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Foxwood East, Karsa, Karis

The Shio had been completely liberated.

Jason read over the report Myri sent him as Rann and Shya ran laughing around the yard, playing that immortal game of tag, with Shya being it.  Shya was quite the athletic little girl, and Rann was hard pressed to stay away from her.  Amber had been playing with them, but she decided that chasing the children wasn’t that much fun when one of them accidentally kicked her.  It didn’t hurt her, but she was now sitting on Jason’s lap, sulking a little as she milked her feigned injury for everything it was worth, getting her pity attention while she stared at the kids with narrowed eyes, plotting her revenge.


The tactical use of the interdictors had completely thrown off the Consortium, and in the eight days since they began the counteroffensive, the four Shio systems were now liberated.  First they had hit Reglen, driving the Consortium out and taking over the planet killer, then they had consolidated their hold there as the Skaa and Imperium hit Bregali, driving what little Consortium defense they had there and opting to destroy the planet killer from orbit rather than trying to capture it.  They’d captured three of them, they didn’t need a fourth, so they had the Kimdori infiltrators go in first and clear out the Shio, then they bombarded it from orbit using low orbit tactical ships.  They had marched right back across Shio territory and kicked the Consortium right back out, and now the majority of the Confederate forces were concentrating at Bregali, the closest system to Alliance space, preparing to cross into Alliance territory and continue the offensive.  The planning of that was out of his hands, as was just about everything else right now, all command decisions now coming from the war room on Terra.  All Jason could do was read reports, sit in on meetings, and stew over his grounding.

And it was a grounding.  Aya was absolutely militant about keeping Jason under control, mainly due to his history of needing to get his hands into everything.  Jason was the kind that would ride shotgun on the bridge of a battleship when it went into battle, hell, he would charge into battle right along with the infantry, which was very much unlike just about any other house ruler.  Aya kept a very close and personal eye on him, her eyes just daring him to get any ideas every time he so much as looked past the fence.  She had two guards with him at all times when he wasn’t in his bedroom, usually herself and Dera, but all his normal guards rotated through his babysitting.  Such as right now, since Shen and Suri were standing over by the hot tub deck, sending casually between themselves but still keeping an eye on him.  Jason had found that trying to leave his house to go anywhere but the White House, 3D, or Kosigi was almost not worth it, because Aya demanded exorbitant security precautions that slowed everything down…and Jason suspected she was doing it on purpose to keep him from wandering.  It was a hell of a lot easier for her to defend him if he stayed home or restricted himself to military or government installations.  She couldn’t tell him he couldn’t go somewhere on Karis, but she could make it such a pain in the ass that it wasn’t worth the effort.

It was almost annoying.  He was the Grand Duke, after all.  He shouldn’t be held hostage by his own captain of the guard…yet that was exactly what was going on, and he just didn’t have the balls to challenge Aya over it.  She was just doing her job, and he knew that if he crossed her, she would literally lock him up and keep him imprisoned until the danger had passed.  And not a single soul on Karis would dare try and stop her.


The report was pretty much a rewrite of the one he’d read about Reglen.  The Consortium only had a token force of defenders at the system, which the Confederate forces had engaged and destroyed before they could crash into the planet.  Jason watched some battle footage of that included in the report, showing the 21 Consortium ships being blown apart by Skaa and Imperium ships, and then the low orbit strikers settled into position over the capitol city of Reglen and pounded the planet killer from orbit once the Kimdori gave them the go-ahead as Faey and Skaa infantry landed on the planet and engaged the few Consortium that were planetside.  It was basically a rout, as the Consortium put up almost no resistance, and were quickly and easily overwhelmed.  Once the advantage they had of being able to jump in real time to reinforce their conquered systems was taken away, they were sitting ducks.


Jason leaned back, stroking Amber’s flank as he pondered their tactics.  They’d gone through all the trouble of taking over the Alliance and the Shio, and now they were basically just giving the systems back without a fight.  This concerned Jason, but for the life of him, he couldn’t see the logic of it.  They had to have some kind of reason to throw away ships they really couldn’t afford to lose.  But, to be fair to them, there wasn’t much they could do about it.  If they stacked heavy fleets at a system, those ships might be trapped inside an interdiction field if the Confederacy caught them with their pants down, and that was a scenario which they absolutely could not allow to happen.  They couldn’t defend the systems, but they also weren’t about to just abandon them either.  So, they were putting token defenses there to slow down an attack in hopes that they could either complete the planet killer, or a few of their battleships could crash into the planet, which would produce roughly the same result…just not immediately.  Yes, the crashing of a dozen or so half-mile long ships into the planet would kill millions, but it would take a few years for the dust to choke off all life and give the survivors of the impact the chance to be rescued before they starved to death.


So, unable to defend what they’d taken and unwilling to just leave because anything they left behind would fall into the hands of their arch-enemies from Andromeda, the Consortium was in a bit of a jam.  Good.  Though, it should have dawned on them by now that if the Confederation could deal with the Consortium, then they’d have similar luck against the Syndicate.  The Confederate rulers were not afraid of either of them, and their confidence grew more and more by the day as they pushed the Consortium out of Shio territory and prepared to jump across the empty space to the nearest Alliance system to Bregali, which was Grevalt.  Battle plans were being assembled at that very moment, as Kimdori infiltrators had penetrated Consortium defenses at all three populated planets and were gathering ground-level intelligence as Kimdori spy probes assessed the space-based defenses the Consortium had staged at the three inhabited planets.  Grevalt II was a sun-blasted wasteland just barely within human tolerance, but the Bari-Bari were much hardier than humans, so they could tolerate the 165 degree days and -50 degree nights.  Grevalt III was a tropical planet much like Terra but hotter, a farming planet and the primary planet of the system, which was also the homeworld of the Bari-Bari.  Grevalt IV was temperate, much colder than Grevalt III, but capable of producing food along its equatorial regions.  The Bari-Bari didn’t like the cold, which was odd to Jason since they were covered in fur, so the colder regions of the planet were populated by other races of the Alliance.

Odds were, the primary focus of the attack would be Grevalt III, giving it priority.  The attack would be carried out by Skaa, Alliance, and Imperium ships, as it was only a two day jump from Bregali to Grevalt, and that gave them time to set up an interdictor.  With a large block of Karinne ships out of rotation for engine refits, the war room decided to just give the Karinnes the time they needed.  The ships they had capable of jumping through interdictors were busy at the moment, ferrying supplies and many of the refugees that had fled to Terra into Shio systems as 3M rushed to build Stargates to place at the systems.  They only had two extra pairs of gates, and those had been placed at Shio Prime and Bregali, leaving Ravarra and Reglen dependent on Karinne and Kimdori ships for their links to the outside.


Jason didn’t mind.  If his girls were playing cargo pilots, then that meant they weren’t having their asses shot at by Consortium warships.  As far as he was concerned, the KMS could spend the entire war ferrying supplies around.


After Grevalt was taken, there were different plans as to how to go about retaking the Alliance.  One plan involved hitting the Alliance’s capitol system, Faroll, one involved attacking the primary industrial system, Ruad, and the most likely plan to be used was to hang back and identify which systems had planet killers closest to completion, then striking them before they could be brought online.

That did make him check up on the logistics.  Jrz’kii’s freighter schedule had been expanded to deal with the Shio systems, and he noted a report from her that showed she was also preparing to add recaptured Alliance systems into the schedule.  That big Kizzik was always prepared.


A squeal of laughter brought him back to reality, and he saw that Rann had fallen down.  Shya had taken the opportunity to jump on him, and what had started as tag turned into a wrestling match.  Jason pondered what it would be like to grow up knowing who he was going to marry, how that might affect his relationship with the girl if they also happened to be childhood friends.  Rann and Shya were best friends, but both of them knew that they’d spend their entire lives together.  In one way, Jason reasoned, it might be a relief.  No having to surf the dating scene, no broken hearts, no bad relationships.  But, on the other hand, dating and romance had its places, and could be quite fun.  He wondered if there would ever be true romance in Rann’s life, given he was marrying a Faey, and he would know his bride pretty damn well before they took their vows.


That wasn’t really a fair observation.  Jyslin was extremely romantic, as were many Faey…but it was a different kind of romance.  Faey women saw romance as an aspect of married life, not the dating scene.  Yes, Faey did engage in romance while they dated, but not to the same degree as humans did.  And in typical Faey role reversal, it was the women who were shouldered with the burden of being the romantic aggressor, trying to woo and win a man who would do everything in his power to play hard to get, testing the woman’s resolve and maybe trying to milk it for everything it was worth.  After a woman caught a man, then the romance of marriage took over, a slower but much more intimate form of it created by the telepathic pair bond.  Faey couples were extremely attentive of each other, highly engaged, at least true commoner marriages.  Most nobles married only for political gain, and some of those marriages never had a telepathic pair bond form, as the two didn’t like each other.  But Rann and Shya would buck that trend.  They were best friends now, and he was certain that they’d pair bond well before the marriage.  Shya all but had a piece of herself stuck in Rann’s mind as it was.  He was also fairly certain that Rann would lose his virginity to Shya at the first available opportunity…and that idea didn’t bother Jason all that much.  He was a male, after all, and a father liked to know that his son was popular with the girls.  He’d feel much different when Bethany and Siyae got around that age, but that was because he was human.  Jyslin would egg the twins on as much as Jason would Rann, because in Faey society, the females were the aggressors.  If both girls hadn’t conquered themselves a boy or two by the age of 14, Jyslin would be very disappointed.

Jyslin’s pregnancy had reached that stage.  Last night, she hadn’t been interested at all in the idea of a little bed bouncing, and he realized she’d passed into that stage of her pregnancy where her sex drive basically flatlined.  It had happened with Rann’s pregnancy, and it was something of a common phenonenon among Faey women.  Symone had also entered the “I’m not in the mood” phase, forcing Tim to go prowling for a playmate last night.  But then again, Tim was fairly well known for his prowling prowess before Symone lost interest, and it didn’t take him long to find a girl who was more than willing to relieve some of his tension.  Jason had an even easier time of it.  All it would take for him was one call to Yana or Aura, and his physical needs were well satisfied…at least for a while.

Yesterday, he got the news.  Yana was pregnant, and he was the father.  He was going to have another child, a boy this time, and Yana had already decided to name him Walter, after Jason’s grandfather.


Yana was the first to pull off what all the strip girls were trying to do, get pregnant.  There had been quite a bit of traffic through the fence gate since Songa had solved the sterility problem, men coming in to go on dates with the girls, and Yana had struck first blood as it were, but only by two hours.  Two hours after that, Kumi boomed across the strip that she was finally pregnant.  Kumi had put off having a child because her work was so demanding, but Temika and Rahne had really helped take the edge off; Rahne was interning in Kumi’s office, and her education was focused on business, so the best thing she could do was jump in with both feet and get her hands dirty in the real world.


And of course, the observations about Jason’s virility had to float around.  But, he couldn’t deny them, really.  He did have some kind of knack for getting Faey pregnant.  He’d had his required four children by different mothers with little problems getting them pregnant, he’d gotten Dahnai pregnant, and now he’d gotten Yana pregnant before any of the other strip girls had managed.  All he needed to do now was get Symone and Aura pregnant, and he’d have a complete set of kids by every woman with which he had consistent sex.  And he wouldn’t mind a bit.  The more kids he had, the happier he’d be, for he loved his children.  He had plenty of room in his heart to love a few dozen more.

And now that Jyslin and Symone were in that phase, he’d be calling Aura quite a bit.  They’d be like that for a couple of months, then their sex drive would come back.  Until then, he either had to go looking for his fun elsewhere or settle for a couple of months of oral sex.  He’d been conditioned enough by the girls to feel comfortable seeking his physical satisfaction with another woman, since he was doing it with Jyslin’s blessing.


He looked up Aura’s schedule, because he fully intended to call on her tonight.  She was in flight classes, getting her classroom instruction.  Jason wanted to train her himself in her practical piloting skills, but Nazi Aya absolutely forbade him from even setting foot in a dropship sitting on the landing pad.  He wasn’t allowed to board anything smaller than a corvette, and it was pretty much well impossible to train Aura how to fly using a corvette, they were too complicated for a novice pilot.  They’d started just keeping a corvette on hand just in case he needed to go somewhere.  Currently it was the Lion, sitting in the ocean off the dock where they’d had the Scimitar; corvettes were capable of water landings, as were any ground landing ship.  Not every planet they might assault may have land, so their ground attack ships were capable of water landings in case they invaded an ocean planet.

The wrestling match ended as they inevitably did, with Shya pinning Rann to the ground.  Shya and Rann were about the same size and weight, but Shya lived on Draconis, which had a gravity well .13112 heavier than Karis.  That meant that she was stronger than Rann by a little bit, and that was enough for her to overwhelm him.  Seeing Rann get bulldogged like that made Jason realize that it might be time to start teaching Rann some self defense, just in case.


Shen, he called.


Yes, your Grace?


Have Aya start training Rann in basic hand to hand self defense along with his other classes, he told her.  I think he needs to learn how to protect himself.  From Shya if anyone else.

Shen and Suri grinned at him when he glanced over.  I’ll put an hour block in every day, since you don’t have time to do it, Aya answered herself.  From the sense of her sending, she was in the house.  I think it might be useful to fit him with an inducer.

An inducer was a little gadget that increased or decreased the pull of gravity in a highly localized area.  They were used by Menoda when they were forced to visit Draconis, reducing the gravity so it wasn’t lethal, but they were also used by athletes and some military training regimens to build strength, since it gave more gravity to push against.  Inducer training was extremely popular among bachi players, and it had started to be phased into football and soccer training back on Terra, in effect granting a 24 hour a day workout.  The trick of them was minute increases in gravity at regular intervals, the amount depending on the race, allowing the body to strengthen to the new gravity, and then increasing it just a little bit.  Humans had a step up ratio of .07 per increase, where Faey used .05, but that was because they were already a heavy gravity species.  An inducer would be very useful to Rann both as a means to build strength and also to get him used to different gravity fields, something a house ruler had to be able to deal with as he made state visits.

