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Chapter 1 farmers and housekeepers, were all absolutelywanty. Though the workers below didn’t
Chiira, 12 Shiaa, 4400 Orthodox Calendar know the true secrets of biogenics—only the Kimamd an elite segment of Faey and humar
Friday, 8 November 2013, Terran Standard Calendar engineers knew those secrets—they definitely knewugh to threaten Karinne technological
Chiira, 12 Shiaa, year 1326 of the"™®Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Cal{ superiority if they ever defected.
endar But they’'d never do that. They were down there bseahey believed in Karinne, believed
Biogenics Compound, Karsa, Karis in what they were doing, and they were loyal tadaand the house.
Strange to think that this was his anniversary. Those transplants were just a small example ofgetaruth. The continent of Karsa was

Jason stood on an observation deck overlookingge Imanufacturing bay in the massjwmpletely restored, and what was more, it pagulatednow. When they first arrived here
Biogenics Compound, what many called the Shimmen®because of the ever-present|sar Karis, they were less than 2,000 people herey Tere settlers, people willing to rough
curity force screen that protected the facilitynfrdooth physical attack and any attemptitppeople selected by the Kimdori to be the newkbane of Karinne. But now there were
survey the activities inside by spy devices. Belonw, the assembly floor, human, Faegyersix million people on Karis, living in Karsa, Brena, and thieiior frontier city of Ar-
Makati, Kizzik, and Kimdori workers were installirige new line of biogenics mainframea$on. They had real cities now with real governnsem@ind people who came here did more
in the line of Gladiator Il exomechs, the staplenech that formed the backbone of fiiean farm or help reclaim the planet. There weotofées now, farms and factories and new
Karinne ground forces. The old Gladiators had skithem well, but thanks to the researblisinesses, as people came in and helped make &ahisving planet in more than one
team, they had all been refitted to such a dedraeMyleena gave them a new designatj@ense. As the Kimdori moved in and rebuilt a sectibthe continent of Karsa, people liter-
Old Gladiators were put on an assembly line onside, and they were stripped down aafly raced in to claim it, set up shops and farmasld factories or ranches.

rebuilt with new armor, new weapons, new biogenanfiames, and new interface system3he Kimdori were the reason for it all. They fousuitable people willing to make a fresh
When they were piloted out the door on the far sifithe bay, they went out with the nestart and didn’t mind living out of contact withethmperium, and they brought them here.
designation of Gladiator II. And here, they found a gold mine of opportunityeytdidn’t have to buy a house. They
Jason didn’'t need to be here, but Myleena askedtdicome see the operation for himgeiimply found an empty house and filed a claim wlith Karinne Provincial Government. The
now that they had it going full tilt. It certainlyas a big shock to see this place. This buildipggvernment didn’t allow anyone to claim more thame duilding of the same kind, so they
was only built last year on the sprawling groundemthe security dome, in one of the opasually had no trouble. After they had a placeive, Ithey decided what kind of work they
spaces they'd intentionally left for expansion, aruav it was going at full capacity, prodyavanted to do, and they went about getting it golBgme people came to farm in the vast
ing 20 refitted Gladiators a day. At that paceyttheefit the entire line of 1,890 Gladiatofdracts of newly fertile farmland in the interior thfe continent. Some went into manufactur-
they’'d be finished in just a few months. Once tafits were done, this facility would prping, either producing goods for Karis or goods dalthe Imperium. Others took advantage
duce new Gladiator Il units from parts manufactuoedthe continent, which was the wayf the microbe-free environment to take up rancharmgl because of that there were now one
things worked with all Karinne units. They wereheit partially assembled or had thdwundred times more animals living on Karis tharrehsere sentient beings. The Kizzik es-
pieces built in factories on Karsa, and then shipipere, to the Shimmer Dome, so the bjgecially seemed quite adept at ranching, but wiet tanched were large insectoid creature:
genics could be installed and final assembly cinéldlone. The cruisers and other starshiipat produced a nectar the Kizzik liked almosth® point of addiction Those big beetle-like
were a little different, though. For those, thedainic mainframes were sent up and instdli@éatures thrived in the southern reaches of thsdfaplain, where it was hot and dry, and
in an ultra-security bay that only the high-sequségment of the shipyard could enter. Tthe Kizzik that had come here had a booming busise#ling the nectar back to Kizzik
shipyard workers had no idea what went on in tlagt Bhey built the shell and did some| &frime.

the internal fitting, then it was towed into thatyband the doors were closed, where the [sijpt directly, though. Karis was still a closely gdeed secret. There was plenty of commerce
was completed. going on between Karis and the outside, but it d@se carefully, through shell companies
The average shipbuilder never saw the weapons,rashields, or computers installed |dhat concealed just where the goods being traded ®ither going to or coming from. That
the ships they built. Those were only seen by tbstrtrusted within the Karinne organizavas Kumi’s realm, and she rode jockey over it Bkigtle queen.

tion. Karis was so diverse, they even Halri here. That still surprised Jason. It turns out tha
He had to admit, they had quite an efficient systknwvas odd to see more than Kimdpttie oye fruit that the Parri cultivated on their homewgrhbat everyone thought would only
down on the floor working on their most secret temlbgy, but those workers were beyqmptow there, could grow on Karis. The Kimdori hadnaged to find one tribe that was curi-
trustworthy. They were Karinne subjects, and whas wnore, they had passed rigor ass enough to leave their precious homeworld, Aatlttibe had come to Karis, built their
screening to ensure both their discretion and thgalty. They were the new face of the ngvide huts in a newly reclaimed area of grassy bitighe northern tip of Karsa, and planted
house of Karinne, transplants from other partshef imperium, brought by the Kimdofitheir oyetrees. The trees were now about ten feet tallwmutidn’t start producing fruit until
sworn into the house and to its secrets. And thesple, workers, engineers, scientists, gthay were about fifteen feet tall... which would beabout two years. The newly invigorated
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really looked out for them. The mercs had becorsenbiv army, but on the other side, with
pde Navy, it was a bit different. Jason had startitth the Faey conscripts he had capturec
rifom Trillane not long after the house began, apdnuthem was built a small but highly ef-
hfegtive, devoted, dedicated Navy. The Kimdori hadijve short years, built a veritabfleet
edf ships to make the Karinne Battle Fleet more ttmee ships. They had 62 ships now: 24

