pilot, and Jason was going to personally train her for her Class 3.  He hadn’t told her yet, but he’d already had a dropship built, one of the Karinne models from Cybi’s memory, for her personal use.  But to be a commercial pilot, she’d probably be flying Sticks once she got a job, that or a Karinne P-xxx line of personnel transports, ranging from the P-101, an 8 passenger dropship, to the P-680, a massive 600 seat passenger liner, twice the size of a Boeing 777.  A Class 3 rated commercial pilot could pilot any of them.  The Karinne P series were most commonly used by the house to move people around, but they were mainly used to move workers up to Kosigi and back down.

“So this is the girlfriend,” Kiaari grinned.  “I wondered when you were going to show her off.  Looks like she’s got a lot to show.”


“She’s moderately spectacular when she’s naked,” Jason said without batting an eye, which made Aura smile rakishly.  “Now why are you calling?”


She snorted.  “The word got out, Jayce.  I don’t know how, but the Alliance got wind of what the Zyagya intend to do, and they’re rattling the sabers, to use a human term.  Sister Mimmi tells us that the Alliance jumped a fleet into Zyagyan territory as a threat to try to force them to join the Alliance.  The Zyagyan ambassador here is begging for you to move the interdictor and Stargate as soon as possible.”


“Well, shit,” Jason grunted.  “Tell him I’ll get it moving right now.”


“Will do.  Lunch?”

“Only if it’s here.”


“Sounds good to me, I haven’t seen Rann in a while.  I’ll be there in a few hours.”


Her face vanished, and Jason sighed and leaned back.  Well, I guess work’s calling, he noted.  You’re absolutely prophetic, Aura.


I spent too many years in the Chieftess’ chair, she answered seriously.


I don’t doubt it.  [Cybi, patch me through to the command center.]


[Certainly.  Go ahead.]


[Alright Shey, who’s there?]


[I am,] Myri’s voice came over communion.  [Kiaari warned us something big was going on.  What are your orders?]


[We need to move the Zyagya interdictor now.  Get the task force going and go get the Stargate moving out of Draconis.  It’s already sitting there waiting.]

[Alright.  The ships are already on standby, so they’ll be on the move in thirty minutes.]

[Sounds good.  Warn the War Room while you’re at it, tell them the Zyagyan interdictor and Stargate are being positioned.  They’ll work the rest of it from the TES.]


[Alright.]


[Who’s slated for the first Zyagya picket duty?]


[Trelle’s Gift commanding the new tactical cruiser, a cruiser and three destroyers.  Umm, the Revenge and Aravalo, with the Veriven, Merro, and Tikanne.]  Hiae had decided to keep the name Revenge for her ship, just as Jeya had decided to keep the name Steadfast for hers.

[Jaiya, eh?  Good, she’ll keep a handle on things. What’s big that we have at the TES?]

[Outside of the usual picket task force?  The Jefferson and its task force are pulling a hot response sentry watch, but it’ll be replaced by the Abarax and her task force in about nine hours.  It’s duty rotation day.]


[Alright.  Put the TES pickets on hot standby, just in case.]


[You expecting trouble?]


[No, but if it happens, I don’t want to hang Jaiya’s ass out a window for everyone to see.  I want help there within two minutes if she calls for it.]


[You got it.  We’ll send the orders down.  You coming in?]


[I guess I’d better,] he grunted.


[Alright.  We’ll get the “stay out of our way” corner ready for you.]


[Oh, ha ha, ha ha, ha ha,] he retorted dryly, which made Myri laugh.  Dera! he boomed.  Not even visiting Aura was allowed without escort, though when he went on dates with Aura, he only had two guards with him.  Dera and Shen had accompanied him on his date last night, and had stayed the night to protect the Grand Duke while he had his fun with Aura.  Dera, we gotta go!  Where’s my armor?

Well, it was scattered all over the living room, hallway, stairs, upper hallway, and the outside of Aura’s bedroom door last night, she replied cheekily.  We collected up what we could find, but we’re missing a couple of pieces.  Mainly the codpiece, she trilled naughtily..


Okay, so I was in a hurry, he retorted coolly, which made Aura grin.  The Alliance is on the move, so things are serious today.  I’ll be down as soon as I find the pieces I managed to get past the door.

He did get one more really good kiss out of Aura and got his hands in a few place that she enjoyed him touching but didn’t enjoy him not touching enough, then Dera brought in his armor for him.  Aura sat demurely on her legs in the bed and watched him start to put on his armor, a slight smile on her face as she sent privately with Dera.


“Yeah, yeah, keep talkin’,” Jason teased aloud as he started buckling his breastplate and backpiece together.


“I’m just telling her about the opera,” Aura protested.


“Suuuuure,” he drawled, which made Aura giggle impulsively.  “Why don’t you come to lunch and meet Kiaari?  She’d love to meet you.”


“I’d love to.  Is Jyslin going to be there?”


“Should be, her and Rann,” he answered.


“Then I’ll be there.”


“Sounds like a date.”


“Not the fun kind,” she winked.


“You just had the fun kind.  Now live with the boring kind.”


Aura had her morning classes, so she started dressing after Jason got fully armored up and went out.  Hovering just over her house were three sleek black Wolf fighters, hovering over her house because they had no room to land without ruining someone’s lawn.  They were model numbers 003, and 004, and 005.  Model 003 was his fighter, and it was fully operational, not just a stripped down show unit.  That was a combat capable craft.  Justin Taggart had earned the right to fly the first combat operation model off the line, flying 002, and the first production model, 001 and its prototype production model, 000, were being held back at Karinne Propulsion Industries, KPI, which built all the dropships, fighters, and other small flying craft.  Those two ships were the control models, one of which was a test unit while the other was purely a historical artifact, fully operational but meant not to be used.  That was 000.  Should disaster befall 001, however, 000 would become the test unit.