It was a system also extensively used by the KMS.  All KMS ships used Faey Standard Gravity, which was the gravity of Draconis, and as such was just slightly heavier than Karis.  Jason was actually used to it, and it wasn’t so much more that someone really noticed it, since it meant that a weight that was 10 konn on Karis was 11.3112 konn on Draconis.  But, it did add up.  Jason weighed 137 konn in Karis gravity, or about 192 pounds, so that went up to approximately 143 konn on Draconis or on a KMS ship, or about 204 pounds.  However, Jason spent so much time on ships with artificial gravity, he was actually adjusted to Faey Standard Gravity rather than Karis gravity.

Sounds like a plan, Jason agreed.  He can use my old one, I don’t really use it anymore.

All that time training Dahnai in Aikido in Draconis’ gravity field paid off for you, Suri told him.


It was the reward for her trying to turn me into a mutant smurf, he retorted, which made Shen wheeze in silent laughter.  Besides, I spend so much time in artificial gravity, I’m used to it.

He tuned them out to access the biogenic network, and tracked down Aura’s interface.  He cheated a bit by hacking it to access its camera to see where she was, and found she wasn’t in class, she was on break.  He queried her interface, the same as making a phone call, and she picked up.  [This is Aura.] her voice communed to him through his interface.

[Aura,] he called.


[Jason!  How are you?]


[Fine, hon.  You busy tonight?]


[I think I am now,] she replied cheekily.  [Looking for a date?]


[You know it.  Come by for dinner, and then stay for breakfast.]


[Ooooh, a fun date,] she trilled.  [I’ll pack an overnight when I get home.]


[It would be a good idea.]

Only in Faey society would he arrange a tryst with his mistress, and bring her into his house to have dinner with his wife before he took her off to a bedroom and had sex with her.  He said his goodbyes to her as he watched Rann struggle under a smug Shya, then Jason laughed in surprise when he finally started thinking and used his telekinetic power, even being smart enough to access the tactical gestalt in the basement.  It vastly amplified his power, allowing him to push at Shya with it.  Rann had significant ability on his own, had been working with both Jason and Myleena to bring it out, and now that amplified power was turned against Shya.  She barked in alarm when he shoved her off, just hard enough to dislodge her and put her on her butt, then he shamelessly attacked while she was confused about what happened, rolling over and lunging at her, tackling her to the grass.  Cheater! she accused.

Daddy says the only rule is to win, Rann replied teasingly as she tried to roll them over.


Only when you fight, and you two aren’t fighting, Jason injected dryly.  Mind, son, if you make her mad, she’ll punch you in the nose.

Darn right I will! Shya threatened as she kicked her legs.  I’m not gonna lose wrestling to a boy! she declared adamantly, then managed to kick Rann off.  She pounced on him before he could get up, and they were rolling around in the grass, trading the kinds of insults that seven year olds found witty and sharp.  Jason had to chuckle at a few of them, and marvel at how fluently and effortlessly they were sending.  Shya never spoke aloud to Rann anymore, preferred sending, and it was just another indicator to him that Shya had her hooks dug deeply into his son.  She wanted the intimacy, the purity of sending, and refused to communicate with her betrothed any other way.


Amber’s two tails twitched as she watched the savage battle with intense eyes, her little clawed paws kneading his leg in anticipation of the ambush, waiting for the perfect moment to get involved.  When Shya again pinned Rann down by his shoulders, she leaped off his lap and charged.  Jason had to suppress a laugh as Amber bolted at them, then Shya screamed in surprise when Amber jumped onto her back, digging those twenty sharp little claws into Shya’s back and climbing up to her shoulder.  She bit Shya’s pointed ear just hard enough to make her flinch, and Rann took advantage of it to push her to the side.  Amber jumped clear as Shya was rolled over and then pinned down, her sending indignant.  That’s double cheating! she complained.

Amber loves me, Rann taunted in reply.  But then he cried out when Amber jumped on his back, which made Rann flop down on top of Shya to keep her from climbing up his back and giving him all kinds of bleeding scratches.  Amber jumped up and down on top of them, yipping triumphantly as she declared victory over both of them, which made Jason laugh.


I’d say both of you just lost to the biggest cheater on Karis, Jason sent lightly.  Nobody cheats like a vulpar.

Amber jumped down, flicked both her tails insultingly in Rann and Shya’s faces, then strutted back to Jason like she’d just won the crown.  Oh no you don’t! Shya barked, pushing Rann off her.  “C’mere you little cheater!  I’m gonna get you!” she shouted, getting to her feet.  Amber bolted for the house as Shya gave chase, yipping excitedly, as both Jason and Rann laughed.  Amber rushed into the open door with Shya hot on her tails, and they disappeared into the house.

Amber is so silly, Rann noted to Jason as he sat back up.


She likes to play, just like you and Shya, but she cheats quite a lot, Jason chuckled audibly.  I hope you two had fun, because Shya has to go home on Kaira.


I know.  I wish she could stay here all the time, Rann fretted.  I love having her around.


She loves it too, but she has her own lessons the same as you, and she’s been missing them while she’s here, Jason informed him.  Tomorrow we’ll do something special for her last day here, alright?


Can we take her to the boardwalk?


Sure, we can do that, Jason nodded.  We’ll have to go shopping, too, so Shya can take a present back home for Dahnai and Kellin.

Yeah they’d love that, Rann agreed.


Aya gave him a dark sending.  You know I don’t want you in unsecure locations.


Aya, we’re on Karis, he replied bluntly.  We’ll be just fine, as long as you do your normal thing.


I’ll start arranging the outing, she sent after a moment.  Have them send over her Highness’ new armor.

Shya was going home with more than just a present for her parents.  They’d made her a new interface and a suit of Crusader II armor, with all the safety upgrades, and it was supposed to be done already.  They were going to present it to her before she went home, but since they were going out and Aya wouldn’t allow any of the Dukal family out of the strip without armor, Shya would be armored for her excursion.  Besides, since Shya was as good as his own daughter, he was damn well going to make sure she was outfitted with the best, just like Dahnai.  They had a set of armor for every member of the Imperial family, from Kellin to Sirri, and they’d ship it back home with Shya.  Jason technically was violating his own policy of allowing cutting edge tech off Karis, but this was Dahnai.  She deserved the best protection available, and that meant Mark II Crusader armor.


That, and he put enough traps in the armor to make sure she didn’t tamper with it.


Rann went to go see what happened as Jason read the next report, and blinked in surprise.  That crazy experiment the Academy was conducting to hardwire a human brain fucking worked.  The results scrolled through his mind’s eye, and was honestly amazed.  The interlink computer between the human brain and the outside needed some tweaking, but the experiment had been a complete success.  Both the test subjects had been able to successfully interface with an external computer using nothing but their brains, and with very minor side effects that they could iron out with a little more work.


If it worked, then that meant it was time to hijack the program, because it had immediate military applications.  If he could hardwire his human pilots, they’d have the same capabilities as a Generation.  Jason ordered the Academy mainframe to copy all data concerning the program to Cybi, sent a message to Ayuma to have her have those two lead scientists and their two test subjects moved to Karis, then asked Cybi to send it on to the 3D mainframe.  He then called Songa and Olan Karinne, one of Myleena’s Black Ops engineers that had defected to them, who got his degree from Dracora Academy in cybernetics, working with the machines the Faey used to replace body parts.  It wasn’t his specialty anymore, but that degree meant that he was the most qualified man in 3D to work on the program.  [I have a new project for you two,] he told them, looking at both of them in his mind’s eye as they were conferenced.  He explained the experimental program, then smiled, which they could see thanks to the floating camera in front of him.  [You two are going to work with the two scientists that started the experiment to help them perfect it, as fast as possible.]

[Easily done,] Olan nodded, his thick mane of light blue hair bobbing.  [I’m fairly impressed that they actually got it to work.  I need to see their data.]


[It should already be on the 3D mainframe, and you should have access,] Jason told him.  [I want you to start designing an interface to work with this, you know, just plugs right in.]


[Actually, the interface could double as the interlink computer, removing the need for a computer to be implanted in the host,] Olan mused.  [Doctor Songa, is it feasible to place the interface jack behind the ear?]


[Actually, that would be a good place, anchoring it to the occipital ridge of the skull.  There’s some open area behind the ear canals where the wiring could be concentrated before it’s spread out into the brain, and the wiring can be fused to the interior skull for the connections on the other side.  I need to see their data as well, Jayce love,] she told him.


[I’ll get you access, but for now, go to 3D.  They’ll let you in.]


[I’m on my way now.  Truth be told, I won’t mind a little diversion.  Paperwork is boring,] she complained, sticking her tongue out just a tiny bit.

Jason laughed.  [Welcome to command, love,] he told her.


Jason filed through a few more reports, then sighed and went inside for his scheduled meeting with the Confederate Council, the eight rulers of the allied powers.  Things were still a bit tense, mainly between Dahnai and Assaba, but things had calmed down considerably as the Confederate forces proved that they could work together, and work together well.  Grayhawk wasn’t present at the meeting, sending his assistant to listen in on the meeting in his stead, since he had a lot of work to do helping his parliament get things back in order now that the Shio systems were back in Confederate control.  Dahnai still had supremacy issues, and that really chafed Assaba’s scales.  He listened in without comment as Dahnai gave a status report, then they debated the best ways to invade the Alliance…which was a pointless thing, since it was the war room that was going to make that decision.  The only good thing Jason could see out of it was that it kept the rulers out of the hair of their commanders.  Myri hated it when Jason nosed around her business, and he had no doubt the top-tier commanders of the others had similar irritation when their rulers started sticking their nose in business with which they had no business involving themselves.  As far as Lorna was concerned, Dahnai’s only function as the Empress was to sign the orders her military staff issued.  Grran was the only one at that table that had enough practical military experience not to be a pain in his generals’ asses.

But, there was some important business that happened, as Zaa took over the meeting.  “I have infiltrators on the way to the occupied territory taken over by the Consortium on the far side of the galaxy,” she declared.  “They know we have infiltrated them, and have become very secretive about certain projects.  With the CMS technology provided by the Karinnes, we can now get infiltrators deep inside their territory.”

“We could have provided stealth field technology, Denmother,” Sk’Vrae told her.


She shook her head.  “Stealth fields cannot function in hyperspace, where CMS can,” she answered.  “CMS is effective against hyperspace-based sensors as well.  It is perfect for us.  I should start receiving reports from my infiltrators within four days.  Then we will know what secrets the Consortium seeks to hide from us.”


“Never try to hide something from a Kimdori,” Dahnai chuckled.


“It provokes our instincts,” Zaa said urbanely.  “As to other matters, I have children on every Alliance planet, moon, and station, and all are now actively assessing the progress of planet killers, so that we may know where we must attack first.  They are also making contact with the resistance cells that have appeared, to secure aid and coordinate any attacks with them.”


“Our peoples will resist the occupation of Alliance territory and fight bravely,” Ba’mra’ei declared.


“They’ve proved it during the Shio operations,” Dahnai nodded towards the ugly simioid.


“That is the extent of my information at this time.”

“Alright, we’ll move on to Stargate production,” Dahnai said.  Jason drifted out as he pondered much more important matters, which was Aura’s visit.  Rann was very fond of Aura, and so was Jyslin for that matter, and Rann fully understood just why she came over.  They didn’t hide such things from Rann, for they were mainstream aspects of Faey culture, and he’d see similar situations on just about any viddy program.  Nearly every married couple had such boyfriends and girlfriends, even such deeply involved marriages like Maya and Vell.  Vell had a mistress or two and Maya had a couple of beaus, and were known to indulge in a little extra-marital activity from time to time.  Aura was Jason’s girlfriend in Rann’s eyes, and he knew that his father and Aura had private time.  He needed to make sure the pool house was clean, for that was where they went when Aura came over for a conjugal visit, their private little place.  He also needed to make sure Ayama had steaks, because that was Aura’s favorite Terran food, and he always indulged her when she came over.  He was also going to have to start prowling the strip for those sudden urges, just like Tim did, so he considered a few impromptu seductions…probably Lyn and/or Bryn first.  Having twins in bed with him was really fun when it was Meya and Myra, and he was starting to wonder if Lyn and Bryn were the same way once a man got them out of their clothes.

“Wake up, Jason,” Dahnai called, which caused Cybi to manifest her illusion and nudge him.  He blinked and looked at the eight holographic faces arrayed in a semicircle before him.


“Huh?” he asked.


“I said, how is the interdictor production going?”


“On schedule,” he answered, ignoring Cybi’s light, teasing smile, yet more proof that Cybi was alive.  She had a definite sense of humor.

“We will have six interdictors ready for deployment in two days,” Cybi elaborated.  “Nineteen more are in the final stages of production and will be ready in a takir.”

“I think that’s enough.  We’ll be two short, but I don’t think we’ll be able to retake all of Alliance territory within a takir.”


“No, it’s going to take much longer.  Surprise is no longer on our side,” Grran nodded, speaking through his vocoder as his fourteen highly dexterous fingers danced before him, typing out his words.  “So long as interdictor production keeps up with the advancement of our naval forces, we will be alright.”

[Jason, my friend, keep your ardor under control,] Cybi teased.


[Ya ya ya, bite me,] he replied blandly.


[It’s just good that you’re sitting behind your desk, else Dahnai might get the wrong idea.]


[Keep pushing that button, Cybi, it’s eventually going to go off.]


[Oh my.  Should I bring you a towel?]

He glared at her, which oddly enough, caused Dahnai to laugh.  “What is she saying, Jason?”


“Nothing I’m repeating over an open comm,” he replied, which made Cybi pat Jason fondly on the shoulder.


“I often lament that I am eternally only on one side of a conversation where it concerns the Grand Duke and Lady Cybi,” Magran intoned dryly.

“You want her?  Twenty credits and she’s yours,” Jason offered.


“Your Grace!” Cybi protested.  “I am worth at least fifty credits!”