soil and the nitrogen/oxygen balance of the atmesplvas well within both Parri araye
tolerance, and that strip of Karsa was in the petfEmperature zone for their precious tré
The Parri themselves were very curious creaturbey Tere cat-like, moving on all fou
most of the time but having prehensile hands, gisip on their back legs to use them. T
were shamanistic in ideology and rejected techngliie the Amish back home. They livi

like they'd lived for thousands of years, in a sienparmony with nature, even the sterile,

alestroyers, 18 light cruisers, 9 medium cruiserBgévy cruisers, two battleships, and one

tificially produced nature of Karis. But that waseoof the reasons they’d came here. Jaboge command ship, which had just been commissitastdveek. Those ships didn't count

had talked to thehamanof the Parri tribe, their leader, and she had hahd that the soul @
Karis was in need of healing, and the Parri couldeustand the need to bring comfort to
land. They saw the planet as a living thing, arey thelt it their sacred duty to try to heal {
soul of the land while the Karinnes tried to heal itedp. Since theioyetrees would groy
here, they saw it as their duty to come to this@land tend to the wounded soul of Karis.
He didn't believe in what they did, but he was happ have them here. Right now, ev
pair of hands helped, and the Parri were very aalvtd trying to help restore Karis... 4
only in their own special way.

“Very efficient,” Miaari noted as they looked dovirom the balcony. There were six
them there looking down. Jason and Jyslin, withrRianlyslin's arms stood to one side,
Myleena, Kumi, and Miaari stood on the other. Thiss the most elite of inner circles of
Karinne noble house. The Grand Duke and his wife, Duchess Myleena Karinne, w
oversaw all technology and research, Duchess Ehinne, who managed the house’s
nancial affairs, and the enigmatic Miaari Threxstlandmaiden who was the direct liaig
between the Grand Duke and the many Kimdori whorswd all over Karis. The worke
on the floor below could look up and know that thesre looking at the four people who
rected almost all activity on Karis, in one wayamother. The Grand Duke handled the o
all direction and objectives of the house. The @sshMyleena ran the technological cen
and directed research. The Duchess Eleri handlehaters of finance. The Handmaid
Miaari directed the Kimdori, both with and withotite Grand Duke’s direct consent
knowledge... but they all knew that the Grand Dukssted Miaari utterly, and allowed h
to do what she thought best without his permission.

“I thought you'd been here before, Miaari,” Kumitad, looking at her.
“Not since this facility was built,” she answered.

“You like it, Jayce?” Myleena asked, brushing hair laway from her gestalt. All of the
except Miaari wore one of those devices, where Miaare a metal band around her wr
They all knew what they did, but those below oyl what they were told. To them, th
were interfaces, which allowed the Faey to contfakinne technology. For the no

fthe Trillane ships that Jason had captured andgetl; though. Not all of them had been
theilt at Kosigi either. The heavy cruisers, batilps and command ship had been built ai
heimdori Prime, then the biogenic systems had bedwert there to finish the construction.

vKosigi was big enough to build ships that size, figiht now quantity mattered more than

size, so the lunar base had been working to b@ilchany ships as possible. And they had

pdone amazingly well. The navy was considered tipyhe standards of the huge Highborn

Utouses, but what the Karinnes lacked in numbees, thade up for in sheer power and mo-
bility. Karinne technology was hand over fist bettiean Imperial technology, and a single
dfarinne destroyer was more than a match for angtbint a Faey battleship. It was more
hdavily armored, had shields that could resist MRé&hnology, and had those deadly parti-
hde beam weapons that could slice a ship apar@likbanksgiving turkey. That combination
hmade Karinne ships the most feared ships on ttesafi the entirgalaxy. Even other galac-
fie civilizations had come to respect the mightted Karinnes, for the Karinne ships could
deat the snot out of just about anything anyone haeé other side of that was that since
r&arinne ships didn't suffer the relativity delay @ jumping through hyperspace, Jasor
déould jump the entire fleet virtually anywhereaaty time, in real time. That let him field his
yentire navy anywhere it needed to be, literally utéis after the order came for them to get
[ehere.

eThe other civilizations were aware of the Karinmeval buildup, but didn’t fear it. The neu-
arality of the Karinnes was almost as legendaryhasr technology. The other civilizations
atidn’t see the military buildup of the Karinnes ashreat, they saw it as a means to mak
sure what happened to them in the Third Civil Wdndl happen again.

Jason had done everything Miaari had told him tpafwl it had worked out wonderfully.
Building on the experience of his Faey mercenaai®s conscripts, Jason had, with the help
nof the ex-Marines and Kimdori advisors, built aficént, effective, highly disciplined and
stery capable military, whose loyalty to House Kagnwas unswerving. His ex-mercs and
dhie new Faey and human elements formed his arroting their deadly Gladiators, while
nhe Navy protected Karinne space with their lestaps and the only non-Karinne technol-

telepathic humans, Kizzik, and Makati, some alteret had to be made. They used manogl they used, Imperial Raptor fighters that ha &leen refitted with Karinne systems. The

controllers that translated spoken commands intangonal instructions for the equipmg
they used while on Karis.

“Looks like a typical Myleena operation,” Jason ckled. “How different are the ne
exomechs?”

“Not much. It's only taking the pilots about twerlggged hours to train to the new s
tem,” she answered. “I have the specs with Cyld,csn upload them to your gestalt and
can take one for a test flight.”

Though Karinne was very small by Imperium standaitdsad a formidable military... an
their technology was only one reason. When Jassnhifegan, he used mercenaries to fill
need for an immediate standing army that knew \ithatas doing... and, well, they we

still here. But they were mercenaries no longer.ewhason created the Karinne Militd

tdarinne’s technical arm, mainly Kimdori, had desidra Karinne fighter based on one of the
designs Cybi had in her memory, but production Weslated to start until early next year.
vBut until then, the Raptors would do nicely. Onbeyt were outfitted with biogenic com-
puters and Karinne armor, shields, and weapong,weee very, very effective.

ysthe military was Myri's domain. She was n@uchesavyri Karinne, and second in com-
youand of all Karinne military forces, with only Jasoutranking her. She often joked that it
quite a promotion from being an Imperial Marinegsamt, going from a non-com to the
ccommander of all military units for an entire noblguse. But she did well enough, since she
iad Kimdori advisors that had helped her settle the role. She was a good tactical and
retrategic commander.

anAnd boy, did that duchess titteally make the others jealous.