They were part of a new way of doing things that Jason was testing out.  When he went out by himself, instead of flying a dropship, he would instead be flying his Wolf, with his guards flying their own.  It was simple safety.  Jason was actually far safer in the Wolf than he was in a dropship, because if he ever came under attack, well, the attacker was going to have lots of fun trying to kill him.  Wolves were that damn fast and agile.  Because of that, the Grand Duke had commandeered six Wolves, 003 to 008, and all his guards were working to rate to fly them even now.  Dera and Shen had been chosen to go with him mainly because they could fly their fighters.  So far, it had worked fairly well.  Aya didn’t object too much to him flying a fighter instead of a dropship, if only because the Wolf was so damn hard to kill.  She’d never have let him try out this new system in a Raptor.

The Wolves were being cranked out by the boatload.  They had the production lines all fully tooled now, stock parts being delivered on tight schedules, and the line was going into overdrive.  They’d been producing units for five days, and now that they had all the bugs worked out, a new fully operational Wolf was coming off the production line every 22 minutes, and there were 3 factories producing Wolf fighters.  That was 3 fighters every 22 minutes, or about one every 7 minutes or so.  Jason wanted the entire fighter fleet upgraded to Wolves in two months, and if they kept their production lines going without interruption, they’d meet that objective.  The Raptors and the few Dragonflies they used would be relegated to reserve status, kept operational but not used in front-line situations.  He wanted the problem to be not enough pilots to fly the Wolves, not that there were not enough Wolves for his pilots.  Given the production schedule, that happy condition wouldn’t take long to come to pass.

They also had a few modifications to the system.  Since the Wolf was a two man fighter, they decided to stick not just a telepathic striker in the cockpit, but a remote unit controller.  Each Wolf would have six stripped-down, small, highly mobile Torsion weapon platforms attached to it that would be controlled by the weapons officer, six drones under the control of what the pilots were now calling the “window seater.”  All the weapons could be controlled from either cockpit, but the operating procedure would be that the Wolf pilot would control the pulse weapons on the fighter, and the weapons officer would be directing the drones against Consortium opponents or telepathically attacking non-Consortium enemies or both, which simulations and test runs had already proved was an absolutely deadly combination.  Torsion weapons that small didn’t do a whole lot of damage, would barely scratch the armor of a standard starship, but they did more than enough to kill an enemy fighter or other small target.  With the weapons officer defending the Wolf from enemy fighters using the drones and the pilot attacking with the powerful pulse weapons, a Wolf was a nightmare of an opponent for just about anyone now.


His Wolf was just like the others, so he could see where the drones were attached under the angled wings like missiles, in their carry configuration, then they’d unfold like a Transformers robot into flight mode once they were released.  Jason could control the drones from the cockpit, but that was a lot of distraction.  The Wolf’s computer could also control the drones, which was what would happen if Jason ever got caught out in the open in a combat situation in his Wolf.  The computer would control the drones to defend the fighter, and Jason would run like hell.  If he ever engaged in willing combat, if he lived through it, just about everyone on Karsa would take turns beating the hell out of him for putting himself in danger.

He floated up into the belly opening that led to the coffin-like cockpit of his Wolf, and felt it lock him in and rotate the cockpit into flight mode even as he lost all sense of gravity.  The Wolf came out of sleep mode once the cockpit was secured, and Jason assumed control over it.  Step it up, ladies, Jason chided as the Wolf’s camera views flowed into his mind, as well as the telemetry of the craft, telling him it was ready to go.  You’re making me wait here!

Hush, you arrogant man, you, Shen teased as she disappeared into her fighter in his camera view.  Jason launched two spinners to get a look further up, even though the gravity-based sensor system that used the mass effect on gravity to passively search for objects already told him exactly where everything was all around him.  But he still liked to see, a throwback of his old pilot training.  VFR meant VFR, so he liked to be able to see that he wasn’t about to run into someone.


You’d think he’d be too tired to be pecky, Dera called.


Aura does look like an energetic type, Shen agreed.


I’ll show you two energetic when we get home, Jason retorted, then instantly winced.


Oh, really? Dera called.  Will this be an individual demonstration, or will me and Shen get to see it at the same time?


I don’t mind sharing, Shen called lightly.


Oh, shut up, he growled, which made them laugh mentally.


With his guards flying escort, Jason made the very short trip to the White House, and the jokes faded when he got to the command center and saw that everything was already on the move.  The interdictor was sitting out there waiting to go, being towed by the Trelle’s Gift and surrounded by the cruisers and destroyers in the task force, with Raptors and the first full Wolf fighter squadron, Justin Taggart’s 76th, swarming around the ships, performing visual inspections before docking for the jump.  Myri, Sioa, Juma, and Navii clustered around the main monitor holding the tactical situation.  To the left was a diagram of the Zyagya system, and there were three lines of ominous red dots on the edge of the display.


“Let me guess,” Jason grunted as he pulled off his helmet.  “That’s them.”


Navii nodded.  “That’s an Alliance fleet.  One hundred and ninety-four ships.  They’ll reach Zyagya in sixteen hours, but their position in hyperspace puts them inside the interdictor effect once it expands to full size.”


“How far out?”


“A third of a light year,” Myri answered.  “The Zyagya warned us that they jumped.  The Kimdori got a probe out there, it’s feeding us that,” she said with a point at the Zyagya system.  How are we going to play that?

We offer to tow them out, after they power down their ships.  If they refuse, well, I hope they have a year’s worth of supplies on their ships, Jason answered.


No, I have a better idea, Navii called.  We have a second interdictor on standby.  Let’s put it in front of them and knock them out of hyperspace from a safe distance, tell them to turn around or starve, then jump out.  If they don’t turn around, we let them starve.  The Alliance can’t say shit about it since we gave them plenty of warning, and after their crew gets desperate, we go back and offer to save them if they surrender their ships.  Then we ransom them back to the Alliance after we go through their ships with our engineers to see what they can do, up close and personal.


Navii, that’s evil! Jason gasped, then he laughed.  “I like it!”