Dahnai laughed.  “Be glad you didn’t offer that to me.  I’d buy her in a heartbeat.”


“You may buy me, but getting me to obey you will cost you far more than you possess, your Majesty,” Cybi then declared, somewhat airily.


“I do think this is a good time to stop.  I find myself tiring, and not all of us are concentrating,” Sk’Vrae piled on.


“I second that motion,” Grran called.  “There are reports awaiting my attention.”

“You aren’t the only one who has work waiting,” Vizzie nodded.  “I must brief her Imperial Majesty on the day’s information.”


“Is she ill?” Magran asked.


“She is fulfilling some of the other duties of her crown at the moment,” Vizzie replied, with visible relief.


Cybi remained after the conference ended, and the two of them went over some of the reports, mainly dealing with production of Legion weaponry and her input on a few Legion projects under development.  [Myri hasn’t told you yet, but the Prophet and its task force are nearly finished with their shakedown and will be entering active service by Chiira.]


[Good, we can use them.  How’s the refit on the Aegis?]


[The engine modifications are complete.  The installation of the GRAF cannon is projected to be complete in seven days.]


[Any problems?]


[None yet.  So far, installation is on schedule.]

[Then, I guess we’re done here?]


[Yes, we are done here.  Go back to your lascivious fantasies,] she teased.


[I’m going to do just that, thank you very much,] he replied shamelessly.

Aura arrived promptly at 1930, just in time to smell the steaks grilling out on the deck, not even bothering to come into the house.  She padded up to see Jason and Jyslin playing chess on the outside table as Rann and Shya played with Amber, rolling a ball back and forth between them while trying to keep Amber from intercepting it.  Surin was flipping the steaks on the grill as Ayama brought out salad, corn on the cob, and raya chutes sautéed in butter, fleshy pulp pulled from what looked like bamboo chutes, but tasted like nutty potato.  “Good evening, everyone,” she called, dropping her overnight bag on the deck.  “I see I’m just in time!”

“A touch early, Lady Aura,” Surin answered her.


“Speaking now, are we?” Jyslin asked.


Aura laughed.  “I have to practice modern Faey somehow,” she replied.  “That smells wonderful!”

“Thank you,” Surin and Ayama said in unison as Aura sat down beside Jyslin at the table.


“How was flight class?”


“Always interesting,” she replied.  “I got my first chance to fly in space today, they introduced us to vector based flight.”

“That’s way different from atmosphere,” Jason chuckled.


“I know.  Vector based flight is like a whole different kind of flying, but I’ll get the hang of it.”


It took me forever to learn it, Symone sent idly as Amber abandoned the game to jump up onto the table and yip demandingly at Aura.


“I just hope to be working soon,” she said, scratching Amber behind the ear, getting a purr out of her before she rejoined the game.  “So long as I pass my flight exam, I graduate in three takirs and move on to apprenticeship, flying as a copilot in passenger dropships.”  That sounded about right.  It wasn’t really that hard to get a Class 3, about a month of instruction for someone with no experience at all, because skimmers were actually very, very easy to fly.  It was about as hard to fly a skimmer as it was to drive a car, and Jyslin had learned how to fly his skimmer back on Terra in just a couple of weeks.  Aura was a little different, though, because she was still learning how to fit in among the Karinnes, and had absolutely no experience driving or flying.  She was highly intelligent and learned very fast, however, so she wouldn’t be losing any time in class.  The Exiles had always had the knowledge of Karinne technology, but just lacked the ability to produce it.  That did make quite a difference, allowing the Exiles to assimilate into Karinne technology and society faster than Jason expected.  Just as Aura learned how to speak modern Faey very quickly, she had managed to work herself into her new home’s technology, and even its culture, very quickly.

Aura would earn her Class 3 in about a month.  But, since Aura was going to be a commercial pilot, she’d go through a few months of on the job training on the small passenger dropships, the 12 seaters that were little more than glorified skimmers, before being allowed to pilot one.  From there, she’d work her way up through the fleet until she was piloting military ships as a pusher pilot, learning how to fly progressively larger and more complicated ships, step by step, each new assignment building on the skills she learned from her prior one.

“How are the other classes going?” Jyslin asked.


“I’m done with assimilation classes, and I’m almost finished with the language training.”


“I noticed, you speak Faey very well now,” Jason praised.


“I’m almost just another Karinne now,” she laughed.  “I’ve even gotten addicted to watching the viddy, just like you guys.”


“Hey, I don’t spend all my time in front of the viddy!” Symone protested.


“You just spend it in a Gladiator,” Tim teased.


“Watch stuff blow up or blow it up myself, whichever shall I choose?” Symone retorted with a grin.


“Enough talk of job training.  Let’s talk about that steak!”


“For someone as thin as you, I don’t see how you eat so much,” Ayama accused.


 “Practice,” Jason teased.

“I used to work very hard, and that gives a girl an appetite,” Aura said primly.  “When I start getting fat, then I’ll worry about how much I eat.”


Jason makes sure to work it off her, Symone sent with a naughty tilt.


Exercise is exercise, whether I’m on my feet or on my back, Aura replied shamelessly, which made Jyslin laugh.


I just hope when I older, I have girlfriends as nice as you, Aura, Rann told her.


She smiled at him.  I’m sure you will, pippy, you’re a very handsome young man, you know.


He’s mine, back off, Shya warned, which made all the adults explode into laughter.


She’s definitely marked the boundaries of her territory, Aura winked at Jason.


She’ll be in for a rude awakening when she finally realizes she won’t be the one in charge.

Surin and Ayama served up dinner, and they bent to the task of enjoying grilled steak and all the trimmings, both Terran and Faey, that went with it.  Jason enjoyed the evening for just what it was, a nice dinner with family and friends, a dinner that had nothing to do with the war being waged out there in space, a war where his own girls had already shed blood and lost lives, and he’d shed his own number of tears of their loss.  But the dinner was a nice escape, a chance to rest, relax, and not think about cold reality.


The escapism continued after dinner, as Jason played piano for everyone, including Cybi, then they talked long enough to bore the children into going upstairs, Jason just catching up on the daily lives of Aura, Tim, and Symone.  He found out that they’d decided on a name for their baby girl, Duchess Lyra Melissa McGee Ayalle Karinne, which was almost as bad as poor Rann’s full name, Duke Heir Apparent Rann Brian Fox Shaddale Karinne.  Tim and Symone headed home around 2200, because Tim had work in the morning and Symone was going to be working tomorrow as well, working as a Gladiator rigger by moving freshly produced Gladiators out of the factory beside the Shimmer Dome and loading them on transports to their destinations.  She would be one of about twenty riggers that would give the Gladiators just off the line a cursory shakedown run, and then load them up on cargo transports after they were sure they were working just fine.  It was fairly safe work, just the risk of some kind of bad manufacture causing a breakdown.  The heavily armored box holding the pilot made it a safe place, even if some kind of wild malfunction caused something on the unit to explode.  The main thing it did was give Symone a feeling that she wasn’t a fifth wheel, that she was contributing.  He’d never in a million years allow her into combat, but he’d let her play with Gladiators all she wanted as long as she never got into a fight.  She was his amu dozei, and that afforded her certain perks and protections not allowed to most anyone else…but it also came with some restrictions and responsibilities.  One of those was that she would never see combat if he had his way.  And since he was the Grand Duke, it was fairly certain he was going to get his way.

After Tim and Symone left, Aura joined them in the baths as they got Rann and Shya ready for bed.  Jason was not shy about bathing with others.  He’d shared his bathroom with just about everyone on the strip at one time or another over the years, because bathing was seen as a social custom among the Faey.  However, in this one instance, he thought that was just a tiny bit weird that Jyslin would invite his mistress to the baths, but neither Jyslin nor Aura had any problem with it.  Rann and Shya didn’t care either.  He got over that feeling relatively quickly as Aura washed Shya’s hair, listening to her send away in her bubbly manner, looking completely comfortable being brought into an intimate setting with his family.  And he couldn’t deny that he loved looking at her.  She was so much like Dahnai, tall and sleekly muscled, like a panther, yet with all those curves a man loved to see on a woman, and like all Faey women, she was enticingly comfortable with herself, willing to show them the beauty of her body; among the Faey, the naked body was living art, a thing to be displayed, viewed, and admired, not hidden and rebuked as it was in human society.


After everyone was washed up, they sat in the soaking tub a while as Rann entertained them with his telekinesis, making water shapes, which wasn’t an easy thing to do.  Water was harder to affect because one had to approach it from a different angle.  Instead of affecting the object, a telekinetic instead had to affect an area, the volume in which the water was contained.  Telekinetic power could affect space at a direct level, and manipulating water was one of the aspects of that manipulation, working with the space that contained the water rather than the water itself.  That Rann could make water shapes proved that he was going to be a very strong TK.  IT also said that Myleena had been teaching him tricks that Jason felt he wasn’t quite ready to start trying yet.  Jason, Myleena, and Ayuma took turns training Rann and Danelle in their power, and both of them had come along very quickly.  Despite how busy they both were, they found the time to make sure that their kids got at least a good three of four hours of training a day.  Ayuma found that giving TK lessons filled up the free time she had now that she was on Karis, and would be there until it was safe for her to return to the Academy.

“My, that’s a good one!” Aura praised as Rann slowly raised a twisting double spiral of water out of the tub, the two tendrils of water twirling around one another until they were nearly a foot tall, the two tendrils bobbing and weaving and shivering as Rann concentrated every fiber of his being on keeping control over the water.  Jason had to marvel at how fast his son was learning how to control his powers.  Just a couple of weeks ago, he could barely move something in his hand, and now he was making water shapes.  But, his novice status became apparent as he lost control of it, and the water splashed back into the tub.


I made it too big, he fretted.


You’re learning so fast, my clever son, Jyslin smiled at him.


Well, Daddy, Miss Ayuma, and Aunt Myleena make me practice all the time, he answered.  Danny’s getting really good too.


Just don’t get showy like Kyri, and you’ll be fine, Jason chuckled audibly.  Woops, and that’s it, young man, no more, he warned as a tiny bead of blood appeared on his upper lip.  Nosebleeds were a common side effect of learning telekinesis, when one pushed a little too hard.


“Here, love, let me get that for you,” Aura told him, taking up a rag and tilting Rann’s head up, dabbing the blood from his lip.  “Alright, now pinch off your nose until it stops.”


I’ve done this enough times, Miss Aura, he grinned at her.  It’s when Daddy and Aunt Myleena says I need to stop.

“I should say so!” Aura smiled down at him, patting him on the shoulder.


“Miss Ayuma says keep going until I get dizzy, though,” he added aloud, his voice a little nasal since his nose was pinched closed.  “She says that’s how she learned.”


“Well, Ayuma isn’t your father or your aunt, so listen to them first,” Aura told him, quite seriously.


“Miss Ayuma says it’s not dangerous until your ears bleed.”


“If she pushes you that far, I’ll kick her butt,” Jyslin said with a grunt.  Jason nodded in agreement.  Bleeding from the ear canals was never a good thing, either in telepathy or telekinesis.


The good part about those kinds of nosebleeds was that they didn’t last very long.  After just a couple of minutes, the bleeding stopped and Rann endured Shya cleaning up his nose and face, clucking at him like she was his mother, then she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and kissed him on the cheek.  There, all better, she proclaimed, which made Jyslin smile lightly.


You two hop out and dry off, it’s almost your bedtime, Jyslin called.  And remember, you’re gonna be really busy tomorrow, so get to sleep.

They did so, Rann drying his hair as Shya scrubbed the water off her shoulders and torso, then she looked down at Rann’s body.  When will you grow hair over your thing, like Daddy and Uncle Jason? she asked boldly.


Not for a while yet, Jyslin answered her in an unruffled manner.  About the same time you grow your own hair.

Oh.  I guess that makes sense, she shrugged.


The two of them finished up drying off, then leaned over the tub to kiss the adults goodnight.  Once they padded out, Jyslin leaned back against the lip of the tub and sighed.  Shya’s not going to be too happy about going home, she remarked.  She’s getting into that phase.  So is Rann.

What phase? Jason asked.


This morning when I went to wake them up, Rann had his hand between her legs and he was feeling her up like nobody’s business, she answered.  And she was just spreading her legs wider for him.

All children go through such phases, it’s not a big deal, Aura shrugged.  Besides, they’re betrothed.  By custom and law, Shya can do anything she pleases with Rann, and Rann with her.  If she wants him to touch her, and he wants to touch her, then she has that right.

That hasn’t changed, and like I said, Shya’s gonna be a little annoyed to leave, she chuckled.  But, I was a little surprised to see it.  It’s the first time I’ve seen them touch each other that way.


It has to happen eventually, Aura told her.  They know they’re betrothed, and they’re old enough to understand what it means.  They’ll be doing a lot more than touching in a few more years, and they both know it.

Jason was of two minds about that.  They were right that by Faey custom and law, what Rann and Shya did was Rann and Shya’s business, and not even they could really stop them.  They were betrothed, and that gave Shya way more rights to Rann than she’d have otherwise.  But, the human upbringing in him objected to the idea that the two of them had started getting that kind of curious.  However, stopping them from anything improper would be virtually impossible any time they were together, because Shya and Rann were utterly inseparable when they were visiting.  They even slept in the same bed, and splitting them up now would not be easy.


I can sense the moral outrage from here, Jyslin teased a little at him.


He chuckled.  A little, but I already put my chips in this pot, so I may as well just see who wins the hand, he replied.  In Terran society, that kind of thing is a serious taboo.  But, then again, in human society, you can’t turn on basic cable and see graphic pornography either.


Terrans are extremely uptight about sex, Jyslin told Aura with a slight smile.  They see it as some kind of moral wrong unless you’re married, and have turned anything even remotely sexual into a cultural deviance.  They even outlaw nudity in public.

Good Trelle, that society must be a nightmare to live in, Aura noted.  No wonder Jason is so well adapted to a proper lifestyle.