Service, all the mercenaries folded into it as &g because Jason paid them well an

I Net that they really had reason to be. The ex-Mexiwere part of the inner core of the
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Karinne household. The Kimdori had brought all tiidden Generations to Karis, but to
son they were just house members. Some of them frerals, like Ayuma who ran th
Academy, but he didn’t know most of them very wéle Marines were part of his family

literally. Five of them had borne him children, fpaf the mandatory expansion of the g
pool that Cybi had mandated, but not the originahghe Marines had to have him fathe
child byall of them... on that, he drew the line, and bargathedh down to five. Rann, tH
Heir Apparent, had two half-brothers and two hadtess to play with that were all close
his age... and they were jusis children. All ten of the Marines had borne a chiljda Gen
eration within the first two years of coming to karand a few of them had already borr
second child by a different father, while the feen@enerations had managed to produc
ther one or two children on the average... thoughd/iene of the first female Generatio
had produced two sets of twins in that time in &ddito a third child, so she was leading
race with five children among the women, while Mgra rather tall, handsome male, ¢
rently was outstripping all the men with elevenlat@n to his credit.

To his surprise, the Faey Generations saw absglatghing wrong with the Karinne pr
gram of forced breeding, a program Jason himsdfi'dparticularly like. After they got her
and found out who they were and where they canma,femd found out just how few thg
were left, they not only understood the need fothey agreed wholeheartedly that it v
necessary. So, with typical Faey enthusiasm for ey had thrown themselves into it
most to the point where Jason felt he'd taken twwase full of debauched nymphomanig
Generations would pair up both with other Generatiand with normal Faey and keep 4
until a pregnancy was confirmed. The men would theroff and try to impregnate anoth
woman as quick as they could. But the frenzy hdchead down somewhat, since the bak
were now everywhere, but the activity continuedefEwnow, the Marines who had borne
son’s first children were either pregnant, tryimgget pregnant, or had already producs
child by another Generation male. And they woulditdp until they had borne three childi
by three different fathers, to maximize the effestexpansion of the gene pool. That was|
target for all women who had agreed to participatthe program, three children. Men t
were to sire three children by three different neogh but some of them were trying for qu
a few more than that, and Jason had been all lIminamded to produce five children by d
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Jtost sensitive children’s talent faded a few mordfter birth and then remanifested later
@n, but Kyri's talent never faded. She had beem helepathically aware, and it had taken
.some careful training and work with her so she @adntrol her talent, to close her mind.
cBait that talent allowed her to develop languagdisskit a frightening rate; Kyri was only
rf@ur, but she had the vocabulary and reading séflla high schooler. Sheasa child and
@cted like one, but she was a child that threwnmrtls that the adults had to go look up in a
tictionary.

By the time Kyri was an adult, she’d have more ficat experience with her talent than
d-aey three times her age.
b dason looked at the Gladiators, and thought aflight might be fun. Jason was probably
ne only Grand Duke in th8iannthat had more than passing familiarity with medhat
theeaponry. Oh, he was sure that one of the othendabaichesses had a Class 3 and might b
wable to pilot a fighter or exomech, but Jason pvadttical experience. He had been the one tc
test the Gladiator they’'d found here to help Mykeayet the data she needed for the refit
bThanks to Kiaari, Jason had been implanted via Kiindharing with how to pilot both
exomechs and top-line Faey military fightercrafte idould fly almost anything, from a
r€arinne battleship to an airbike, but the main etiéihce is that Kiaari's sharing touch in-
atilled him with a knowledge of using military maweés in practical ways... her training also
alaught him to fight in one, and how to pilot a fighin combat, including tactics to under-
ctand to get to the other side of that fight aliMyleena was rated for an exomech, but she
\diin’t have practical combat training that Kiaaticeich had given to him, so he was the one
élying the Gladiator.
iddow, though, half the army was rated on a Gladid&adiators were the standard issue for
Jhe mechanized infantry, with the rest of the entilitary wearing armor systems that were
diesigned over a thousand years ago, but werecstibidered superior to the best persona
emmor the Imperium had to offer. Those suits, cateusaderarmor systems, worked off the
theerface, and were much more efficient and eféecthan Faey powered arm&veryonen
abe military was issued a Crusader armor systeom fthe greenest recruit just out of basic
iteaining to Myri herself. It was the basic, fundara unit of equipment around which liter-
illy everything else was based. Gladiator pilderdily plugged their Crusader armor right

ferent mothers, because he wasdhly Terran Generation. He was literally the last mempb#o the exomech, and the armor was the bridgedssivthe interface and the mecha. Gladia:

of a splinter of the Karinne Generations, and ims had to be protected by any means |
essary.

And behind it all was Cybi, who kept careful recofdhe lineage of each child.

Not all the children were the same, either. Rans blassed with tremendous talent at bi
and he wasn't the only one. Every single one oddaschildren were telepathically sensit
at birth, but even Rann was eclipsed by the childason and Yana. Yana was one of
most powerful non-Generation telepaths—one of tlhstrpowerful Faey telepathmeriod-
and Jason was officially documented as the strariy@sg male telepath in the Imperiu
Their child, a platinum blond girl that looked alst@ompletely human that Yana had nan
Kyri, was definitelythe product of a union between two telepaths eif ttaliber. Kyri might
be one of the most powerful telepaths alive... any@h8he waghat strong even as a ney
born.