“Let’s do it,” Myri called, then she issued the orders aloud for the benefit of the humans, Makati, and the two Kizzik in the command center.  A second task force was scrambled, the Temeron and the standard single cruiser and four destroyer escorts for a heavy cruiser task force, and 18 Kimdori ships, and they got their orders.

Jyslin and Rann hurried into the command center, as well as Kyri and Danelle, all of them in armor and escorted by five of the Dukal Guard, with Aya leading them.  Hey there, Jason greeted.  What are you guys doing here?


We were in the neighborhood, Jyslin answered.  I had work over at 3D and Maya needed me to take the kids today, so I brought them along.


Works for me.  Oh, Kiaari and Aura are coming over for lunch.


Sound good!


What are you doing, Daddy? Rann asked.


Watching Myri do her work, he answered.


And getting under our feet, she teased.


You love me anyway.


Sadly, I do, she sighed forlornly, which made Danelle giggle.


Jason engaged the kids in smalltalk both to pass the time and catch up with them, since two were his children and Danelle was as good as, since she saw him literally as her own father.  Jason never minded bringing Rann into places like this, because he had to learn, had to learn how to interact with Myri and the other very important people in the house.  Someday it would all be his, and it was his duty to be a good Grand Duke.  Part of that was being engaged and involved in both the professional and personal lives of the people who made the house work.  That was why he was on a first name basis with just about any KMS officer higher than the rank of Lieutenant, and he often had them over for dinner or barbecues.


But the chatting was put on hold when the operation began.  The first group to jump out was the battleship Trelle’s Gift and his task force, taking the interdictor to Zyagya.  Included in the formation were three Kimdori ECM ships, ships specifically and solely designed to attack an enemy indirectly.  Those ships could effectively jam any and all sensors pointed at Zyagya, which was very important due to the highly advanced Alliance sensors that would be in very close proximity to the interdictor, and would also scramble light leaving the system to prevent telescopic surveillance.  Those ships were as important to the operation as the interdictor was, because preventing potential enemies from being able to analyze the interdiction field kept them from engineering a way to get around it.  And when it came to electronic warfare, the Kimdori were the best in the business.  The Stargate would start out after the interdictor was up and running, which was standard procedure for them.  The second task force jumped out about five minutes after the first, and Jason split his attention between the engineering team with the Zyagya interdictor and the tactical team that was moving to intercept the Alliance fleet.

By the time the intercepting fleet had calculated where they needed to be and how long the interdictor had to be running before it reached the Alliance fleet, the Zyagya operation was in full swing.  The interdictor was inserted over the north pole of Zyagya Prime, a huge terrestrial planet that was nearly twice the size of Terra, but had gravity only 1.25 Earth gravity due to a lighter density and a hell of a lot of water.  Zyagya was almost classified as an ocean planet, since water covered 78% of its surface, and Faey astrogeologists classified a planet as an ocean planet when it had 80% water coverage.  The land that was there was still more than four times the area of available land on Earth, however.  In all, Zyagya was a rather pretty planet, he decided, a blue and green jewel with fluffy clouds, and surprisingly few satellites or large orbital structures.  Like the Faey, the Zyagya had learned how to industrialize without drastically altering their planet.  Jason watched as the E-suit wearing techs roamed around the egg-shaped interdictor, the precious device encased in a thick, heavily armored shell, with the massive Trelle’s Gift hovering over the egg-like device it like a protective mother swan.  Jason watched the technical feed, and when the spike generated on the hyperspace sensors, he knew the interdictor had been activated.  The spike settled into that smooth waveform pattern that marked an interdictor in operation, and the waveform slowly began to increase in amplitude, expanding the interdiction field.

Out in deep space, the second operation was setting up.  They had the interdictor in place, and he saw that one also activate.  They had to make sure to shut it down before the interdiction field from Zyagya reached it, else that field would monkey with the other one; interdiction fields could operate in the same space if they were synced, but they hadn’t had time to sync the two interdictors they were using.  That was not a quick process.  Unsynced interdictors affecting the same area of hyperspace caused both interdictors to use way too much power, and since both fields would be building, it would significantly slow down the field expansion of both interdictors throughout their entire interdiction area as the two interdictors basically fought with each other over who was going to interdict the contested space.  They didn’t want that to happen, so there was a time limit involved with the Alliance warning operation.  It was a moot point, however, for the interdictor was put in a place that gave it four hours to do its job, and they didn’t expect it to take more than twenty minutes.


Jason listened in as the captain of the Temeron, Yura Goralle, hailed the Alliance fleet after it was knocked out of hyperspace.  It was typical Yura, dry and tinged with hidden digs.  “Attention Alliance fleet,” her voice called over Alliance hailing channels.  “You are entering sovereign Zyagyan space.  The Zyagya have contracted with House Karinne to defend their system from invasion, and as such, the Karinnes have installed a hyperspace interdictor to protect Zyagya.  If you do not turn around right now and get at least one light year away from the Zyagya star, you will be trapped in normal space and will most likely starve to death before escaping the interdiction effect.  And be assured, Alliance commander, you will starve.  No one can help you.  No one can reach you.  But far be it from me to deny you the right to kill yourselves,” she drawled, which made Jason chuckle.  “So we will remove our local interdiction effect and allow you to either turn around and jump back to safety, or keep going and die.  That choice is yours.”


And with that, the interdictor was shut down and the task force jumped out.


“Hmm,” Jason mused.


“What?” Jyslin asked.


“That’s a damn good idea,” he said.  “I’ll have to ask Myli about it.”


“About what?”


“If we can install an interdictor inside a starship and have it still work,” he answered.  “I’m not entirely sure if it will, because of the spatial warping the engines put out and the velocities the ships reach. She’d have to look over the tolerances.”


“What good would that do?” Myri asked.


“Well, interdictors will work at very low power levels if they’re moving, but as a rule, interdictors don’t like to move when they’re operating.  That wouldn’t stop a huge fleet from jumping into a system, but in a battle, it would keep enemies from retreating.”