Ya ya ya, that’s your fault for being so fucking sexy, Aura, he retorted, which made Aura preen a bit and Jyslin laugh.  I never in my life dreamed I’d have three wives and a mistress who know about each other without trying to castrate me.

You have one wife, buster, Jyslin retorted with a playful smile.


I’m equating it to a Terran condition, he chided.  Symone and Dahnai would be wives in human society, because they’re relationships based on love.  Aura would be a mistress, because it’s all about sex.


I don’t mind being a mistress, she grinned.


You’ll be getting a workout, Jyslin told her.  I’ve completely lost my sex drive.


Ah, you’re at that stage, she nodded knowingly.  I had a similar period when I was pregnant.  Just the thought of sex made my skin crawl.  My husband had to seek satisfaction with our next door neighbor, with whom we both had a casual relationship. 

Well, they’re getting better about it, but there’s still quite a bit of moral crusading on Terra over what Terrans see as Faey permissiveness, Jason chuckled.  Especially around Los Angeles, because of the high concentration of Faey residents working in show biz.  Most vidlinks on Terra have parental controls that basically block all off-planet networks except INN.

No offense, Jason, but your people are seriously messed up, Aura told him.


They say the same thing about Faey.  It’s just a rather significant culture clash, nothing more. Personally, I always thought it was a bit silly that parents rage against sex in society, yet let their kids play video games where they tear people’s heads off.  Seeing cleavage is a reason to go up in arms, but letting your kid play a game where you shoot an old lady between the eyes is just fine.  Given the choice between my child messing around with a neighborhood girl or hacking her up with a machete, I’ll take the messing around.

There’s that male pride I like to see, Jyslin grinned.  Admit it, when Rann comes to you and tells you he lost his cherry, you’ll congratulate him.


Sure will.  But when Siyae or Bethany says the same thing, I’ll grab my railgun and make sure the boy never has another chance.

Both women laughed.  Such a sexist! Aura accused.


I’m still Terran in some ways, he declared shamelessly.


But you’re Faey enough where it matters, Aura winked.


Hmm, let’s see.  I’m sitting naked in my tub with my naked wife and my naked mistress talking about my children’s future sexual adventures.  I guess I am, he admitted.

Well, I won’t complain.


I tried to complain at first, but Jys and Symone beat it out of me.


Literally, Jyslin giggled aloud.  And you had your own hand in that, Aura.


Yes, I remember you telling me about it, she nodded. I was happy to be of help subverting you to the evil Faey lifestyle, she teased.

Speaking of that evil Faey lifestyle, why don’t you and me go down to the poolhouse and do something that would make my mother disown me? he offered.


I thought you’d never ask, she purred in reply.


Aura was always therapeutic.


He woke at sunrise, 0646, and looked out the windows towards the fence, since the poolhouse was between the fence and the house.  Two guards walked by, in their black armor, the morning patrol of the fence to ensure it was whole and operational.  He picked up his interface and put it on, and immediately saw that he had three urgent messages, all from Myri.  He decided she could wait a bit longer, leaning down and pulling the covers away to admire Aura’s toned, sexy body, covered in that darker hue of blue skin that showed she’d spent many long hours out in the sun, so long that her darker coloring had burned into her skin permanently.  She was on her back, one hand draped over her tight stomach and the other dug up under the pillow behind her head, her gorgeous gold hair fanned out on the pillow around her reposed face.  He made sure to pull the covers down enough to see all the way down to her knees, his eyes lingering on her generous breasts and that sexy triangle of shimmering gold pubic hair.  They’d made love for hours last night, multiple sessions, multiple positions, multiple orgasms, Aura proving that she was the sexy beast that she was, sexy enough to have him call her and come over to fill in for Jyslin while she was in her disinterested phase and he was bandy.

And there was no love.  A great deal of friendship, yes.  Intimacy, yes.  Love in a platonic sense, yes.  But not romantic love.  Aura really was just a really good friend who happened to have the hots for him, he had the hots for her, so they satisfied each other’s desire in an entirely Faey manner.  She was the glaring proof Jyslin had tried to show him for years that it was alright to enjoy other women, that he wouldn’t fall in love with every woman he brought to bed.


She opened her golden eyes and gave him a lazy smile, not moving.  Enjoying the view? she asked lightly.


I’ll enjoy it more if you give me more to see, he replied, feeling his ardor rise staring at her.  Actually, forget looking, I’d rather do something else, he declared, crawling on top of her.


Aura laughed and wrapped her arms around him.  You are always so wanton in the morning.  I love it, she told him in a seductive tilt of her thought, telling him she was just fine with a little morning entertainment.


Just about the time he’d gotten Aura’s legs apart and was happily committing what his Christian morals would call adultery, his interface beeped again.  He growled in frustration and stopped.  Dammit, they just can’t leave me alone, he complained.


It’s your fault for putting your interface back on, she chided, her sending tinged with lust.


Give me a minute, it’s marked urgent.  Aura didn’t seem to happy about that, putting her hands on his shoulders and rubbing her thighs against him in a manner that tried to scatter his attention as he accepted the query.  Myri appeared in his mind’s eye, but since there was no floating camera in the poolhouse, she couldn’t see him in return.  [What is it, Myri?  I’m busy!]


[I know, I saw you drag Aura into the pool house last night,] she replied with a leer.  [There was an accident up in Kosigi last night.  A primary exchanger exploded on the Aravalo while they were testing the engine upgrades.]


[Shit, is everyone alright?]


[Fourteen minor  injuries, one serious injury, but no fatalities,] she replied, which made Jason sigh in relief.  [But the damage to the Aravalo is pretty extensive.  It was the core exchanger, Jayce.]  That was definitely bad, since that was the main exchanger attached to the singularity plant.  [They’re estimating two takirs to get it back in service.]


[I want to know why it happened.]


[I’ve already got QC going over it,] she nodded.  [Tests on the plant show that it wasn’t damaged by the feedback, so we really dodged a giruzi on that one.  But they’ll have to replace a hell of a lot of conduit and the two tertiary exchangers on top of the structural repairs.]


[That’s not a surprise.]  It wasn’t, because the two tertiary exchangers, directly attached to the core exchanger, were there to isolate the core form the ship and the ship from the core, acting like last-ditch circuit breakers in a catastrophic failure situation, just like a core exchanger explosion.  It had no doubt melted both exchangers as they isolated the rest of the power grid from the wild feedback through the conduit from the explosion, but that was what they were there for.  It was far easier to replace two exchangers than half the equipment on the ship.

[Usually I wouldn’t bother you with something not cataclysmic when I know you’re digging for treasure between some lucky girl’s legs, but you’re the one that told us to report anything serious to you.]


[Yah, so I did, and you did the right thing.  Thanks hon.  Send updates by the hour.]


[Will do.]


So? Aura prompted.


An accident on a cruiser. A few people hurt, no one killed, but it knocked the Aravalo out of service for a while.


Ships can be fixed, but lives can’t be replaced, she sent sagely.


Amen, he agreed.  He chuckled when she took hold of his interface, and he had it shut down before she pulled it off of his face.  She gave him a smoldering look as she tossed it to the floor.


Now, where were we? she asked with a hungry smile.

Right about here, I believe, he answered, returning to what he was doing.


At least Miaari had the sense to let them finish before she barged into the poolhouse, but only just.  She got quite an earful as she boldly came in through the bedroom door, and probably got quite an eyeful as well, since the foot of the bed faced the door and Jason had Aura in a position that probably left little to a spectator’s imagination if viewed from that angle.  Miaari came in just as Jason climaxed, accompanied by Aura’s howls of pleasure, then he collapsed on top of her.

“So typical,” Miaari sighed.


“Miaari!” Jason barked, looking back at her.  “Do you mind?”


“Not at all, and since you didn’t lock the door, I guess you don’t either,” she observed, which made Aura laugh.  “It’s not like I haven’t seen you mate with a female before,” she said dismissively.


“It’s the principle of the matter!  I wouldn’t barge in on you if you had a man in your bed.”


“I wouldn’t care,” she shrugged.  “I’ll send you an invitation when Kraal arrives, so you might observe Kimdori mating rituals.  It would be educational.”


To his intense pique, he blushed, which made Aura laugh even louder.


Jason wasn’t about to feed Miaari’s obvious amusement.  He pulled up the covers with his talent far enough to get off of Aura without giving Miaari anything to see, then he sat on the edge of the bed as Aura kicked the covers back off and rolled over on her side, looking quite satisfied and amused.  “Now what’s so bloody fucking important that you’d interrupt my private time?” he demanded.


“Denmother wants to talk to you, and she felt it important enough to tell me to chase you down,” she answered.  “Her exact words were, ‘I don’t care if you have to drag him off of Jyslin.’  I was prepared for the dragging, but wasn’t prepared to drag you off of Aura.  Hello, Aura,” she said politely.


“Miaari,” she returned with a nod and an impish grin.  “I hope we didn’t offend you with our, ah, mating ritual?”


“Shut up, you traitor,” he growled at Aura, which made her giggle like a little girl.


“Jason always proves he is quite…enthusiastic about mating,” she replied, which earned her a smack on the arm.  “Now, Jason, Denmother needs to speak with you, and it is quite urgent.”


“Guess work isn’t passing me by today,” he grunted, standing up and pulling his interface up off the floor with his power.  He put it back on and turned it on, pausing only a second as it reasserted itself in his mind.  He was so used to it now, it didn’t even make him dizzy anymore.  “I’ll see you later, hon,” he told Aura.


“I need to get ready for classes anyway.  Might I use your bathroom?”


“It’s all yours.”


Given that he and Aura had come down to the poolhouse already naked, he had nothing to wear back into the house…not that it mattered.  It was a common sight to see Jason wandering around his yard naked.  For that matter, he wasn’t the only one.  Tim was also naked, padding back towards his house after leaving Myleena’s house, and he didn’t doubt that he and Myleena had been having a little fun.  Myleena and Jason had no mutual attraction, but that was him and Myleena.  Tim was another matter entirely.  Ayama wordlessly handed him a mug of coffee when he went through the kitchen, following Miaari’s swaying tail, and she led him up to his study and put the room in secure mode.  A hologram of Zaa appeared as soon as Miaari touched her memory band.  “Bring on the bad news, Zaa,” Jason sighed, flopping into his chair.


“There is bad news, but also a little good,” she told him evenly.  “I’ve received some reports from my children at Trieste.  The Consortium is concentrating all defenses at Trieste, and mean to hold it at all costs.  The data we have analyzed suggest that they are willing to leave the other Alliance systems even less defended than the Shio systems to ensure they hold the Trieste system.  All of the weapons platforms we expected to face in the Shio systems are all at Trieste, as well as a very large segment of their fleet.”


“What’s so important about Trieste?” he asked, bringing up a holo of the system.  It had four planets and a massive asteroid belt, three gas giants and only one terrestrial planet, which was a blasted wasteland similar to Mercury.  The Alliance had colonized one of the moons of the gas giant closest to the star, which had a temperate climate capable of supporting life but was actually a barren planet due to high radiation.  It also had an air pressure one half Faey standard, which was hazardous to Faey and humans without prior preparation, but the radiation meant that a Faey or human would have to wear an E-suit to survive.  It was bathed in low-energy radiation from the gas giant, so it was a Jakkan holding, though not quite as radioactive as a Jakkan might like.  Curiously enough, the radiation levels were well within Generational tolerance.  Jason could visit the planet without an E-suit so long as he decompressed to their air pressure beforehand.  The Jakkans mined gold and zinc on the moon.  “There’s nothing special about the system.”

“I know, but the Consortium has decided that the system is too important to lose.  The why of it, well, I am sure that data will become available soon.  The main reason I needed to speak with you urgently is because of the first report I have received from my children infiltrating the Consortium holdings on the other side of the galaxy.”  She touched her memory band, and a hologram appeared, showing some kind of massive construction effort.  “They are building something, and something huge at PR-237,” she told him, pointing at the armada of dropships and construction nodes hovering around a skeletal superstructure, as both insectoids and bipedal beings in E-suits crawled all over the many different individual sections sitting in orbit.  “Thus far my children have no idea what this is, as they have only just arrived.  They literally took these holos as they passed by.  I have analysts trying to piece together what these sections might create when joined together.”

“So, you think this is their answer to the interdictors?” Jason asked.


“Given the sheer size of this effort, and the fact they are not building ships, I suspect it might be,” she agreed.  “This must be some kind of device they feel will aid them in their war effort.  And given their sole command is to capture Karis as quickly as possible no matter the cost, then this must somehow be related to their plans to attack your planet.”



“What can we do about it?”


“There?  Very little.  It is much too far to jump a sizable attack force, not with this there,” she said, changing the angle.  He realized that just about their entire fleet that was not at Trieste was parked around that planet, well over sixteen thousand ships of both Consortium and another design, strange bulbous ships that looked like slightly flattened turnips.  Those had to be the ships of the native citizens they’d conquered.


“Well then, I think it’s time to start using up the Legion stockpiles again,” Jason grunted.  “We’ll see how fast they build that thing while under constant attack.”


“Just what I was to suggest,” Zaa smiled.  “I will also order sabotage attacks against whatever this is.  I don’t think either of us want to see them complete it.”

“I do want to know what it is,” Jason said, staring at the pieces.  “So we have an idea of what they’re up to.”


“That is a given,” Zaa nodded.  “Now, as to the good news.  I am coming to visit,” she smiled.


“Wonderful!  When?”


“Tomorrow.  I am bringing Kraal to Karis.  He has won the right to sire Miaari’s cubs, and if I am to see my only Handgroom and Handmaiden mate, I fully intend to bring them together personally so they may consummate the agreement.  Such a mating is exceedingly rare, and all of Kimdori has high expectations from their offspring.”

“I can only do my best to teach them properly, Denmother,” Miaari said demurely.


“You are far too busy with this war to properly watch after your cubs, and I know what kind of a handful Jason can be,” she snorted, which made Miaari grin toothily at him.  “I will foster them until you are ready to fulfill your parental duties.”