And boy did she drive Yana nuts! Kyri wasn't justedepath. Like all Generations, she
also telekinetic, but unlike any other Generatibiids shehad full command of her tale
since she was a babYana was worn ragged when her infant daughtet kegking things
fly all over the room, using her power almost withanderstanding what she was doing,

newrs and their refitted Raptors wedesignedaround the pilot wearing Crusader armor, anc
the unit almost wouldn’t function without it therewhich was in itself an additional security
measure. Crusader armor systems were so integrdhtione that every member of the
rtlguse also had a suit, and many of them wore tlidar anything than the sheer conven-
vience of having limited flight capability.
th@hat sounds good to me. | haven't taken a Gladiatd in a while. I'll start thinking I'm
getting rusty.”
n.“What happened to the one you keep parked at Fod®@/odlyleena asked.
nétt got recalled for the refit,” he answered. “d¥en’t had time to play with it anyway.”
“That’s at least the proper thing to say aboutdyslin laughed. “That’s all it is, a big toy.”
-“The best toys are big toys,” Myleena grinned.
“Spoken like a true Karinne,” Miaari murmured.
vd¥'ll make sure you get another one, Jayce,” Mylgsaid to him around the Kimdori.
nt‘What'’s that, mama?” Rann asked, pointing dowrhatftoor.
“That's a Kizzik,” she answered. “They're one oéthaces of the Imperium. He’s a drone.
avidu can tell because he doesn’'t have any wings2"See
€'l see,” he answered.

since she was telepathically aware, it gave heiighténingly accelerated learning cur
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“I hope you have a noble here,” Kumi noted, lookargund.

“Yeah, up in the control room right now,” Myleenaic. “She already gave the drones t
orders, and they're very effective once they knomatmo do. They really got the assem
line going. One Kizzik drone does the work of fivaey in half the time.”

“All drones do is work, so naturally they’d be goaidit. How is the Kizzik handling gettirn
around without an audio interface? They don't sgeak

“Well, | adapted one that responds to their scamgliage,” Myleena said. “It's almost as
fective as a Faey interface, since Kizzik can comigatereal fast using it.”

“Clever,” Kumi said with a nod.

“Thanks, I try,” Myleena said with false modesty.

“Isn’t today our anniversary, Jason?” Kumi asked.

“Yeah. Five years,” he said, then he sighed. “Wtaimes the time go? It seems like |
month | was staring at a camera giving that messagarth.”

“It has been a good five years, though,” MiaardséKarinne prospers and grows. Karis
turns to life, and the house is well defended bynitlitary and by its inaccessibility.”

Jason wasn't the only one to remain quiet a momirdt inaccessibility wasn’t quite wh
it used to be. Given there wesix million people here now, so many vanishing could nd
hidden for very long, and tHgiannwas starting to piece things together. They kreat the|
Karinnes had to ggomewheravhen Jason picked up the human telepaths anddhse
members and vanished with them, and the list o§iptesplaces to go was very short. Sd
had correctly reasoned that the only place Jasohl ¢@mve salvaged Karinne military shi
and disappeared with so many people, was KariserAdtl, it was theonly planet tha
Karinne had owned. In the last year, no less tiahraches into Karis space had been
tected by the sensor ring that defended the intefithe system, and also hid the planet f
sensor sweeps by making the interior of the sydtaok like radioactive slag. Those u
manned probes and scout ships prowled around tipeseaf the system, investigating, g
then left. Jason knew that ti&@annwouldn’t be put off by those sensor readings fere
Eventually, one of them was going to send a prabethe system itself to get visual con
mation on what their sensors were telling them. it happened, then Jason could e
destroy the probe or reveal Karis to the Imperium.

Neither option was very palatable. Destroying thebp was the safest bet, but it would o
incite repeat missions until one of them succeed#ith would turn into a running war. R
vealing Karis was also not a very good thing, beeathnen theSiannwould know exactly
where to send their spies to try to steal the amifitsecrets of the Karinnes. They would
dare try to fight Karinne in a frontal war, but teevasn’t much stopping them from trying
steal Karinne’s secrets for themselves.

That was one reason why Miaari was here. While Kiea Earth’s security, Denmoth
Zaa had told Miaarpersonallythat the security of Karis was her responsibilthyat safe
guarding the secrets of the Karinnes was her joKanis, just as safeguarding the Acade
and the lower-priority secrets found on Earth weigari’s duties. Miaari was more than
ambassador to the Karinnes, she was the Karis Gsapek, the head of the formida
Karinne intelligence network. Unlike most other Beuntelligence networks, Miaari had

l
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best, so he hired a Moridon computer security caompa partner with Miaari to protect
&aris’ secret when he decided that thegededto have Karis connected to CivNet. And
blvhen one wanted computer security, one went toMbedons. The Moridon company’s
team was led by a project manager that was an fightall female named Siyhaa, who was
@ sober, no-nonsense female that took her job résusly as life itself. She was hired to
make Karis impregnable to a computer hack, andpsiformed that duty with the utmost
adevotion and attention to detail, so much so thatend three of her best computer engineer
were physically present on Karis, sworn to the gihs@crecy, while the rest of the security
team, who dealt mainly with CivNet security, waatisined on Draconis and Moridon. Be-
tween Miaari and Siyhaa, Jason had no worried.a8ighaa’s main job right now was care-
fully managing the link between Karis and the Iniper though CivNet. Karis had been
asbnnected to CivNet for two years, but Siyhaa nsde that nobody on CivNet could hack
into any computer the Karinnes had connected tooit,could they use communications to
réry to track down the physical location of thosenpuiters. Siyhaa's team was efficient and
discreet, and the secret of Karis was utterly safle them. Moridons were loyal to their em-
gployers when hired, and given who they were, theyld keep secrets just as well as the
tkiendori could.

Sometimes, watching Miaari and Siyhaa interact amssing. Neither of them particularly
Hiked the other, due to a bit of old rivalry betwethe security experts and the race of spie:
rat tried to crack that security, but they workesll together, and respected one another.
ns;| still think you should’ve planned a celebrationceremony or something.”

“I'm too busy for that kinda shit, Myleena,” Jassmorted. “You have any idea how full my
desk is right now? | came here just for the oppotyuto see something other than my in
drox.”
n-Tell me about it,” Kumi agreed. “My in box is twécas full as yours.”
ntDelegate, hon,” Jyslin chided. “You don’t havedo it all yourself.”

v “l haven't found anyone yet with the right trainihgan trust with some of the shit | do,”
ishe answered. “Not even half of it's even legah hot letting some greenhorn stick her
thands in mykabapod when she has no idea what she’s doing.”