“Oh.  Ohhhhh!” Myri called, her eyes widening.  “Put Myli on that right now!”

“With everything else on her plate?  You do it.  I want to see if you get out of her office with both eyes.”


Myri laughed.  “Well, we’ll just have to keep an interdictor in reserve to jump to a battle site to prevent retreat until I work up that much nerve.”


Jason watched as the Alliance fleet sat there, most likely getting orders from their commanders, as the Zyagya interdictor continued to expand, getting closer and closer to its “bell curve” expansion phase.  On the far side of Zyagya, the Stargate dropped out of hyperspace right where it was supposed to, being towed by the battleship Victory and with a cruiser, two destroyers and 18 Kimdori ships in escort, beginning a leisurely five hour sublight cruise to Zyagya Prime.  Back out in interstellar space, the Alliance fleet did something rather curious.  There was a flurry of small ships running around between them, activity that took more than long enough for the Zyagya interdictor to begin its logarithmic expansion, and after all that was done, all but three of the Alliance ships jumped out. The three remaining ships, a cruiser class and two destroyer class ships, jumped back into hyperspace on their original course.


“Get scramblers on those ships!” Myri barked immediately.  “Get Jaiya to have the Kimdori ships in her formation blind those ships before they come out of hyperspace!”


“What did they do?” Danelle asked aloud, following what seemed to be a custom in the command center.


“They put all their food on those ships and sent them ahead, most likely to get detailed sensor readings on the interdiction field from the inside for analysis,” Myri answered her.  “The Alliance have some of the best sensors in the sector, little miss.  We don’t want them to have any chance to analyze our interdiction field.  They may find a hole in it.”


“Oh.  That seems smart,” Danelle said seriously.


Myri smiled at her.  “I’m glad you agree,” she winked.


“That was fairly clever though, putting all their food on those ships,” Jyslin murmured, to which Jason nodded.

Predictably, the three Alliance ships were knocked out of hyperspace when the Zyagya interdiction field reached them, and were effectively blinded by a Kimdori ECM ship.  Not just blinded, but also communications jammed, preventing them from communicating with their commanders.  The three ships stopped and stayed there for about ten minutes, then they turned around and started what would be an 8 month trip back to uninterdicted space.


And also somewhat predictably, Chirk called him and told him that High Staff Graith wanted to speak to him right now.


Jason chuckled when her voice came over his gestalt, which he made audio so everyone could hear it.  “Alright, I’ll come witness his explosion,” Jason told her.  “May as well track down Brall and get all the paperwork ready for me.”


“It is already prepared and waiting for you,” her monotone translator answered.


He was expecting this call, but he wasn’t entirely sure how it was going to go.  Graith was a politician right down to the marrow of his radioactive, glowing bones, and an oily one at that.  He had no doubt that Graith would be utterly pissed off at this intrusion of the Karinnes into what the Alliance had always seen to be an internal matter, but after that initial explosion, he was honestly unsure what Graith would do after that.


He took the call in his office, putting Graith’s hideous, noseless, skull-like face up on his holographic monitor, a two dimensional image projected into the air in front of his wall.  Jakkans were intelligent and friendly, but they were also ugly.  “Well, I can’t say I wasn’t expecting this call, Graith,” Jason said easily, leaning back in his chair.


“We formally protest this action, your Grace,” he said in a tightly controlled voice.  He was furious, but he was keeping his demeanor.


“Protest what?  The Zyagya are sovereign, Graith,” Jason said simply.  “And the fact that you were jumping nearly two hundred ships into their system sort of tells me that they had every right to come ask us for help.  You want to visit Zyagya?  Ask them first.  And I don’t suggest trying to do it with an attack fleet.”


“But we have trade treaties with the Zyagya!”


“That’s between you and the Leader, Graith.  The Zyagya hired us to interdict their system, and that’s exactly what we’ve done.  If you have any problems with that, take it up with the Leader.  We’re just doing what we were hired to do. No more, no less.”


“Hired?  Hired?  You mean the Zyagya are not allying themselves to the Imperium?” he asked hotly.


“Nope.  They signed a contract with us to place an interdictor in their system.  They’ll sort of have to deal with the Imperium a little since my house is part of it, but that’s the deal.  It seems they were afraid the Alliance was going to try something.  I think they had about two hundred good reasons to think that.”

“This is not a matter for the Imperium,” Graith said icily.  “I demand you remove the device preventing lawful traffic from reaching Zyagya immediately!”

“Damn, I had no idea the Alliance formally declared war on Zyagya to make an invasion fleet legal,” Jason answered bluntly.


“You tread dangerously close to war, Karinne!”


“Oh, and you haven’t been trying to get us into a war all along?” Jason retorted.  “Being best friends with a Handmaiden means I get my hands on all sorts of interesting information, High Staff.  One little tidbit I managed to get my hands on was a front company owned by the Organization was trying to secure cargo space on a Skaa smuggler that happens to have some legit ships, to move a package to the Academy,” he mused lightly.  The Organization was the title of the Alliance’s intelligence service.  “That doesn’t seem like pertinent information until you pair it up with the Organization trying to secure Skaa weapons, then lo and behold, it looks suspiciously like the Organization was trying to get a bomb into the Academy.”

The High Staff gave him a cold look, but Jason saw his gnarled brow edge upward ever so slightly.


“I’m a peaceful man most of the time, Graith, but if you ever try to blow up my Academy again, you’ll find out how vindictive I can be.”


“That’s a slanderous accusation!”


“It’s not an accusation, Graith, it’s a fact,” he declared bluntly.  “I have names, dates, and locations.  Would you like a copy sent to you to see how well it pairs up with the Organization’s own timetable?”


Graith glared.