Miaari almost swallowed her tongue.  “I…I am honored beyond all words, Denmother!” she gasped, almost genuflecting right there in his study.


“I would be a poor Denmother to not foster the cubs of my Handmaiden when she has need of it,” she declared, a bit pompously.  “Denfather is so eager of the idea to have cubs about the den that he is urging me to breed.”

Miaari laughed.  “Why not?  It has been centuries since you graced us with cubs, Denmother!”


“We will see,” she said brusquely.  “So, I will arrive at sunrise tomorrow Karsa time,” she told them.  “And I will bring Denfather, and Miaari’s parents so they may celebrate the event.”


“I’ll make sure we’re ready to receive you, Denmother,” Jason assured her.   “I’ve never so much as seen the Denfather.”


“Denfather is my consort, and serves no other purpose in Kimdori society,” she said simply.  “Denfather is my permanent mate, as is my right as a clan ruler to have a mate and breed at will.  When I won the title of Denmother, the male clan leaders competed to earn the right to stand by my side, and Denfather won that competition.  My clan selected a new clan leader who oversees my clan, his clan selected a new clan leader, and now we both have different duties.  Just as Denfather serves only to be my breeding partner, Miaari’s mother holds a similar position within her clan as consort to the clan leader, a position she had to win.  Her sole purpose is to produce offspring by Miaari’s father whenever he so wishes, and she had to prove her worth by defeating all challengers, proving she was the best female in the clan.”


“Ah, I understand.  Alpha male and alpha female.”

“Just so,” Denmother said with a toothy smile.  “Consorts are forbidden by law and custom from involvement in politics or clan activities. They exist solely to breed.”


“A cushy life.”


“It can be boring for them, believe me,” Zaa told him.  “Denfather spends most of his time pursuing education.  He takes many remote classes from the Academy,” she said with a slight smile.  “His educational pursuits, however, make him an invaluable advisor.  He is restricted to homeworld in all but the most exceptional circumstances, such as this event.  He is most looking forward to coming to Karis.”

“Well, we’ll do our best to make his vacation a good one,” Jason assured her.


“Very well.  I’ll let you go shower now, Jason, it looks as if you need it.”


Miaari burst out laughing.  Jason swatted her on the butt, to which she replied by smacking him in the back of the head with her tail.  Her shaggy tail had a lot of fur on it, but there was enough meat and bone there to make it not entirely pleasant.  Zaa just smiled as her hologram faded.


“Bitch, I just might stand there and watch as you get your turn,” he threatened.


“You will be very disappointed,” she grinned at him.  “Kimdori are much too refined for all that moaning and rolling around.  If you do attend, you will be among company, for the parents of both of us attend the event.  Kraal’s parents have passed on, so Denmother and Denfather will stand in their stead, as is their right and privilege given Kraal is a Handgroom.  And it will be over much too quickly for your taste.”


“Well, that sounds anticlimactic,” Jason noted as he stood up.


“It’s ritualized, Jason,” she told him.  “I will kneel down and he will mount me, and it will be over as soon as he is fully mounted.  We do not mate for pleasure as your species does, though we do have some forms of physical and sexual pleasure when we are in the mood for it,” she said with a slight smile.  “He will give me his seed, and I will produce anywhere from one to four cubs some three weeks later.”


“Three weeks?” he gasped.


She nodded.  “They will be tiny and helpless, and will require much care.  That is why I am honored that Denmother would nurse my cubs to her own breast.  Such an honor for my cubs,” she said dreamily.


“Why so fast?”


“Because before we evolved as we are now, we were required to hunt for our food,” she said simply.  “Kimdori females needed to be able to hunt, and since in our primal state only the alpha female bred, it meant that one of the best hunters in the pack would be burdened.  So, we had very short gestation cycles.  It is easier on the females to give birth to tiny, helpless cubs and have the pack guard them than to be burdened with a belly heavy with cubs and be too slow to catch prey.”

“Well, I guess that makes sense,” he reasoned.  “So, what do you do for pleasure?” he asked.

She grinned.  “Are you propositioning me, Jason?”


“You’re not my species, Miaari.”


“But you are a Generation.  You’d be capable of it,” she replied ominously.


“Miaari.  Bad dog,” he said in a stern voice, which made her laugh.  “So, you use sharing as a form of pleasure.”


“One kind,” she nodded as she followed him to the bathroom.  “We can mate purely for physical pleasure as well, which is much longer, but still much more dignified than your wild gyrating and sweaty forms of copulation.”


“If you’re not sweating, you’re not trying,” Jason said, which made her give a growl of a chuckle.


“Why would a male have to thrash about behind me like a wounded bear when he can simply use his Kimdori gifts to do all the work?” she asked lightly.


Jason had to laugh.  “That just seems wrong,” he complained, getting her drift.  Kimdori were shapeshifters, after all.


“Not when you’re the one mounted, it’s not,” she replied ribaldly.  She sat on a stool and watched as he turned on the shower feature in the bathing pool, which used airskin technology to keep the water off the floor, so it had no curtain.  The shower got almost no use, but in this case, it was very handy given he didn’t have all day to get clean.

“Well, make yourself useful and go tell 3D to get ready for a conference,” he told her.  “We have to have a little talk about that construction at PR-237, and what we’re going to do about it.  And ask Chirk to get the cabinet together so we can prepare for Denmother’s arrival.”


“Hush, I am watching you shower,” she told him.  “Am I not acting like your harem females?  Or would you rather I take Aura’s form so you might ogle me?”


“Out, you hussy bitch!” he barked, pointing at the door, which made her laugh and heed him.


Since he was grounded and now the war was out of his hands, he felt like he had something to do with this information.  He left Rann and Shya with Dera and Aya, and Shen, Suri, and Ryn accompanied him to 3D, where the team was already assembled and waiting for him.  He showed them the holos that Zaa had given him.  “Whatever this is they’re building, we don’t want them to finish,” he declared.  “So, what can we do about it?”


“At the moment, not a whole hell of a lot,” Tom growled.  “I’m getting some factory time, but we’re really low on toys right now.  Half of what they’re making for us keeps getting commandeered by the military.”


“Well, I’ll tell Myri to give it all back,” Jason grunted, making a note of it in his gestalt.  “They have enough weapons without taking ours, especially now when we need them.  Do we have disposables to get them out there?”


“Plenty,” Myleena answered, studying the hologram.  “Hmm,” she mused.  “Look at these pieces, Bo.  What does it look like to you?”


“They’re all curved,” he answered.  “Circular?”


“Or spherical,” she nodded in agreement.  “These pieces all have the same arc.  And these pieces have a different arc,” she called, pointing at various pieces in the hologram.  “Fuck, if those form a circular piece, it would have to be five hundred kathra in diameter.  And there’s not enough pieces there to make something that big.”


“Maybe they’re arced sections of something else,” Jenny offered.  “If there’s two different sizes there, I’d guess that they’re pieces of some kind of ship.”


“But where’s the rest of it?” Leamon asked.


“Being built somewhere else, maybe?” Bo offered.  “How many systems are over there?”


“A bunch,” Gerann answered.  “I think we need more information from the Kimdori before we can really figure out what they’re doing.”


“Be that as it may, we don’t want them finishing whatever it is, so let’s load up a few freighters with toys and send them over,” Jason told them.  “You get that gravity beam going, Jenny?”


“Well, we can field test it,” she laughed.  “It sorta works, but it tends to blow up if it overloads.”


“Well, nothing like actual field conditions,” Jason shrugged.


Myleena wasn’t saying anything, her eyes were still studying the pieces.  She shifted the image into a spectrographic setting, a sensor overlay mode that analyzed material standard on all Kimdori surveillance holograms, then frowned.  “Fuck, look at this,” she said, pointing.  “These smaller arced sections have phased Eretrium cores.  That means they’re going to have some kind of hyperspace application.”


“That’s an absolute fuckton of Eretrium,” Jason grunted, studying the readouts.  Eretrium was a synthesized metal that was standard in hyperspace jump engines, though Karinne engines used Terynium, which was much better suited for engine cores.  “Where the hell did they get that much?”


“It couldn’t have been cheap,” Myleena noted.  “And look at this.  The smaller sections have plasma tech in them, but the larger sections are just metal.  No datalines, no computers, no equipment.  They’re just metal.  That is bizarre.”


“Maybe they’re the armored hull sections,” Olan offered.


“Then why aren’t they made out of armor-quality metal?” she countered.  “These are made of shocked titanium and iron, covering the iron only on the outer arc side.”


“Some kind of magnetic application?” Jason proffered.

“Possible, but it’s too fucking big to be practical if it’s meant to be magnetic,” she replied.  “Jason, this might just be a decoy.  What they’re building, I can’t for the life of me figure out what it’s supposed to be.”


“Decoy or not, we’re hitting it,” Jason stated bluntly.  “So, I’ll get our stuff back from Myri.  After I do, Leamon, build up an attack package and get it loaded up.  Coordinate with the Kimdori before you send it off, just in case their infiltrators don’t want us to attack.  Get their permission first.”


“Will do,” he nodded.


“I’ll let you guys iron out the details, I have to go talk to the cabinet.  Denmother is coming, so I want to get ready for her visit.”


“We’ll survive without you,” Jenny grinned.


“I hope not, this is the only fun they let me have anymore,” he said, jerking a thumb over his armored shoulder at his three guards.


“It must be sad that you’re grounded like a little boy,” Myleena bored.


“Keep talking, bitch, and you’ll be spending a few days in the brig,” he retorted, which made her laugh and make a rude gesture.


The Lion delivered him to the White House, where his cabinet wasn’t just waiting for him, they had a schedule drawn up and arrangements already made to receive Zaa and her entourage.  It really wasn’t that much work to receive Zaa since she didn’t want pomp and circumstance, but she was a ruler, so she did deserve all the luxury they could provide.  The preparations they usually made when she visited was securing her penthouse suites at the Karsa Gardens, the most luxurious hotel on Karis, and generating security plans to allow her to move about the city quickly and safely.  Nobody on Karis was a threat to Denmother, but Zaa deserved absolute protection, even in a safe environment like Karis.  It was doubly important because the Denfather would also be there, and his protected status meant they had to be doubly sure he would be safe and well, and also entertained.  Tours would need to be arranged so he could visit the historical sites around Karsa, and a trip to Kosigi to tour the shipyards and Kosiningi to visit Cybi in person were also required.  Zaa had sent word of the size of her entourage before Jason got there, and they were using that information to get everything ready.  Yeri Karinne, his Secretary of State, was the one primarily responsible for arranging such things, for she was the primary diplomat when Jason himself wasn’t involved.  Yeri dealt with most of the lower level diplomatic bullshit, leaving him free to only worry about the top tier crises.  Arranging things so the Denmother had a safe and satisfying visit to Karis was her domain, since this was going to be an official visit rather than an informal one.


“Denmother is bringing four dignitaries outside of herself and Denfather,” Yeri told him after he got there.  “Two members of Miaari’s clan and two other Kimdori from Kraal’s clan.  Kiaari is also coming for the ceremony, and she should be here in a few hours.”


“Great!  Can you get hold of her and ask her to come to my house for dinner?”


“She’s still on Terra, so that should be easy,” she nodded.  “I’ve already got everything set up, it just needs your approval.”

Jason read through her proposed schedule and found nothing wrong with it.  “Looks good, let’s go with it,” he affirmed.


Kumi bustled in, looking a bit sheepish.  “Sorry I’m late, I was fighting with those fucking Moridon,” she said, quickly taking her chair.  She was the Secretary of Economic Affairs, though she almost never actually sat in on cabinet meetings.  Myri was also technically on the cabinet as the Secretary of Defense, but she too almost never attended official meetings.  Navii usually sat in for her, though nobody from defense was present today.


“Congratulations on your blessing, Kumi!” Trenirk called.


“Thanks Tren!” she smiled radiantly.


“You are carrying eggs?” Jrz’kii asked.


“Yuppers, I’m pregnant,” she answered with a big smile.  “Just found out yesterday.  It’s about time!”

“Who’s the lucky father?” Yeri inquired


“Taen Karinne,” she replied.  “Generation.  One of my four, you know,” she grinned.


“He’s quite handsome,” Yeri said in approval.


Jason was distracted when Cybi suddenly took control of his gestalt, linking him to Saelle without warning.  [Jason!] she called urgently.


[Saelle?  What’s wrong?]



[An Imperial Guard just tried to kill Dahnai!]


[WHAT?]


[Just opened her gunports and took a shot at us right out of nowhere!] she communed distractedly.  [I’m hustling Dahnai to her apartment right now!]

[Is everyone alright?]


[We’re fine, and I didn’t kill the guard, I just knocked her out.  I want to know what happened, why she broke years of conditioning and tried to kill Dahnai.]  There was a brief pause.  [Dahnai says to keep Shya there, and that Kellin and the kids are coming.  She wants them out of the palace until we get to the bottom of this.]


[Not a problem.  If Dahnai’s in any kind of danger, you truss her ass up and bring her here as well.  I’ll send a task force to pick up Kellin and the kids right now.]


[Dahnai says thanks.  Now let me go, I’ll call back as soon as I get Dahnai to a secure location and find out what the fuck is going on.]


[Keep her safe, cousin.]


[That’s why I’m here,] she answered calmly. The connection ended, and left Jason both furious and astounded.  An Imperial Guard tried to kill Dahnai?  That was almost unbelievable!  They undertook years of conditioning and training to make them impossible to telepathically dominate, and their devotion and loyalty to the throne were unswerving due to extensive psychological tests and screening before they were awarded the position.  Jason would believe that rocks could dance before he’d believe that an Imperial Guard would try to assassinate Dahnai.

Just what the fuck was going on over there?


[Myri,] he called.


[Yeah?]


[Send everything on standby to Draconis right now and pick up Kellin and Dahnai’s children, as fast as possible.]


[Sure, they’ll be on the way in twenty minutes.]


[Right fucking now,] he communed vociferously.


[Uh oh, what happened?]