How serious is sheMlyleena sent privately to Jason.
niretty serioushe answeredshe does do some pretty delicate stuff, and | gageathat it's
ot something I'd want just anyone to try to doe &htrying to find someone to help her,
though. | worry about her, it's almost too muchess.
nAh.
tdThere will be time for celebrations later,” Miaasaid calmly. “Maybe in five more years,
when Karis is fully secure and we have the navalde at optimum strength, we will have
gthe leisure to celebrate thusly. Still we are wemk position, and it worries both me and the
Denmother.”
mjason couldn’t disagree. Though their navy was strang in relation to the Imperium,
dooth Jason and Miaari agreed that Karinne had table to stand up against thetire Im-
plgerium if it came to blows. That plan really had little do with the present, because the
ditiendship between Dahnai and Jason, and the edlifsetween Karinne and Merrane, was

the resources of the Kimdori at her disposal... d&y tboth knew that she’d need themsfrong. Jason and Miaari were looking beyond tlesqmt, in a future where Jason and Dah:

the Siannknew where to send their spies.

Security around Karis wasn'’t too much of a worndéson. Myri, through Miaari's orde
dealt with the military aspects of security and domated defense grid surrounding the|
tire inner system of three planets. Miaari handtesl physical security in conjunction w

nai were long gone and their descendents were angeh By setting the precedent now, it
syould keep Karinne ready to protect itself if théaace between Karinne and Merrane
bmeke down. Karinne had to be a force unto itsetfrking within the bounds of the Im-

tperium on its face, but prepared to defend itsg#fiast that same Imperium if they tried to

Myri, and handled computer security in conjunctigith her lieutenant. Jason wanted

thepeat what happened in the Third Civil War.
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To Jason, it wasnlif, it waswhenthat happened. Jason knew that there was goicgne g looked the sea. There was a staircase that led dowime beach, and that beach was the
reckoning between the Karinnes and the Imperiunm thadr technology. It wouldn't be beeommunal area for the various nobles that liveshglthe shoreline. Tim and Symone lived
tween Jason and Dahnai, butvias coming. Some future Empress was going to demam one side, and Myleena on the other, and alMagnes lived along that strip as well, al-
Karinne secrets, and that future Karinne leader ga@ag to refuse. And when that hapewing them to be close so he could keep in touh\asit his kids.

pened, the house hadmnwell better have the military force on hand andikmble to de; Dahnai would be scandalized if she could see hiséofor it was vergrdinary. It was a
fend itself if that Empress decided to try to useeé to get what she wanted. Jason knew filner bedroom three story Colonial, built in the feer style, that would not look out of place
Faey. He knew them well, understood them, and bd tigt intimate understanding of thean any street in an affluent section of an Americiyn The only parts of it that made it un-
to comprehend that fundamental truth, that the Raese too aggressive, too violent, jasual were the two large paved landing pads bethiadouse, inland, and the small hangal

power-hungry for inotto happen.

But God help him, how he loved them. He was martied Faey, had two Faey girlfrien
amu doraj Symone and Dahnai... though it was more formal witle than the other. S
mone was a truamu doraj which in Faey meant “courtly love,” where hisatgdnship with
Dahnai was more distant now. She was smitten wathhlusband, and besides, he’d set
off of Karis a grand total of five times in the tdkree years. He hadn’t been to Draconi
three years, since Shya’s religious ceremony kinakm to a Christian baptism, some ki
of ceremony held by a Templar of Trelle. Jason lxaen forced to bring his family to th

since it also entailed the formal signing of thermage contract now that Shya had cd
pleted that ceremony. Dahnai had managed to srieakway from his family and remir

him of old times back in her apartment... and heaielst didn’t object too much. Dahn
washot, and sex with her was almost as good as it wds Jyislin and Symone.

“I don’t think it's ever gonna get that bad,” Myleg said. “But | can’t deny that it's on
smart to have an overwhelming military availabliweg how unstable things are in the |
perium right now.”

“Why do you say that?” Jyslin asked as she handeth®ff to Jason, then worked a cra

out of her arm by rubbing her shoulder and rotalieagarm in wide circles.
“Just the usual,” Myleena shrugged. “I talked to eynt last week, and she said the

that normally housed whatever vehicles he wasriftguHis Nova and a small dropship sat
on one landing pad, and the hangar, which was iteeaf a barn, nearly as large as the
yhouse, held ships that Myleena sent over for hiplay with, two more Novas, Jyslin’s per-
sonal dropship, two hovercars, and four airbikdse dther landing pad was usually empty,
féot it was the pad that visitors used when theyeémsee him, but it currently held Miaari's
sdropship.

ndEvery house along the strip was ordinary like thadking the strip look just like a middle
htlass enclave, though a very multicultural oneodashouse was the only one that was in the
merran architecture; the rest of the houses albegstrip were Faey designs, which meant
dhey were sloping and elegant, more square thamngglar, and they had flat roofs with
pétairs leading up to their tops. Faey architectrgated the roof like a Terran would a deck, a
recreational area. But behind those houses wasiader that these weret normal people,
yn the form of a security fence and roving patafi®ukal guards. Jason hadn’t wanted them,
nbut both Myri and Miaari had been absolutely adantiaait they be there... not to isolate Ja-
son from the rest of Karis, but to protect the Oukee. Jason had no fear of anyone who
niped on Karis, but even he couldn’t refute thagrth was always the outside chance tha
someone might flip out or go nuts, and that's wihat guards were there to stop. Anyone
€asuld come see Jason at any time, but they haal ttraugh security first, that was the only

some rumors going around that both the Shovalldgfzen Trillanes are either about to makendition. That was the purpose they served; niddlate the Grand Duke from his people,

a move, or are allying to try to break away frora tmperium. It's all nothing but rumor,

course, but my aunt usually can pick the truthafithe rumors with some decent accurg

She thinks there’s something major coming on thezbo.” Myleena glanced at Miaa
“But I'm sure you've heard that.”

“There is some truth to it,” Miaari nodded. “My g&e are still trying to come to know t
full truth of it. But the Trillanes are definitegbout to make some kind of move.”

“l guess it's about time. Five years shoulda be#glenough for them to recover from
spanking Dahnai gave them when Jason took the fiddgteena noted.