“Let this be your one and only warning, High Staff,” Jason declared in a grim voice.  “We know what you’re up to, and we are watching.  If you try to incite war between the Urumi and anyone else again, you’ll find yourself at war with the Urumi.  Oh, and since they’re allied with the Faey at the moment, odds are you’ll be staring down Dahnai’s entire fleet.  And you know how the Faey make war, Graith,” he said in a voice of doom.  “With the Consortium out there building up its strength and preparing to take over our entire sector, the last thing I need is dealing with your shenanigans.  So back the fuck off, or I will do something about you.  Is that abundantly clear?”


Graith’s face vanished as he cut communication.


After that little adventure, Jason sighed and decided to start on the paperwork.  The Zyagya operation was more or less over as far as watching went, though he had a readout of the interdictor on his panel to keep track of its expanding interdiction field.  Luckily for him, though, Jyslin and the kids weren’t willing to just abandon him to his administrative hell.  Jason got to introduce Chirk and Brall to Danelle and Kyri, and his Kizzik assistant showed extreme patience putting up with three animated six year olds, who had their hands everywhere and violating the sacrosanct order of Chirk’s domain, his office.  The fact that she was a seven foot tall insectoid with two of her four arms ending in chitinous sword-like blades didn’t bother the kids enough to behave.  Brall decided to abandon Chirk to the kids after ten minutes, excusing himself to go to the Shimmer Dome on some made-up errand.

When Dahnai called to inquire about the Zyagya operation, he filled her in and also told her about Graith.  “I told him we know, so he’s had his warning,” he told her holographic image.  “We can’t really afford a war with the Alliance right now, but he doesn’t know that.  I sort of hinted that you’d all but orgasm at the thought of invading Alliance territory, and no doubt he’s stewing over risking war with the Confederation knowing full well we have the Kimdori watching him.”


“Oh, I could do with conquering the Alliance,” Dahnai purred.  “So, when are you going to be here?  You know, you still owe me a visit.  You and your entire family.”

“How about tomorrow?”


“Fair enough,” she smiled.


It wasn’t as easy to arrange a trip as it used to be.


Aya didn’t see it as a trip to Dracora to see Dahnai, she saw it as a nightmare of vulnerability of the entire Dukal family, and she put her foot down in ways that got all of them mad at her.


Firstly, she was extremely unhappy when Jason decided that taking the family to see Dahnai meant he took all his children, not just Rann.  Rann may be the heir and betrothed to Shya, but he had four other kids who probably felt all kinds of left out when they were excluded from some parts of Jason’s life, and he felt it was time to start rectifying that.  Kyri, Aran, Zach, and Sora were absolutely giddy with excitement at the idea of going somewhere with their father, even if their mothers were going to stay behind, and Aya gave him a look that would scare a Goraga when she found out about it.  She didn’t want the stress of trying to herd all five of his kids around, and he knew she didn’t, but she also knew she wasn’t going to win any argument she tried to start over it.  So, she decided to do a little open seething, a hostile silence that broadcast her displeasure as well as her admission she couldn’t do a damn thing about it.

Secondly, she absolutely insisted that nothing less than the Aegis would do to carry Jason and his family, the Aegis leading a task force of nearly half the entire Karinne fleet.  That got Aya at odds with Myri, but no matter how much Aya was yelled at or threatened, she absolutely would not budge, to the point where she threatened to hold the Dukal family hostage in their own house at gunpoint should they try to leave on anything less.


Thirdly, Aya was almost militantly resistant to adding any extra passengers.  Jason and his family weren’t the only ones who wanted to go, and Aya almost treated everyone who asked to go like a potential assassin.  Aya was suspicious but reluctantly agreed when Myleena asked to go, to take Danelle to meet some of her Merrane relatives, but it was clear she didn’t like the idea, not one little bit.  Now Aura he could at least understand, since she was an Exile and Aya didn’t know her very well, but Jason won that little argument.  Aura wanted to see Dracora, see the legendary capitol of the Imperium with its towers and parks, its trees and glass, and the breathtaking crystal-spired Imperial Palace atop Imperial Hill, visible throughout the city…at least if one was standing in the right place.  Jason saw nothing wrong with taking Aura along, especially since she was going to stay with Myleena over at her aunt and uncle’s villa, not in the palace.  She wouldn’t cause any trouble, and she’d never set foot of Karis if it wasn’t in the company of someone she knew and trusted.  But, when Kumi, Meya and Myra asked to go along, Jason felt she was going just a little bit too far when she initially told them no.  Kumi wanted to go see her mother, who still lived in Dracora despite being a Trillane, and Meya and Myra had friends in Dracora they wanted to visit.  They didn’t want to stay at the Palace, they just wanted to hitch a ride with Jason, and Aya almost bit their heads off.

Aya then got the palace pissed at her when she sent a text message to them telling them that everyone would be in the palace.  Jason’s family, Myleena, Aura, Kumi and the twins, everyone, and every single one of them would have full guard escort and protection at all times.   The commander of the palace guard erupted on Aya for those orders, but Aya held firm, seeing everyone going with Jason as a potential target, a way to get at Jason, and in need of full protection from the guard.  Dahnai had to intervene on that one, telling the guard that while Aya may be overstepping herself a little bit, she did have a point.  So, rooms were prepared for everyone in the palace, and guards were assigned to Myleena and Danelle, Aura, Kumi, and the twins.

The next morning, after Jeya grudgingly shuffled the deployment of damn well near the entire fleet to accommodate Aya, the leader of the guard almost faced a rebellion from within when Symone flatly refused to wear armor.  “We’re going to fucking Draconis!” she screamed in outrage when Aya issued the order.  “On the fucking Aegis!  We don’t need armor, you paranoid bitch!  Push off!”


And Symone learned not to piss off Aya.  After the bleeding stopped, she grudgingly went home to get in her armor.  Aya had Dera and Hara go through their things and remove all their clothing except one robe and a bathing suit each, making sure that if they went out when they got to Dracora, it was going to be going out in armor or being woefully underdressed.  Not that any of them would much more than bat an eye at going out naked in public—Jyslin had utterly subverted him in that regard—but there were customs involved that made sure that Symone would never dream of going somewhere underdressed.  Faey women cared as much about clothes as human women did.