[Dahnai just survived an assassination attempt in her own palace,] he answered intensely.  [So get that task force there fucking now so we can get Kellin and the kids out of any possible danger.]


[Holy shit!  Right now!] she agreed emphatically.  She broke connection, and Jason accessed the cameras in orbit around Kosigi to see that his orders were followed.  A task force of 38 ships barreled out of the capital doors, led by the Trelle’s Gift, and immediately turned towards the Draconis Stargate at flank speed.


The others were giving him a curious look.  “What’s up, babes?” Kumi asked.


“Meeting’s over,” he said curtly.  “Someone just tried to kill Dahnai.”


That created bedlam in the cabinet room.  He calmed them down and told them what Saelle told him, then stood up.  “Yeri, finalize things for Denmother’s visit.  Oh, and call over and have them prepare Dahnai’s guest house for Kellin and the kids.  I’m going over to the command center to find out what the fuck is going on. I’ll have them send all of you reports as events update.”


“That is considerate,” Grik’zzk nodded.  “We are all quite concerned, and would appreciate to be kept up to date.”

His three guards kept their utter astoundment secret, at least until he left the cabinet room.  How?  How? Ryn sent, stunned.  I, I, I just can’t believe one of us would attempt such a thing!


I know, it’s right up there with flying pigs, Jason agreed shortly.  All I know is that something major had to happen for something I thought was impossible to become possible.  Saelle didn’t kill the guard, so at least they can figure out what happened from her.


Thank Trelle! Shen sent with a sigh of relief.  That way we can get the truth right from the source!


I can’t believe that one of us would fall subject to telepathic domination, but the idea that she tried to kill the Empress willingly is equally unbelievable, Suri grunted mentally.


Like I said, something seriously fucking major had to happen.  I trust the Imperial Guard with my life.  I’m just as shocked as you are that one of you would do something like that.  I just hope Dahnai has a mindbender capable of subduing an Imperial Guard, Jason sent grimly.


All three nodded.  It would take someone like Yana to pull that off.  The conditioning of the Guards was all but undefeatable…but someone had to have defeated it.  Jason just flat out did not believe that an Imperial Guard would willingly try to kill Dahnai.  There had to be some kind of domination or outside influence at work here.


Saelle might be required.  I can’t think of anyone else with the power to do it, Shen answered.


She’s one of the strongest telepaths alive, Jason sent simply, for it was just plain truth.  She should be able to do it.

The command center was in a blitz of activity when he got there, because they all knew now what had happened.  The task force was already at Draconis, about to enter orbit, by the time Jason got to Myri’s desk.  “Any word from Saelle?” she asked as he got there.


“Not yet, she said she’d call back when she had news,” he answered, “and I’m damn fucking well not gonna distract her right now.”


“Fucking truth,” Myri agreed with a growl.


Jason watched and listened as the task force entered orbit, and a large flotilla of fighters and six corvettes escorted a heavily armored dropship that rose up from the palace, no doubt holding Kellin and the kids.  Wolf fighters met it halfway up and joined the procession, forming a ring of bristling potential violence around the dropship, over a hundred pilots on a razor’s edge and ready to shoot at anything they even thought might be a threat.  While they did that, Jason sent a blanket warning to all the other rulers about the attack, and that they’d better tighten their own security just in case Dahnai’s attacker was just one of many rather than a lone wolf.  Jason found himself holding his breath as the dropship neared the KMS battleship, and then he sighed explosively when it was docked.  There were a few cheers in the command center; he wasn’t the only one glad to see the Imperial family safely on board the Trelle’s Gift.  Imperial Naval vessels joined the KMS task force as it turned and headed for the Karis Stargate, until there were over 100 starships protecting the battleship, deeply entrenched at the center of a defensive formation, making it virtually impossible for any threat to fire on the battleship without hitting one of the defending ships in the formation instead.  The gate was brought back up from hot standby as the task force neared, then they started traversing the gate in pairs and quartets, half of them going first, then the Trelle’s Gift, then the other half.  The gate partially delinked as soon as the last ship went through, returning to hot standby, closing the door and preventing anyone or anything from following.

Saelle finally got back to him.  [Jason,] she called.


[Thank God!  What’s going on?]


[I have Dahnai in the bunker right now, with about fifty Guards who are almost too busy glaring at each other rather than paying attention to defending the door.  It’s almost as if they think that at any moment another of them is going to eat the barkpod.]


[What about the attacker?]


[They’re taking her to a holding cell.  They’ve already asked me to deal with her.]


[You’re the strongest telepath on Draconis, cousin.  You can handle it.]


[I’ll send you some viddy of the attack.  They it the whole thing on Courtwatch, so the attack is general knowledge.  Now let me calm these twitchy bitches down enough so I can leave without them starting a war between themselves right here in the bunker.]


[Get it done, cousin.  And you might think about making preparations to come back to Karis.  If we can’t guarantee her safety in the palace, we’ll bring her here, where nobody can lay a finger on her.]


[I’ll talk to Lorna about it.  Let me go dig up some answers, Jayce.  I’ll report in as soon as I know something.]


[Get Jinaami there too,] he told her.  [If you can’t get answers, she can.]


[True.  It won’t be easy to explain to the guards why I need Jinaami, but we’ll think of something.]


[I have every confidence in you, Saelle.  Just tell Dahnai to order them to let Jinaami in.  She’ll be able to do it without attracting attention if you can’t break the guard.]


[Okay.  I’ll call back in a bit.]


[Good luck, and thank you.]


[She’s my friend took Jayce,] she replied simply, then she broke the communion.

Saelle was right about the attack getting caught on Courtwatch.  Jason, Myri, Navii, Sioa, and Juma watched along with his guards as they accessed the data Saelle uploaded to them, viddy of the attack.  It was as abrupt as Jason would have expected.  One second everything was completely normal, then one of Dahnai’s guards standing near the door to her private hallway extended the MPACs on her forearms with no warning and fired at Dahnai.  Saelle reacted with blazing speed, thrusting an open palm in the guard’s direction, using her telekinesis to protect Dahnai.  The MPAC bundles suddenly veered upward and hit the ceiling, blowing huge chunks of polished marble-like stone and crystal decorations out of the ceiling to rain down over the dais, but all the debris was also caught up in Saelle’s power, shunted harmlessly to the side.  Jason was impressed.  Saelle had manipulated not the MPAC bundles, but the space in front of her, twisting it to make the shots change direction.  He knew that because to make those 11 MPAC blasts all change direction through direct manipulation, she would have had to alter the course of each one individually.  Affecting the space through which they traveled was the only way to do it.  She then retaliated against the guard, snapping her hand up, which caused the guard to fly into the air, sending a few more MPAC shots wildly into the air, hitting the walls and ceiling in an arc from the dais over to the far wall.  Her armor literally flew apart, stripping her naked in the blink of an eye as Saelle used her power to tear it apart along its seams, undressing her and rendering her unarmed in about a second and a half.  She then slammed the woman against the wall over the hallway door, stunning her, and then dropped her to the ground as the other guards tackled her, holding her down as chaos took hold of the throne room.  Saelle immediately grabbed Dahnai by the arm and hustled her right out there using the emergency door behind the throne even as the panic shield winked into visibility around the dais, the shield that was supposed to prevent the attack, was supposed to activate immediately upon the detection of an activated weapon within the room…though odds were it was programmed to ignore the weapons in the armor of the guards.  Odds were that shield was manually activated.  Saelle’s primary duty was to Dahnai, letting the guards deal with the attacker and fulfilling her primary objective of getting Dahnai to safety, which was the best thing to do.  After an attack like that, getting Dahnai out of the public throne room and into a secured bunker was the highest priority.  Demir’s sword, Saelle reacted so fast, Shen noted.  She was looking in that general direction just as the attack happened, but still, she reacted so fucking fast to intercept those shots like that.

“She was an Imperial Marine, Shen, she has military training,” Jason told her.  “That’s why I chose her for the job.”


You saved Dahnai’s life with that decision, Jayce, Navii sent grimly.  If not for Saelle, Dahnai would have been killed.  There’s absolutely no doubt about it.


Yeah, Myri agreed with a nod.


I’m not going to complain, Jason told them seriously.  She’s my amu dorai way more than she’s the Empress, fucking right I’m gonna protect her.

Jason fielded calls from the other Confederate rulers as he waited for news from Saelle, basically just telling them that Dahnai was safe and he was waiting for more information, though he didn’t get a call from Zaa yet.  No doubt she was furious and was reading some Kimdori the riot act, and she’d get in touch with him when she was ready.  He also kept track of the task force, watching on a holo as they reached Karis orbit, then a corvette docked with the Trelle’s Gift to bring Kellin and the kids to the planet.  Imperial Raptors and KMS Wolves escorted it down as the warships hung in low orbit, then they pulled back towards Kosigi once the corvette had made a water landing and tied up to the pier at the strip.  He saw a very worried Kellin quickly leave the corvette along with 16 Imperial Guards, with Sirri and Maer holding each of his hands.  They immediately escorted him towards the guest house, and he saw that Jyslin met them halfway, giving all of them crushing hugs, then she picked up Sirri and went with them to Dahnai’s vacation house.  Four Gladiators had been brought onto the strip, two standing at each side of the vacation house.  Three were KBB, the fourth was an Army Gladiator.  Kyva was commanding the four mecha, and to Jason’s surprise, Symone was in the Army Gladiator, a rail cannon in her mecha’s hands as she scanned the sea for any possible threat.  He hadn’t had time to tell Jyslin what was going on, but someone else had, thank God. Kellin deserved to have her meet him and stay with him, because he had no doubt that Kellin was very worried and afraid for Dahnai’s life at that moment, no matter how safe she seemed to be.  A husband would worry for his wife in that kind of a situation until she was in his arms.


After about 40 minutes, Saelle finally called him back, this time using a comm.  Jinaami was with her, and she didn’t look happy.  “We have news,” the Kimdori told him.


“What happened?”


“It seems that our foes are fond of using old tricks,” Saelle told him.  “The guard was infected by a virus similar to the one they used on Rahne.”


Jinaami nodded.  “If not for Rahne, I might have missed it,” she declared.  “The virus had already activated and destroyed itself, which allowed the guard to get past the biosensors that seek out such things, but the effect it had on her brain exactly mimicked the simulations we ran concerning Rahne.  The virus wrote a subliminal suggestion into the guard’s brain.  She had no idea what she was doing, which was why the listeners and mindbenders around Dahnai had no warning of what she intended to do.  It was beyond her control.”


“How the fuck did they manage to infect an Imperial Guard?” Jason demanded.  “That virus had to be custom engineered just for her!”


“That is a question I intend to answer immediately,” Jinaami said with a scowl. “This is my territory, and this attack is my shame!  I will know how it was done so that I might at least bring answers to Denmother before I repent for this grievous error!”


“Don’t start thinking of suicide, young lady,” Jason snapped.  “If you kill yourself, I’ll never forgive you!”


“I should,” she said vehemently.  “I have failed in my duty!”


“Let Denmother be the judge of that,” Jason told her.  “Personally, I don’t see how you could have stopped this.  Some things can even get past a Kimdori.”


“I should have considered this possibility!” she raged at herself.  “I should have prepared for this!”


“Jinaami!” Jason barked.  “I need answers, and you’re the only one that can get them!”


She blew out her breath, then nodded.  “Yes, I must save the self-recrimination until I have answers for you and Denmother,” she said.  “I will order an immediate bio-screen on everyone in the palace and see if anyone else is infected, to start out.  I will get to the bottom of this, Jason.”


“Bring it to Karis personally when you have the answers,” he told her.


She nodded, then left the room.


“Don’t let her go and do something crazy, cousin,” Jason told Saelle.  “She’s my friend.”


“I’ll cheer her up for you,” she said with a gentle smile.


“I’ll send this on to Denmother,” Jason told her.  “You keep Dahnai safe.”


“As safe as if she were sleeping in your bedroom,” she declared with a reassuring smile, then the hologram winked out.


“Fucking clever,” Myri growled.  “Using a guard.”


“I want to know how they pulled off that miracle,” Jason grunted.  “Cybi, can you get Denmother on the comm?  She’ll answer if you call.”


“Certainly.  One moment.”

Jason was right that Zaa was furious.  She had that same terrifying look of outraged fury he remembered from the missile attack.  “You bring news?” she asked directly.


He repeated what Jinaami told him.  “The guard had no idea what she was doing, and since the virus had destroyed itself, she got past the biosensors,” he explained.  “Right now, Jinaami is tearing the palace apart looking for anyone else that might have been infected and trying to find out how the guard was infected in the first place.”

“As she should!” she snapped.


“Don’t put this one on Jinaami, Denmother,” he said, a bit placatingly.  “I don’t see how she could have stopped it.  She can’t keep track of every single person in the entire city, you know.”

Zaa looked as if she wanted to debate that point, then she growled and nodded.  “You are right,” she acceded.  “She does have fault here, but not fault so severe that she has shamed herself.  She should have had stronger protections around Dahnai, but I cannot fault her for how the attack was carried out.  I will be quite wroth with her, but I will forbid her to repent for her shame.”


“Thank you,” Jason said simply.  “If you do fire her, send her to Karis.  She’s a friend of mine, Denmother.  I’ll take her.  I believe in her.”


“Your loyalty is a trait we Kimdori greatly admire, Jason,” she told him simply.  “Now if you will excuse me, I have more children to chastise for this.”  And then her image winked out without another word.

“Fuck, she’s a scary bitch when she’s mad,” Juma breathed, then she realized she said it aloud and blushed.


“That’s the truth,” Jason agreed.  “I almost peed myself when I saw the look on her face after the missile attack.  She could put the fear of God into anyone with just that cold stare.”


He retreated to Myri’s office so he could call Kellin privately.  He appeared on the holo immediately, then gave an explosive sigh.  “Thank Aris and her sweet mercy!  What’s going on, Jayce?  You have news?”