Miaari nodded. “Though she is unscrupulous, yownoameny that Maeri Trillane is cu

ning and dangerous,” she stated. “Trillane has riwae recovered from the setbacks hari

to them by Empress Dahnai.”

“Who is Twillane?” Rann asked.

“Some people | hope you never have trouble with,"séason chuckled. “You hungry?”
“Yah!”

“Then let's wrap up this tour and get down to timeportant business,” he winked
Myleena. “Lunch!”

“Oh sure, how can my Gladiators compare with degticheese sandwich,” Myleena s
scathingly, which made Jason burst out in laughter.

In order to prepare a lunch of grilled cheese sarliye—Rann’s favorite—they returned

Foxwood. Foxwood was on the far side of Karsa, eerg nice strip of land on the oceg

Jason loved the ocean, and Foxwood East, as thieg é¢a sat on a gentle rise that ov

pbut to make sure that meetings between the Grake Buod his people were safe.

\IcY¥.his was his new life. Here, he was surroundedrigndls and family, and all his children
iwere only a couple minutes’ walk down either sidehe beach. Yana and Maya were the
closest, living on the far sides of Tim and Mylegtien Zora and llia, then Sheleese and the
nawins Lyn and Bryn, who lived together, then MyricaMin on the outsides. Yana, Maya,
Zora, and llia were the mothers of the four chitdie was forced to have outside of mar-
leage, and they lived closest to him, so he coddbar his children. Yana had born Kyri,
who was probably going to be the most powerfulpetk in the history of the Imperium.
Maya had borne Aran, a bubbly little boy with ligeeen hair. Zora had borne Sora, naming
ded after the root of the entire line of the Getiere, a little redhead girl with a major atti-
tude. llia had born Zach, giving him a Terran naablack-haired child with dark eyes and a
mysterious smile gracing his face most of the tid@ra jokingly called them the Brat Pack
because they were all rather rambunctious and didwbedient, but they expected no less
from the seed of Jason Karinne. They ranged in &ges Rann’s five to Zach'’s three, and
ahey certainly had a gaggle of other kids to plaghwrhe area outside the security fence was
also populated with more Generations, and nearbetlguarters of them either had kids or
pichd fathered children. There was a veritable ogsiaof toddlers, babies, and small children
running around, and the kids never had to go féintbsomeone to play with.

td hat was the other reason there were guards patrdie area... to keep the kids safe, if
only from themselves. They never had to go faiirtd & patrol of two black-armored Dukal
pGuards that would give them a hand, or keep thetnofomouble.
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It took Jason quite a while to get used to the ioled, but he had to admit, he was v
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rghe still does that?

happy with the thought of it. He was proud of hidsk and he loved them all... and th&he always calls ppreventive maintenancbut | know she does it just because she likes dc
bonds between him and their mothers, through themsured that they would always [beg it. And the only Novas around are the threeminhangar.

tight-knit. He didn’t love them and no longer slepith any of them—ithad been nothin

Someday I'm gonna buy one of those from you, J&ara, sent with a laugh.

more than a duty to him, and they didn't hold iaimgt him—but he couldn’t deny that the reMyleena said she’s going to have the shipyard bui@ite of them, after they fill the quota

sults of it made him very happy.

The parents certainly had started working on thdd in their own ways. Sora was alreadi

being taught how to fly by Zora, but Jason saw imgttwrong with that at all, given he t
came from a flying family. Yana was teaching Kybiocait her talent, llia was teaching Z¢
all about military things; though he’'d probably eevight, llia would probably make o
hell of a general out of him. Aram probably hatést, though, since he was just the you
est out of three, and Vell treated him ltkewas Aram’s father. It really said so much ab
Vell that he was willing to be the father of a chihat wasn't even his, and Aram was lu
for their love and affection. Aram had two fathebgddy Vell and Daddy Jason, and t
both loved him deeply.

That was his new life, and he wouldn’t have it aiier way. While they were havi
lunch, Zora stopped by with Sora, walking up altimgwooden walkways that ran along
beach that served as the private avenues by whide tclosest to the Grand Duke trave
Sora immediately got handed a sandwich herself,shiedwas hefted up to the table by
son’s strong arms, chatting with Rann about thihgstruly only mattered to children.

Hey Zora,Jyslin sent as she came into the kitchen. A hgeseant, Amaya, handed he
glass of chilledbyejuice, which she took with a nod and a smile. Amasas one of two se
vants Jason kept, and only because he and Jysijmseebusy they often didn’t have time
cook or clean. Amaya and Surin were the houselsasés, but they were also integral mg
bers of the family, often watching after Rann wldason and Jyslin were either exhauste

N
L

|

[

for military production,Jason shrugged!l make sure you get one of the first ones off th
ye, but you're not gettingiine
oOh come on, you have three!

clres, and | used to have fohe sent coolly.

eZora blushedThat wasn’t my fault, and you know it. Even Myldsawasn’'t my fault.
ndason gave her a sly smile. Zora flushed purpé: tave him a hot look.

olithate you sometimes, do you know that? Are yougmrea let me live that down?

kMo. If I did, | wouldn’t be doing my jole sent with a grin.
eBastard.

“Mama, can we go play?” Sora asked, looking upeatrhother. “I'm done, see?”
g‘Sure, sweetie,” she answered. “Are you done, Rann?
h&Jh-huh, I'm all done,” he answered. “Can we gdhe beach? | wanna swim!”
etl.can take them, your Grace,” Amaya offered.

JaNot without me, you're not,” Jyslin teased playful

“Fine with me,” Jason nodded. “I have some papekwordo, but I'll try and come down

rand join you after a while. At least | hope so,"dighed.
r-“Okay, papa,” Sora said with a loving smile. “Mas®d you have Duke things today.”

tdason laughed. “That's about right, kidlet,” heesgt, scrubbing Sora’s blond hair with a
rhand. “I should be doing those Duke things rightvnbut | want to talk to Miaari first before

dhar go over some of it.”

busy. Miaari had spent nearly a year to find thges both of them commoners from thélmportant?” Zora asked.