So, after all that, 14 guards herded a very excited, sulky, or annoyed extended Dukal family on a heavily armored dropship escorted by no less than an entire squadron of Wolf fighters.  Jason flew the dropship, as usual, with Aya in the copilot’s chair and his kids babbling excitedly both with their voices and their minds behind him as the excitement got the best of them.  Ilia, Zora, Maya, and Yana waved goodbye to them from the landing pad, then went on to work.


Now remember, we’re gonna be on the Aegis for a while, Jason warned the kids.  So behave.


Why?  Can’t we get there in like a half an hour? Zach protested, his sending a little slow, but quite clear.  Ilia and Ryn had been training Zach very quickly and very well.

We could, but it’s still dark at Dracora, he answered.  They’re about four hours behind us right now.  So, instead of you guys driving your mothers crazy waiting, I decided we could just waste a few hours on the ship.  You know, take a tour, let you look around, that kind of thing.  When Empress Dahnai wakes up, we’ll stop wasting time and get there. 

Aya gave him a murderous look, because now she and the guards would have to herd five hyper six-year olds around the ship for hours.  That scowl only got darker when Jason winked at her.  “Revenge is a dish best served coo-ooold,” he said in a low, sing-song voice.


I will get you for this, Jason.


You’ll try, he sent back patronizingly, reaching over and patting her cheek.


It wasn’t as hard as Aya feared it would be.  When the dropship landed, it was met by a whole bay full of KMS sailors wearing class A uniforms, and standing by the hatch stairway was the captain of the Aegis, Fleet Admiral Palla Karinne.  Palla had only been captain of the Aegis since its repair and return to service.  The former captain had moved up into the command staff, and Palla had taken over when she got her promotion.  Palla was damn good.  Married to a Generation male, Travan Karinne, she was one of the youngest upper echelon officers in the KMS, a very young and spry 52, which was only just approaching middle age.  That meteoric rise hadn’t just been in the KMS.  Palla had been the youngest officer ever in the Imperial Navy to reach the rank of Commander, which gave her the right to command a ship.  Navii had plundered her from the IFN, one of many officers and non-coms she had lured away from Dahnai and into their navy.  Though she was young, she was a gifted military tactician, and she’d been pulled out of the command staff and put on the Aegis after the battle, and Haema had replaced her temporarily on the command staff.  The real reason for the switch was because Haema needed more time before returning to combat duty due to an ill grandson, and she would be the captain of the next command ship, which the Kimdori were building at Kimdori Prime and would be ready inside two months.  That ship, which Haema named Iyaneri—a Faey word that loosely translated to unstoppable force—would be fitted with a GRAF cannon as its main weapon, where the Aegis was going to be refitted with a tactical CBIM.

Part of the marvels of modern manufacturing.  They’d laid the keel of the Iyaneri only 23 months ago, and it was only 2 months from completion.  The docks in Kosigi could build a destroyer from keel to launch in 23 days, and could build a cruiser in 42 days.  The first few had taken much longer, but as production was fine tuned and parts were mass produced and in abundant supply, the build time came way down thanks to highly advanced robotic assemblers assisting the flesh and blood workers.  It had taken much longer to build the Aegis, but the lessons learned and the parts they needed to build a second ship were brought into play when they started on the next one, and the third ship, which was half built and still a year from completion, was being built even faster compared to where the other two ships had been after that much time.  This wasn’t just an advantage for them.  When they were serious about it, the Faey could build ships just as fast, probably even faster, because their ship designs had long been standardized for construction.  They had brought half-finished ships from other shipyard to Kosigi, and those ships were already quickly fleshing out, using them as test runs to get their production routines set up within Kosigi.  Once they had those all set up and the bugs worked out, they’d probably crank out a cruiser class ship every 20 days.

It had roots in American history, he recalled.  The famous Liberty Ships from World War II, built so fast that they were literally launching them on a schedule every day, built for function, not for style.  That was what they were aiming to mirror in  Kosigi, a massive shipbuilding operation where new ships were being produced so fast they wouldn’t have places to park them.  Jason wanted to see at least five ships a day come out of the base, be it Karinne, Faey, Urumi, or Kimdori, and that was not reaching.  Dellin was absolutely positive that kind of sustained construction could be achieved given the base’s unique advantages and an unbroken supply chain.  Just like in World War II, industry was going to be a critical aspect of this war.  If they could build enough ships and enough drones and other weapons to break the Consortium before they could get within striking distance of a planet, then they win.

Palla was typically Faey in that she was quite attractive and had pointed ears, but she was very different from most Faey.  She was from Jerama, which was the fifth largest food producer in the Imperium, one of their arable farming planets.  Jerama’s star was white, and it produced a curious coloration in the Faey who had lived there long enough to adapt.  Palla was blue, but she was a very deep, very dark sapphire, like the deep sea, she had pink eyes, and shimmering silver hair she kept in a short pixie style.  She saluted sharply when Jason led his kids off the dropship, then put her hands on his upper chest, just under his shoulders, and patted his armor.  “You’d better be in this,” she grinned at him.


“Yeah, yeah, you just wait til this is over, I have a long list of asses to kick,” he noted, giving Aya a light look as he said it.  She gave him a wolfish smile.  “Don’t get your name put at the bottom of it,” he teased.


“Pft, you’d be lost without us,” she retorted.  “For one, you’d have nobody to kiss your children!” she grinned, moving away and leaning down with her arms out.  “Ranny!  You’re getting so big!”


Miss Palla!  Do you have cookies? He asked as she grunted a bit to pick him up with his armor, which made him a bit heavy.


“Trelle’s combs, but you send so good!” she said, kissing his cheek.  “And it’s too early for cookies, you silly boy!  Kyri!   Zach!  You brought them all, eh?” she said to Jason.


“I figured they earned it,” he chuckled as she set Rann down, knelt down, and accepted hugs and kisses from all the kids.  They surprised her with their sending, and they introduced her to Danelle, who wasn’t well known to his KMS officers…but was she ever well known to the engineering department and 3D.