Jason explained everything they had so far.  “Jinaami is leading the investigation, and you know how you can’t hide anything from a Kimdori, especially when she’s on the warpath,” Jason told him.  “Dahnai is safe, and now we’re just waiting for the all clear before they let her out of the bunker.”


“That’s a relief!  But how did they manage to infect a guard?  They never leave the palace!”


“That’s one of the things that Jinaami’s gonna find out,” he answered.   “Have you talked to Dahnai?”


He nodded.  “Just a couple of minutes ago, she was making sure we made it safely.”


“Well, go ahead and settle in, you’ll be here overnight if nothing else,” Jason told him.  “I’ll have Ayama come over and make you something to eat.”


“I do love her cooking,” he smiled nervously.  “But right now I could do with a stiff drink.”


“We have plenty, just ask for something,” Jason assured him.  “Surin keeps a liquor cabinet that would make any bartender jealous.”

“I just don’t have the nerves for politics,” he admitted.


“That’s one reason why Dahnai loves you, so don’t change,” Jason told him with a chuckle.


Jason calmed down as the crisis point passed.  Jinaami gave clearance for Dahnai to leave her bunker after about an hour, as Jason was spreading word among the rulers of current information, and he spent a good fifteen minutes talking to Dahnai, who looked a little shaken, but also plenty pissed off.  “Babes, I’m gonna kiss you sooo many times for sending Saelle,” she told him fervently.  “She saved my life!”


“You’ll have to stand in line,” Jason told her.  “Right about now, I’d kiss her ass if she asked.”


Dahnai laughed.  “So would I,” she admitted.  “They’re not letting me out of my apartment any time soon, so do me a favor and keep Kellin and the kids for a while.  I don’t want them in any kind of danger.  I want to be absolutely sure beyond any doubt that the palace is safe before I let them come back.”

“We’ll be happy to have them,” Jason assured her.


After two more hours, they had at least one answer.  Saelle sent him some data that showed that the virus had been airborne.  The guard had contracted it while out on the grounds, and it had infected her, written its subliminal message into her brain, and then destroyed itself before she went back inside.  It was also disguised to appear to be a harmless virus common to Draconis’ atmosphere, which fooled the biosensors stationed on the grounds from detecting it as dangerous.  The palace did have something of a passive defense against airborne threats in that the palace and its inhabited buildings were all positively pressurized; the slightly higher pressure inside the palace blew air out of any open door or window, preventing airborne viruses or contaminants from entering the palace.  Jinaami ordered a swift rectification of that little oversight by having an airskin shield installed around the perimeter fence.  In the interim, the palace’s perimeter shield was raised, which was a hard shield, so it would stop the exchange of air molecules across its area of effect.  The palace would run on air purifiers until an airskin shield was installed just behind the defense shield, which would stop anything but pure air molecules from crossing its boundary, and that would be left on at all times to prevent another attempt of that kind.  Once the question of how it was done was answered, Jinaami rolled up her sleeves and tried to track down just who had released that virus.  That would be like finding a single needle in a field of haystacks, but Jinaami was clever and resourceful.  If there was any way to find out, she’d figure it out.  Since it had to be custom engineered to infect that specific woman, they at least had a lead.  Jinaami would use that one tenuous lead to track down the perpetrator.  She was that good, and he was serious when he told Zaa he’d take her if Zaa wanted her out as the Draconis Gamekeeper.

So, after a pretty eventful day, Jason finally made the last call he intended to make, to Sk’Vrae, then he decided to go home.  Jyslin and Symone were home, entertaining a somewhat discombobulated Kellin and a worried Maer and Sirri, who were absolutely surrounded by the strip kids.  All of his children were there, as well as Danelle and Bryn’s twin girls, Riza and Miza, so it was quite the little party.  Maer and Sirri were old enough to understand how serious things were, where Shya was only worried as long as someone didn’t tell her that everything was alright.  Once Dahnai called and assured them all she was just fine, she was fine with it.  She was much more trusting of the assurances of the adults, an aspect of youth.

“Hey gang,” Jason called aloud as he came in.


It’s about time, Jyslin called.  You home for good?


Until someone calls me and drags me out, yes, he answered.  Hey mirror girls.  Where’s your mom? Jason asked the twins.


She’s at work, Miza answered.  Except for Christy and Jack, Mike and Temika’s children, and Jari, Luke and Songa’s child, every child of the strip had expressed.  Miza’s sending wasn’t as fast or pure as Rann’s would be, but that was because they hadn’t expressed long ago.  They needed more practice.


Aunt Maya let us come over, Riza added.


You’re always welcome here, silly girl, Jason chided lightly, which made Riza giggle.  Please tell me that Ayama’s cooking.

I wasn’t expecting quite this many, so I ordered out.  It should be here in fifteen minutes, Ayama called from the kitchen.


I can’t wait that long, Jason grunted.  Before he could pad into the kitchen, Surin met him at the doorway with a small bowl of stewed imi beans, a Faey legume that tasted like a rich pinto bean and was eaten cold, which Jason rather favored.  Thanks, I haven’t eaten since breakfast.


We’re not surprised.  Crazy day.


Amen.

Ayama’s “ordering out” turned out to be a huge buffet-style cater by several of their favorite restaurants, all laid out on the deck and enjoyed by the entire strip as a public picnic, Faey, Makati, Menodan, and Terran dishes put out on folding tables ringing the hot tub.  All the girls not at work rallied around Kellin and the kids, reassuring them and surrounding them with positive attention, but it was also a chance for them to hear what happened straight from Jason, which meant it would be free of exaggerated rumors.  Tim and Zora arrived in the middle of it, both of them looking fairly exhausted, and both of them almost tackling the tables in their haste to get something to eat.  Tim sat down on the steps near Jason and Kellin with a plate of Makati hurrak, which was a very rough grain bread stuffed with native Makan cheeses and uaru roots.  It was very strong, and one of Tim’s favorite foods.  I’m wore out, he complained.  Today was a fuckin’ hurricane.

Imagine what it was like in my office, Jason told him, which made Tim grunt in understanding.


I’m surprised you still have your hair.  Any new news?  I’ve been getting it straight from Miaari.


Not unless she got something in the last hour that I didn’t, he answered, to which Tim shook his head.


Are they still coming tomorrow?


Yeah, they’re supposed to arrive at 0830.


I’ll be at work, he grunted.  With Miaari going to get knocked up, I’m in charge.


Jason chuckled.  She invited me to observe.


Go for it, from what I hear, it’ll take it about five minutes.  And that includes Denmother’s blessing.  Kimdori just don’t know how to have fun.


Their idea of fun is different form ours, Jason shrugged.


Miaari joined them, smiling despite the situation.  “My friends,” she greeted, sitting down beside Jason on the step.  “So, Jason, are you coming to my ceremony?”


“May as well,” he answered.  “I’m just curious about one thing.”


“What?”


“Well, I thought there would be some epic struggle among the males for your attention.  How did Kraal win so fast?”


She laughed.  “He gave me a secret,” she said with a mysterious smile.


“And naturally, we’re not allowed to know what it is.”


“Naturally,” she agreed, patting him on the knee in consolation.  “But after his offer, I could not deny he was the most worthy.  He has earned the right to sire my cubs.”


“Enjoy all three seconds of it, boss,” Tim teased.


Miaari gave him a wolfish smile.  “Oh, I will,” she answered smoothly.  “And you will be at work at 0730 sharp,” she ordered.  “Everything is on your panel, and I expect everything to get done.”


“Bullshit, this is my chance to play hooky,” he retorted.

“Any new information, my friend?  I know you are most deeply within the circle,” Miaari said.


He shook his head.  “Nothing since two hours ago.  Jinaami is rampaging through Dracora right now, hunting down whoever released that virus.”


“I pity her, in a way,” Miaari noted.  “This was very cunning.  It was not entirely her fault, but that doesn’t change the fact that it did happen on her field.  She will face chastisement for that.”


“If Zaa fires her, she’s sending her here,” Jason told her.  “I believe in Jinaami, and she’s more than welcome to come work for me.  I don’t blame her for what happened.  As far as I’m concerned, there’s no way she could have either known about it or stopped it.”


She gave him a kind smile, patting him on the knee again.  “Ever steadfast when standing by your friends,” she told him.


“You know it,” he said simply.


“I don’t blame her either,” Kellin declared.  “Not after I heard how it was done.  It means that it only took one person, and they could have gotten the virus somewhere else, somewhere Jinaami couldn’t see it.”


Miaari nodded.  “Thus I pity her for her situation.  It is not her fault, yet the blame will fall squarely upon her because it did happen in her realm of control.”


“Miaari!” Kyri called, jumping on her back.  “When are you coming to visit?”


“Soon, cubling, soon!” she laughed, patting the arm wrapped around her neck.  “I’m just very busy at work right now.  But guess what?”


“What?”


“My parents, Denmother, and Denfather are coming!” she declared happily.


“I know!  Daddy said we get to meet them tomorrow.”


“You will.  They are looking forward to meeting all of you,” she affirmed.


“Daddy said you’re gonna have babies.”


“Yes, that’s why they’re coming.  They’re bringing the Kimdori that will be the father,” she replied.  “But my children won’t stay on Karis.  When they are birthed, Denmother is going to take them back to Kimdori Prime and watch them for me until I have the time to be a proper parent.  Isn’t that just so generous of her?”


“Yeah, she’s really nice,” Kyri agreed.  “I like Denmother a lot.”


“As you should, cubling, for she is a wonderful person.  I admire her more than any other.  She is the role model all Kimdori strive to copy.  I want to be just as smart and clever as she is.”


“I wanna be just like Daddy and Mommy both when I grow up,” Kyri declared.


“Both are quite wonderful people, cubling, and you would do no better than to be just like either of them.”


“I know,” Kyri said gravely.  “Ohh, we’re gonna go play a game, Miaari.  See you later?”


“Of course.  Go have fun, cubling!” she said.  Kyri kissed her on her furry cheek from behind, then let go and ran off after Rann and Zachary as they headed towards the beach carrying bachi sticks.  “Such a dear child,” Miaari chuckled.  “And so powerful.  I can sense it in her every time she touches me.”


“That little girl is going to grow up to be the most powerful telepath alive,” Tim said seriously.  “It’s just damn good she had Jayce and Yana to teach her how to use it responsibly.  And now she’s pregnant with Walter.  I don’t doubt he’ll be the most powerful male telepath in the history of the Imperium.”


“As Uncle Ben would say, with great power comes great responsibility,” Jason intoned seriously, which made Tim laugh.


“Who?”


“Archaic Terran comic book reference,” Jason told her.  She touched his wrist and felt his consciousness expand slightly into hers, as she picked up just what he meant.  She gave him a slight smile when she found it.


“Dude, you so need to invent web shooters,” Tim grinned at him.


“Pft, why go so small when I can build things that blow up.”


“Occasionally even when that’s what they were intended to do all along,” Miaari noted slyly, which earned her a swat.


Kellin and the kids were in a much better mood by the time things broke up.  Being surrounded by friends was a calming thing, and another reassuring call from Dahnai near the end relaxed Kellin even more, as she told him he’d be coming home in a few days at the latest, just as soon as the airskin shield was up and running.  He even went back to the guest house with company.  Symone and Jyslin weren’t going to be in the mood any time soon, but Min was curious enough about him to give him a try, and Kellin thought she was rather sexy…and after a day like that, a little romp in bed could do wonders to take one’s mind off things.  Maer and Sirri stayed over with Jason and his family that night, which Jason didn’t mind at all.

Kellin wasn’t the only one.  After getting all the kids to bed and putting Jyslin to bed as well, he caught up on a few reports and missives that piled up while he was relaxing in his study, and he heard faint moans from under his window.  He accessed the cameras to take a look, and saw Tim and Sheleese in the hot tub with absolutely no doubt what they were doing, not with her bent over like that and him behind her, acting much like the wounded bear Miaari accused them of resembling.


You mess up that jacuzzi, you clean it, Jason warned.


Yah yah, shut up and let me concentrate here, Tim replied, a bit urgently.


I’m serious, remember what happened the last time you had sex in that tub?  You’re lucky Jyslin didn’t brain you. It took her an hour to get it all out of her hair.


I know, I know, I’ll make sure to come in the girl this time, he sent, his thought saturated with sexual pleasure.


Jason distanced himself from that, else it got to him and made him start looking for a playmate.


He read the final damage report on the Aravalo and the estimated time to repair…it could have been worse.  Two Class Two and one Class One exchanger in the crapper, about four hundred shakra of primary gauge conduit blown out, and some structural repair to Deck 16 and 17, sections 21, 22, and 23.  Nobody critically injured, though one of the engineers was going to need a new left arm from the elbow down.  Everyone was in Crusader armor, so that stopped any fatalities, but he was the closest to the explosion, and it had enough power to rip through his armor at the elbow joint.  The primary plant was undamaged, and the two tertiary exchangers did their jobs and ate the meltdown rather than let the power spike destroy just about everything connected to the power grid.  Estimated repair time, 15 days, mainly because the Class One primary core exchanger had to be brought into the ship in pieces and then assembled, it was too big to fit any other way…and that was even with spatial tunnel modules letting them port the oversized sections along the deck passageways.


The door opened, and Maer looked in.  “Aren’t you sleepy, Uncle Jason?” he asked.


He chuckled. Nah, I have too much work to do to be sleepy, he sent, motioning at his panel.  What’s wrong?


Nothing, just going to the bathroom and I saw the light on.  He did come in, however, and sat at the chair facing his desk.  Can I ask you something?


Sure, go ahead.


I’ve been reading some on the Third Civil War, and I don’t understand.  If the Karinnes had all this, how did they get destroyed?


That’s because all of this was just theories and plans, he answered, motioning around.  They hadn’t built any of it.


But that’s what I don’t understand.  Why did they invent all these weapons, the ships, the Wolf fighters, everything, and not build them?  And why did they build Kosigi?  I mean, it’s a huge shipyard, it had to take them like a hundred years to build it, it was here when the Karinnes were destroyed and nobody knew, and they just built it and didn’t do anything with it.  It just doesn’t make any sense.