Imperium, carefully combing through thousands ofeptial servants to find two with th

e“Fairly,” he affirmed. “Important enough to wantrhepinion on some of it. She should be

right mentality and loyalty to be directly attachiedthe house of the Grand Duke. It seemteele any time now. She had some things to tie tipea®himmer Dome.”

only natural to Jason that after they met heréaénDuke’s employ, they fell in love and g

oWhile Jyslin, Zora, and Amaya took the kids downhe beach, Jason retreated to his study

married. They were a good match, in his eyes. Amaga a total sweetheart, gentle amdth its large bay window that overlooked the sEhis was his private domain, his office,

kind, and Surin was training to be a teacher wbdeving in House Saenne as a house
vant, so he was a terrific tutor for Rann, gendlgaghing Rann while not making it appar
to the spunky child that he was receiving an edocatVhat you up to?
Not much, just dicking around right noshe answeredvlyli wants me to help her wit
some stuff later today.
What?

Dunno, something to do with some engine modifinatghe made to one of her dropsh
She wants me to fly it while she takes readinge&how good they wendyleena was stil
tinkering with Karinne spatial engines to solve@wvpr problem. She’d been messing W
them for years, trying to adapt them to modern Molartronic technology, but she'd r
into some major issues trying to bridge betweerbtbgenic/cybertronic systems the engi
used and adapting them to moleculartronic technol&ipe tinkered with it mostly, sin
Karinne engines were still superior, the power rtdiey dealt to a ship their only ma
drawback. Karinne engines were power hogs, and égehad been playing with solvi
that problem in her free time over the years.
She’s still messing with engines?

It keeps her out of troubldason sent with amusemeAs long as she amuses herself v
tinkering with engines, it keeps her from takingaags and planes apart.

L

sdrere he did most of the work that being a GrandeDentailed. It was panelled in rich ma-

enbgany, with a blue carpet and pictures of his wéféldren, and friends all over the walls,

and a holographic pictures of Jyslin and his fitiddren on his desk. His desk had two pan-
fels on it, and a vidlink was on the wall facing tiesk for video conferences. Behind his desl
was the window, and he spent quite a lot of timth\wis chair swung around and his elbow
on the sill, looking out at the sea, or watching thildren and their mothers playing on the
feach. There was a barbecue pit on a deck doweoadge of the beach behind the house,
volleyball net, horseshoe pit, and a little flakarfor beach batchi. Down below, Zora and
iflyslin had pitched towels while the kids ran towgate sea with Amaya watching on.

lIAmMaya was a tall, lithe Faey with sky-blue hair andomewhat thin figure, narrow-hipped
nasd a little flat-chested. She wore a black oneqibut Jason could see with some amuse

enent that Jyslin and Zora had already shed thé&inisiand were sunbathing nude on the
dreach. That didn’t bother him, nor anyone elsd|yeldaey modesty wasn’t the same as Ter-
hcan modesty, and going around naked was entirelg@able to a Faey girl at the beach. In
reality, there was no law against nudity anywherdhe Imperium, and Jason wasn't so
much the prude that he’d change that here on Katien nearly 60% of the Karis popula-
vitbn was Faey. He just wondered why they bothergting them on, when all they did was
wear them for like five minutes before strippingittn off.
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One thing was for sure... his boys certainly alrelgigw what women looked like naked.
But he was here on business, so he put naked wonteof his mind and concentrated
getting some of his work off the table. While wagifor Miaari, he combed through quitg
few missives and communications, and did someefdHious paperwork that came with
job. He wouldnot allow a bureaucracy to form, he would not allomself to become sep
rated from the affairs of the house and the neédts subjects, so he had some work on
desk that some Grand Duchesses would fire thedsdior even putting on their desks, it
soinsignificant Yes, it made him busy, but he wasn’t about tovahimself to ever think h
was above such duties. Yes, he had a staff thpetdlim with much of it, and they work
in the “official” Dukal government offices over iRarsa, but he always ensured that he
direct say in almost every decision. He prefereedark out of his study, so they sent it o
to him, and he sent it back when he was done.

He knew he wouldn’t be able to do it like this fouch longer. Karis was getting bigger 4
bigger, and it increased his workload every day,Heuwas resistant to the idea of allow
others to make decisions that would affect theydaiés of the Karinne commoners.

He managed to work through quite a bit of it, aggtibns for land grants, service requej
some suggestions about terraforming, quite a fepliGgiions for Karisians to bring fami
members to Karis, even a couple of marriage apphicgpermits, when Miaari arrived. S
strolled in scratching absently at her breast,thednove drew his eyes to that white ban
fur that went from under her chin to her crotchehite band of a Handservant, the m
highly respected of all the Kimdori. They were Kiondwho had performed so admiral
that they had earned the Denmother’s personal cedp&vas like earning the Congressio
Medal of Honor back home in America, the highesaaa Kimdori could receive. “Jasor
she greeted when she came in and closed the doeertapped on the keypad by the dq
and caused the room to enter a secured mode thdtl woevent any and all surveillang
The window behind him shimmered, then turned darkha glass entered secure mode,
venting anyone from being able to see in from thiside, but allowing them to see out.

“Must be serious to use that,” Jason said grimle@éinished up approving a land grant
guest, then sent it off. “Need me to shut thesenfw

“Please,” she nodded. “But leave the vidlink oge@anmother will be calling in a moment

“No problem,” he said as he shut down both his [sari&/hat’s this about?”

1)
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“They won't stand a chance against the ImperiatflfeJason scoffed.

ofiNormally | would agree, but the Urumi have decidedake sides in this issue,” Zaa stated.

‘@hey have thrown in their lot with Trillane, andténd to support Trillane’s independence

Liweith a military alliance.”
2l

-Jason frowned, leaning back in his chair. “Are thejys? Things are quiet now, why do they
iant to stir up this trouble?”
a¥he Urumi seem to have not taken Merrane’s attsrtipatone at face value,” Zaa sniffed.