After everyone disembarked and Palla was introduced to Aura and Kumi, she took them on a long, grand tour of the Aegis.  It took nearly three hours, and while Jason knew most of it, he was impressed at Palla’s depth of knowledge of a ship she’d only been commanding for a few weeks.  Ship officers were like old U.S. Navy submariners, expected to be able to perform any critical job on the ship, and with that requirement came a great deal of knowledge about ship systems.  She led them into the various sections and explained exactly what they were for and what was going on, which enthralled his kids.  They were excited to tour engineering, where the massive main jump engines were located, four pods with each pod the size of a country village, a virtual city devoted solely to the jump engines deep inside the massive flagship.  She showed them the theater and the gym, the main medical bay which was the size of the Karsa Medical Annex, then one of the many typical residential deck sections, a cluster of crew quarters with a small arboretum serving as a little central park for the residents.  She ended the tour with the huge bridge, which wasn’t just the tactical command center, but the nerve center for the entire ship and all its functions.  The bridge deck was filled with operations officers and non-coms going about the business of monitoring the ship’s operations and issuing orders, but the tactical control center, what most would call a bridge, was at the forefront, where sixteen tactical officers, the first mate, and the captain did their work.

You could make a workout out of just walking around this thing, Kumi noted, a touch sourly, as they looked at the tactical ship display, showing a map of the ship with a series of colored dots to note readiness of critical systems.


It’s nearly two kathra long, Kumi, Jason answered.  This thing is more of a moving city than it is a ship.


Well, give me a nice desk and an office anytime.


This coming from the girl who has a fit and goes on a crash diet if she thinks she’s gained even a quarter of a konn, he teased.


Bite my ass, Jayce.


I did that once.  I didn’t find the experience very enjoyable, he answered smoothly, which earned him a clang when her armored hand slapped his armored shoulder.


Meya and Myra sidled up to each side of him and put their hands on his shoulders.  Girls, he greeted.  So how goes the dastardly plot?


It’s coming along, Meya answered with a sly smile.  You’ll certainly know when we’ve finished it.


I hope so.  I’ll be terribly disappointed if I don’t.


You’re not the only one, Myra winked.


How goes the education?  Outside of the official reports.


Pretty fast, Meya answered.  The Exiles were already highly educated.  They know all the theories, they just couldn’t put anything into practice, and they had historical references to all the Karinne technology.  Using the technology intimidates them a little at first, then they get the hang of it.  The language is taking a little longer.  Some of them almost think that modern Faey is an entirely different language.


I’m sure you’ll manage it.


This wasn’t exactly what we signed up for when we joined up, Meya grinned.


You’ll serve me like the slaves you are, he replied lightly.  In any manner I please!


Oh, listen to this, Myra snorted mentally.  I think a certain someone has had his title go to his head.  We’re going to have to do something about it, sister.


He certainly forgets who owns him, Meya agreed.


That’s right.  I do, Jyslin called, which made Meya and Myra laugh.  Don’t worry, girls, he’ll get his dose of humility tonight.


This kind of taking-down has to be done personally, Myra winked.


Better women than you have tried.


Impossible.  I’m the best, I just haven’t tried yet.


And who’s got the inflated ego now? he challenged.


My ego is in no way inflated.  I can back it up.


Keep digging that hole, girl, it’s going to be a long drop when you fall in.

Palla let Sora give the commands to get the ship moving, which made his daughter absolutely beam, and the task force started a slow, leisurely cruise towards the Stargate.  Jason let the kids stay on the bridge to watch the ship in action, ensuring that they didn’t cause any trouble by keeping them close to the tactical display, patiently answering all their questions.  When the ship started its run on the Stargate, they got even more curious.  Why turn everything off? Zach asked, since he didn’t have as much travel time as the other kids.  Ilia kept him close to home.


Plasma systems can’t run while we’re inside the Stargate, Jason answered.  And the engines can’t be running either.  We’ll build up enough speed and turn them off, then just coast through to the other side.


But why do we need to sit like we’re gonna do hyperspace?


Because the ship is too big, Palla answered for him.  Ships don’t like being halfway through a Stargate, pippy.  They want to get through as fast as possible.  When the bow hits, the Stargate will suck us in, and that’ll yank us forward.  It’s not really felt on most ships because they go fast, but the Aegis is so big that we have to secure ourselves or we’ll get all thrown against the back wall, she winked.  So, into the jump restraints, kids!

Jason helped the kids into chairs, where the maglocks on the chairs locked their armor backs in, then he sat down between Jyslin and Aura.  Is it that bad? Aura asked, a bit nervously.


You’ll feel the ship accelerate, but it won’t be so bad that it’s scary, he answered her.  It’ll be like being in a hovercar when Myra’s driving.


Oh.  Yes, restraints are definitely necessary, she nodded.


Bite my ass, Aura, Myra teased playfully.


“Secure for Stargate passage!” Palla barked aloud.  “All sections report readiness!  Show me a green board, Commander,” she said calmly to her operations officer as she sat down in her chair and activated its restraints.


The snap effect of a Stargate passage in a capital ship was definitely interesting.  The ship lurched forward when the bow hit the Stargate, as the wormhole yanked the ship in, which was why the largest ship always went through first.  They’d be going faster coming out than the other ships, and that prevented collisions if a ship had problems restarting its engines with a bigger ship bearing down on it from behind.  But it was still just as fast as any other Stargate passage, and almost instantly, they went from Karis to Draconis.  The blue and green jewel hovered before them in the holographic image, about twenty minutes away at standard cruising speed.  “Return to normal running,” Palla called.  “Comm, hail Draconis control and warn them we’re coming.”


It took about a half an hour to reach Draconis and settle into orbit, and nearly a half an hour more to get to the landing bay and get everyone settled in.  The same squadron of Wolf fighters would escort them down, the first display of their new fighters to the outside world, and Jason found himself booted out of the pilot’s chair by Aya.  Hey! he protested indignantly when she grabbed the back of his armor and yanked to keep him from sitting in the pilot’s chair.