Jason realized that Maer was a lot smarter than he thought. That’s because they were about to do something with it, he answered honestly.  The Third Civil War came along right as the Karinnes were starting to militarize.  They’d designed the destroyers and cruisers, they’d started designing larger ships, they invented the particle beam and Pulse weapons, and they invented the Wolf fighters.  When we first got here, there were three prototype ships up in Kosigi, the first ones they’d built.  The Defiant, the Resolute, and the Sora’s Pride.  All three had sat for so long they weren’t operational when we got here, but they were there.  The Karinnes were maybe thirty years from building their own house fleet.

Why?  They were neutral, nobody bothered them.  Well, at least up until the war. The history books say both sides attacked the Karinnes because neither side could risk them siding with the other.


That’s exactly right, he nodded.  And both sides attacked them because they knew the Karinnes were far more advanced than they pretended to be.  That, and that Karinne telepaths were so strong that neither side wanted to face them as an enemy.  Had the Karinnes sided with one side or the other, Maer, at that time in the Imperium’s history, those three ships that they’d built could have steamrolled the entire enemy fleet.  They didn’t have MPACs or plasma torpedoes back then.  They used hot plasma bolts and ion weaponry, neither of which would so much as scratch the paint of a Karinne warship.  And as you know, armor and shields mean squat to particle beam and pulse weapons, so the Loyalist and Seditionist ships would have been defenseless against the Karinne ships.  The Defiant could have eradicated an entire house fleet by itself.  Hell, it could have fought half the entire Imperial Navy by itself and would have had an even shot at winning.


But…why build them?


Think about it.

Maer was silent a long moment, then his eyes widened slightly.  They were going to take over the Imperium! he realized with an audible gasp.


I’m not entirely sure, but it certainly seems that way, doesn’t it? Jason agreed.  In a way, the Third Civil War prevented an even greater calamity, and that would have been when the Karinnes decided they were better than everyone else, that they were superior, and everyone else should be under their rule.  They seemed to be just about to abandon a millennium of neutrality, and in a way, sacrifice the very soul of the house for shallow vanity.  This may sound strange, but the destruction of the original Karinnes might have been a good thing, at least in my opinion.  They had almost lost their way.  If the Third Civil War would have come maybe even ten years later, things may have been very different.  At the end, Koiri Karinne, the Grand Duchess at that time, did not permit the ships up in Kosigi to fight back.  She had the mainframe computer up there close the doors and power down.  She honored the neutrality of the Karinnes, and she was destroyed for it.  But, maybe ten years later, she may have made an entirely different decision, as Karinnes with dreams of empire whispered in her ear and persuaded her to change her mind.


That’s really surprising.


It shouldn’t be.  On Terra, about eighty years ago, we had a terrible war.

World War Two.  I remember reading about it.


He nodded.  Do you know why it started?


Hitler wanted to conquer the world.


And what did he do during the war?


He slaughtered the Jews and a whole bunch of other people that he hated.


He believed in the superiority of the Aryan race, and that it gave him the right to kill anyone who was inferior.  When I first came here, I realized that in a way, the Karinnes were this close to falling into that same dark hole, he sent seriously, holding his thumb and finger a hair apart.  If it was a choice between them turning into the next incarnation of the Nazis or being wiped out, I think the Merranes did the universe a favor and destroyed them.  Half of what I do here, Maer, is make sure we never forget that even though we have better technology and stronger telepaths, that does not make us better than anyone else. We will not let pride become arrogance, and have that arrogance seduce us into evil.   I’ll use the technology my ancestors left me to protect my house and defend the Imperium against enemies like the Consortium, I will use it to help everyone as best we can, like through the Academy, but I will never allow it to be used to conquer and rule.  The House of Karinne will never impose its will on another, either directly or through the use of the technology we possess.  We will never forget that our house was destroyed, but we also won’t ever forget the sacred vows and traditions of the house, like the way the house seemed to be forgetting right before it was destroyed.  The moment we forget, we might become such monsters that the entire galaxy will curse the name of Karinne for ten thousand years.


Wow, that’s pretty serious.

There’s a lot of responsibility that came with the ring of this house, Maer.  In some ways, even more responsibilities than your mother has as the Empress.  I have to protect my house against its enemies, but I also have to protect my house against itself.


I…I understand.


I thought you might.  You’re a very clever young man, Maer.  Your mother will be proud of you.  You’re going to be a man of great importance once you grow up.

Maer beamed at him.  Thanks, Uncle Jason.


It was nothing.


Yes it was.  You didn’t have to tell me that much.  Thank you for treating me like a man.


If you’re old enough to ask honestly, you deserve an honest answer, Jason sent with dignity.  Now, I have more paperwork to do, and I think you need to get back to bed.  Tomorrow you’re meeting the Denmother, so you’d better not yawn in her face.

Maer laughed.  Alright.  Least as soon as I go pee.


Yes, getting that done before you go to bed would be a good idea, Jason sent dryly, which made him laugh.


Despite being on a warpath the day before, when Zaa stepped off her transport, she looked quite happy.


Jason, his entire family, Kellin and his family, and just about everyone of importance greeted the Denmother at the landing pad of the Karsa Gardens Hotel, as a high school band played the Kimdori National Anthem in the background.  She smiled fondly and put her hand on Jason’s neck, and he mirrored the motion, allowing her to do as she willed.  “How was your flight, Denmother?” he asked.


“It was uneventful, which is always a good thing.  Jason, might I present the Denfather, Grun,” she said, motioning at a tower Kimdori that stepped off the transport behind her.  He was nearly seven feet tall, and he was the first Kimdori Jason had ever seen that wore pristine white fur over his entire body.  He had no band of station on his front, but he did have two small dashes of black fur over each eye, almost like little eyebrows.


“Denfather, it’s an honor to finally meet you,” Jason said, bowing to him, then allowing him to touch Jason’s neck as Zaa stepped aside.


“The pleasure is mine, your Grace.  I am very much looking forward to touring Karis.”


“We have a full itinerary prepared for you, so you might visit all the important sites.  And of course, you will be allowed to meet Cybi in person,” he assured him.


“Excellent, excellent!” he said brightly.


Jason hugged Kiaari as she stepped off the transport behind the Denfather.  “Hey fuzzybutt, how you doing?” Jason asked with a laugh.


“Fine now that I can bite you for all those mean things you’ve said about me from the safety of Karis,” she winked in reply.


“I promise to bleed all over you,” he retorted, which made her laugh. 


Despite a curiosity about the mysterious Denfather, Jason was introduced to Miaari’s parents, an almost giddily prideful Faar and Raali Threxst.  They were so beside themselves with pride for Miaari that they could barely speak in coherent sentences.  After they moved on to greet Jyslin, Jason found himself standing in front of the tallest, burliest Kimdori Jason had ever seen.  He was nearly eight feet tall, and his fur was almost sinfully black, so dark it swallowed the light, everywhere but the white band of station that ran up the center of his torso, from crotch to under his chin, the white bar of a Handservant.  From what Jason knew, Kraal was the only other living Handservant among the Kimdori, which proved how rare that most exalted of stations really was.  His hand was huge, but it was gentle when it touched Jason’s neck.  “Jason Karinne, it is an honor to be permitted to come to Karis,” he said in a rich baritone.

“Anything that makes Miaari happy,” Jason smiled.  “Congratulations on winning the right to sire Miaari’s cubs.”


“She is very hard to please,” he said with a rueful smile.


“She’s a typical female, Kraal,” Jason grinned.


“Truly,” he agreed.


“I am standing right here,” Miaari protested from the other side of Jyslin, which made Jason laugh.


“She nags like a typical female as well,” Jason told the huge Kimdori.


“How is that any different from normal?” Kraal asked.


Jason met the clan leader and mate of Kraal’s clan, the Shevks.  The clan leader, Haari, was female, a thin, gangly-limbed female with brown fur but a gray face, but who was very polite and gentle with her touch.  Her mate Dirxk was short and stocky, and had a jovial manner about him that put Jason at ease quickly.


The Kimdori visitors greeted those who had come to see them, but then the business of the matter took precedence.  Jason, Jyslin, Rann, and Kellin had been invited to attend the mating, and it would have been rude to decline, so they entered the hotel with the Kimdori, all of them wearing formal robes while the Kimdori were all unclothed.  There were no special preparations for this ritual, and custom dictated it take place immediately upon the meeting of the male and female involved.  So, the went up to Zaa’s penthouse, and as soon as they entered the living room, Zaa, clapped her hands briskly.  “All are in attendance,” she declared, speaking in slow, formal Kimdori.  “Let she who wishes to propagate step forth and be recognized.”

Miaari stepped up to Zaa and then leaned forward and licked her just once under the chin.  “I am Miaari Thresxt, Revered Denmother, and it is I who have petitioned my clan leader for the right to breed.”


“Who has won the right to breed with Miaari Threxst?” Zaa asked as Miaari stepped past Zaa and stood behind her.


“I am Kraal Shevk, Revered Denmother, and it is I who have won the right to mate,” Kraal stated, taking one step forward and putting his fist to his chest.


“Then step forward,” Zaa called.  He did so, licking Zaa under the chin as Miaari had done, then he took his place beside Miaari behind Zaa.

“Does the Clan Leader permit the breeding to commence?” she asked.


“I do so permit,” Faar declared formally.  “Kraal Shevk has proven his worth to join his line to my clan.”


“Does the Clan Leader of the male grant leave for him to mate outside the clan?”


“I do so permit,” Haari declared.  “Miaari Thresxt has proven her worth to receive the seed of my clan.”


“And which clan will claim the progeny of this mating?”


“My clan has that honor, Revered Denmother,” Faar stated.  “By ancient right and custom, I claim the progeny of Miaari because she is the mother and is of equal rank to the sire.”


“Then all is in order,” Zaa declared.  “I declare this mating valid.  You may commence.”


Miaari told him that he’d be disappointed in how short it was going to be…and she wasn’t lying about the short part.  Miaari faced Kraal and put her hand on his neck, he mirrored the gesture, and then she did exactly as she described.  She knelt down and stuck her tail in the air.  Kraal stepped around her and knelt down behind her, he took hold of her hips, looked down, moved his hips forward deliberately as he mounted her, until he bumped against Miaari’s fur-clad backside.  He held still for maybe five seconds, making no sound, just looking down at Miaari’s butt as Miaari remained stone still.  He then backed off and stood back up.  “I have given her my seed, Revered Denmother,” he declared formally.


“I have accepted his seed, Revered Denmother,” Miaari mirrored, putting her tail down and then standing back up.


“Then I declare this mating successful.  Congratulations to both of you.”


And that was that.  In all of about ten seconds, Miaari had what had to be the fastest and most boring-looking sex Jason had ever seen.  The clan leaders congratulated the couple with kind words and pats on the shoulder as Zaa and Grun stepped back.


That’s it? Rann asked.


Yes, that’s it, son, Jason told him.  From what Miaari told me, usually the Denmother doesn’t involve herself in the ceremony.  But because both the parents are Handservants, she felt the need to preside over it herself.  Usually it’s the clan leader of the female that conducts the ceremony.


That wasn’t anywhere near as long or as noisy as you do it, Mommy, Rann noted.


Not every species can have as much fun as ours do, son, Jyslin grinned at him.


Since the ceremony was over, it meant that now they had plenty of time to show the Kimdori around Karis.  They boarded a corvette, and then took them on a long tour, from Karsa proper out to the ruins of Karsa along the northeast edge of the city, out to the desert to the ruins of Braeara, then they dropped in and visited the Parri on the northern coast.  They then flew to Kosiningi, and Jason took them into the bunker to show them the CBIM and to meet Cybi.  She greeted them in the core room, and she gave them a tour of the facility as Grun asked her about ten thousand questions.  They had lunch there on Kosiningi in Jason’s rebuilt guest house, prepared by cooks who had come early, and then they went over to Virga to tour the Kizzik hive that was thriving there.  After they finished there, they went up to Kosigi and spent nearly five hours giving Zaa and Grun an exhaustive tour of the entire shipyard, from the capital doors all the way down to the rocky core at the center.  Dellin had greeted them when they arrived and conducted the tour himself, which meant that it was utterly thorough; nobody knew as much about Kosigi as Dellin did.  They then returned to Karsa, and Jason showed them the Shimmer Dome and 3D, one of the few non-Legion who had ever been allowed to set foot in that most secret and secure of facilities on the planet.  Tom showed them around after Jason got a call from Myri, and he excused himself to see what she wanted.  He went to his office and got a holo of her.  “What’s up, hon?” he asked.


She gave him a haunted look.  “Jason,” she said with a trembling voice.  “Pathrana two was just destroyed.”


“Destroyed?  What do you mean?”


“They finished the planet killer, and they used it,” she said in an intense voice, her eyes a bit wild.  “The entire planet is on fire, Jayce.  It’s on fire!”


As fast as thought permitted, he got an image of the Pathrana system from the Kimdori spy probes, then had it zoom in two Pathrana II, which was a desert planet within human environmental tolerance.


And Myri wasn’t lying.  The entire planet was burning.  The very atmosphere itself had been ignited, and it was blazing like the sun behind it, an angry sea of red and yellow flames that covered every inch of the surface.  The entire atmosphere of the planet had been set on fire, from the troposphere all the way down to the planet’s surface, and the sensors showed him that it was 2,270 degrees Fahrenheit on the average on the planet’s surface at that moment, hot enough to melt rock.  When the fires finally died, there would be nothing left but molten slag and collapsed skeletal remains of cities where heated metal toppled because the intense firestorms and wind would push over metal frames no longer resting on solid foundations. 


Pathrana II had a population of 4,149,500,000 Alliance citizens.


Four billion…and unless they were in shielded bunkers, then they were dead, consumed by the fiery wrath of the Consortium.


Pathrana II was now dead, consumed in a sea of raw hell.


“Oh my god,” Jason whispered, his mind reeling, the room spinning.  He staggered, wilted, and then fainted dead away.