Not this time, Jason, she answered, her tone dead serious.  In the back, where you’re more protected.  Sitting in the cockpit is no place for you here, especially when it’s common knowledge that you tend to pilot your own ships.  I’m not putting that big of a target on you.


Nobody’s going to attack me here.


Really?  And what was that incident on the Surrale yacht?  An excited hello?

He was about to protest, but he fell silent and nodded in assent.  He had been literally attacked in broad daylight and in full view of everyone once before.  He somewhat sulkily sat down in the passenger cabin beside Jyslin as Aya and Shen took the cockpit, Aya intending to pilot them down.


Poor baby, Jyslin smiled, patting him on the cheek with an armored hand.  I’ll have to make it up to you tonight.


Good luck with that.  I’m sure Dahnai’s going to have a few words with you.


I can handle her, she winked.


Surrounded by Wolf fighters, the dropship left the hangar and started a controlled descent into Draconis’ atmosphere.  As soon as they’d cleared the heaviest turbulence, the fighters launched their drones and spinners for additional defense, creating a small cloud of automated weaponry and sensor equipment.  Imperial Raptors joined their formation, with a bit of shocked and amazed sending from the Imperial pilots at the Wolves, and the entire procession made its way to the palace.  Aya landed them on the largest of the landing pads, where Dahnai, her family, several Grand Duchesses of the Siann, and Brood Queen Sk’Vrae and her retinue of Urumi, surprisingly enough, were waiting to greet them.

Predictably, Shya and Rann met at the hatch, hugging each other, but they were shooed forward as the Grand Duke and his family and friends made their way out to greet the others.  Jason and Dahnai embraced as well as they could with him wearing armor but no helmet, and she gave him a passionate kiss.  Hey babes, she sent with a smile.  Wow, I see you brought just about everyone.


All my kids, and I had a few passengers here for their own reasons, he replied with a nod at Kumi as she came down after the kids.


Jys said you brought the girlfriend.


Aura?  Yeah, she wanted to see Dracora.  She’s going to hang out with the twins while she’s here.


Well, I want to meet her, if we have time.


We’re not going to spend the entire visit in your apartment, Jason chided.


No, but we may spend it in the conference room, she answered.  I think you haven’t heard yet.


Heard what?


The Alliance declared war on Zyagya about an hour ago, over the interdictor, she told him seriously.


Fuck!  Can’t Graith keep his dick in his pants? Jason growled.


I know, I know.  So, this won’t quite be a social call.  Sk’Vrae rushed over as soon as we got the news, and Zaa said she’d be here as soon as she got in some intelligence from her operatives..


Yes, this is something we all need to discuss immediately, Sk’Vrae sent, which shocked Jason a little bit.  It was the first time she’d ever done so.  There are some very delicate issues involved here, mainly involving the Academy and the entry station.


Yeah, I can see that, Jason growled mentally.  Like how we keep Alliance traders from trying to make a run at the Zyagya gate, then claim we fired on them for no reason when we stop them.


Among other things, Dahnai nodded.  But that can wait, there are more important things to do, she added, kneeling down and opening her arms.  “Kyri!  You look beautiful, little girl!”


“Hullo Miss Empress!” she answered folding into Dahnai’s arms.  “May I send to you?”


Dahnai grinned.  “Yes you may, little miss manners,” she answered.  “I see you’re teaching them well,” she added to Jason.

“When they listen,” Jason smiled down at his blond daughter.


Zach was gaping at the hulking, imposing Brood Queen, so Jason decided to break that ice quickly.  “Zach, this is the Brood Queen Sk’Vrae, ruler of the Urumi Collective.  Your Majesty, this is my youngest son, Zachary Karinne.  Say hello,” he prompted.


Zach bowed, a bit clumsily.  “Your Majesty,” he said in a nervous voice.


“Do not fear me, child,” she said in a gentle voice, leaning down, her thick tail slashing behind her to keep her balance.  “For I am a friend of your father and of the Karinnes.”


“It’s just you’re so big and, er, bony,” he blurted.


“It’s just the way we are,” she said with a toothy smile, touching the thick, chevron-shaped dermal bone plate on her chest, which protected her lungs and hearts from injury.  “But how we look has nothing to do with who we are, broodling.  It’s wise never to judge a person or a species by how they appear.  That’s a quick way to be surprised.”


“Brood Queen Sk’Vrae is full of surprises, son,” Jason chuckled.


“How well I know that,” Dahnai grunted, touching her face impulsively, no doubt remembering what it was like to get a face full of Urumi venom.


Jason introduced all his children to Sk’Vrae in turn, from Zach to Rann, then introduced Aura to them.  Aura was much more nervous than the children, and gawked at Dahnai like she was Trelle herself in the flesh.  The introduction itself was amusing and memorable.  “Sk’Vrae, Dahnai, this is Aura.  She’s my—“

“Girlfriend,” Jyslin interrupted as she took Sk’Vrae’s scaly hands in greeting.


“Whatever,” Jason sighed, which made Jyslin giggle.


“Y-Your Maj-jesty,” Aura stammered, gaping up at Sk’Vrae.  Then she remembered herself and hastily bowed.


“She looks something like you, Dahnai,” Sk’Vrae noted.


“That’s why he likes her, most likely,” Dahnai grinned.  “She’s the surrogate when he wants me but I’m here.”


“You’re the surrogate, not her,” Jason called, which made Dahnai laugh.


“Boy, you just earned yourself some punishment,” she warned, pointing at him.


“Like I’m afraid of a girl,” he snorted.


“Let us keep our minds on business,” Sk’Vrae warned.  “There will be time for frivolity after Zaa arrives and we talk.”


“Always keeping us on the path,” Jason chuckled with an honest smile at his large, scaly ally.  “You’re right, of course.  Let’s get everyone inside and settled in, then you can get me up to speed on what’s going on.”