£'How this concerns you, Jason, is that the Urunairaturning the people they abducted from
edlerra to Trillane, as soldiers.”

hddson sighed. For five long years, he had beeretboka frustrating war of words with the
yelrumi over those people. Over three million humhad been abducted by Trillane and sen

to Uruma, where the Trillanes used their talertirminwash the people into being loyal sol-
mtiers of their house. Trillane had denied it, ofis®, and there was never any viable proo

rigey could have taken to the Empress that mighTghéne’s charter yanked. Jason couldn’t

even prove his people were there outside of Za#tilligence, which the Urumi simply

sterote off as so many lies. Getting those peopl& hed been one of the failures of his ten-
wre as Grand Duke, because it would have litetalkegn a war with the Urumi, and Jason
neouldn’t fight that war with the limited resourcaesailable to the Karinnes. The Imperium
jveduld not help, and he honestly couldn’t blame them for Imelping in a political sense.

dastnsions between the Urumi and the Faey had b&eifeds edge from war for over a thou-
lyand years.

nalClearly, adding those humans to their own forgegjives Trillane considerable military

Assets,” Zaa told him. “And for the last five yeadviaeri Trillane has been building her mili-
tary back up after the fines imposed and the sluigtsin battle with you. Trillane believes
¢hat with what they have and the Urumi there tedlbten all-out war with the Imperium

hould they not back off, that Trillane can sucfidgsbreak away from the Imperium.”

“Maeri must be insane,” Jason sighed, glancinghatdober-looking Miaari. “Shknows
résat Dahnai can't just let her go. It could make émtire Imperium fly apart at the seams.”

“Perhaps that is what the Urumi desire,” Zaa notédractured Imperium would be an in-
Viting target. And with her threatening to use youm people against you, perhaps she seek
to dissuade Karinne from aiding the Imperium in e that would follow such a secession.

“I think it best to allow Denmother to explain ishe answered, and while she answered Meeri is more than aware of your care for your peopo use them in such a manner is not

vidlink beeped with an incoming call. The red lighheant that it was a secured Kimg
channel, and that could only be Zaa.
She appeared on the monitor, a majestic gray-fufiediori with a regal bearing, and J
son had to resist the urge to stand in her pres&®eer had he met anyonerayal as Zaa
Her very presence was awe-inspiring, but the safikegave him was anything but haug
“Cousin,” she greeted. “Are you well?”

“Outside of being busy as sin, well enough, Denmagthhe answered. “What’s so imp¢
tant that you'd ushis?”
“This is information not yet available elsewherasdn,” she told him. “It is a very serig
matter, and it does concern your house.” She loaaan, and a handpanel flashed i
view at the bottom of the screen. For some reagaa,wasn’'t wearing a memory band. “
have received intelligence that the Trillanes idtembreak away from the Imperium.”
“I've heard that rumor myself, Zaa.”

“This is not a rumor,” she said bluntly. “We haveercepted their schedule. They inte
make their declaration in six days. Trillane hakedaup all its military units and amas
them at Arctus.”

@bove her.”

“I know, she’s a cold bitch,” Jason grunted, pwgthis head in his hands for a moment as he
ahought things through. Clearly, this was goindpéoa shitstorm no matter how things turned
out. But he couldn’t come up with anything. “What ybu think we should do, Zaa?”

ntyf-or now, nothing. Give me time to amass more ligehce. But the Empress must be

warned, and you will have to do it. She will kndwat the information comes from us if you
deliver it, and we cannot appear to be openly wealin this. You know our strictures.”

He nodded. “l know, and | can’t blame you for ithe Kimdori never openly took sides,
snd only worked for those who paid them... that was they appeared. But below that was
nemother set of rules, and that was that they toekieep a lid on things in this sector of the
\galaxy. The Faey were a powder keg, and the Kimdorked to keep them from going off,
but they did it without actively interfering. Thayere watchers, observers, trying to keep
things peaceful, but also not interfering with atleilizations. The Kimdori couldn'ac-

t in this regard, to actually warn Dahnai woutdre allowed. “I'd better get ready to go,
then, unless there was more you wanted to talktdbou

n%ttmely do anything, they had to be asked to do it. Theapikng an eye on things was active,
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“No, getting this to Dahnai quickly is vital. I'lvarn Jinaami to tell Dahnai you are comi
but nothing more.”

“That should be enough. Let me get my armor on,gyhmted. “I'll call you back as soon
| get home and tell you what happened.”

She nodded. “Journey well, Jason Karinne.” And thenimage vanished.

“Well, shit,” Jason sighed, standing up. “There tuery day. Maybe even my month.”

“l could not agree more, Jason,” Miaari said grimlyrillane may cause the entire Iy
perium to self destruct... and that might be exaeftfat they want. | would not put it abo
Maeri Trillane to destroy her entire race overypetivenge.”

“Amen,” he said, pulling his shirt over his headiamalking towards the doo®urin.

Yes, your Grace?

Go open the hangar. I'm going out.

Which ship are you taking?

The Raptor.

There was a long paudesee,came a much more serious reply. Jason wouldnioieg in
the Raptor if it was anything local. And if he wieaving Karisalong then it had to be ve
serious! will have the guards bring the ship out onto pasl for you.

Miaari cancelled the secure mode for the room, thgened the door for hinThank you
Surin. I'll be down in a few minutes.

What's going onSymone sent almost immediately. Jason had sewdtply to Surin, bu
Symone could hear private sendings, and from thsesef her sending, she was at ho
next door. That was within her hearing range.

| have to go to Draconis. It's pretty seriod® answeredut it's not something | can di
cuss.

Ah, | understand, hon. One of those secret Grankielthings. See you when you get b
okay?

I’m not sure how long I'm going to be. Odds arehbai’'s gonna try to hold me over. | h
ven't seen her face to face in like six months.

| don't think she’s gonna be that horny, since she® obsessed with her husbaodme 8
reply with a naughty tingdBut she might want to bang you for old time’s sake.

| can deal with it.

I know, fucking someone with a body like Empredsnags is just such a chorshe teaseg

| doubt I'll be in the moodhe answered with a very serious, almost grim under that
forestalled any further banter.

There was a startled silence as Jason enterecktiredm, then put his palm on the rea
by the bed that opened the armory. A metal doar gien, revealing two Crusader arn
units, his and Jyslin’s, and a rack holding sevesgdpons of various makes and models
cluding the latest generation of his railgun. Jasahdown on the bed and started work
out of his jeansWell, if it's like that, I'll let you get to it. Gad luck, baby.

Thanks.

It only took him about five minutes to armor umee he did it so often. He came out of
room in his black armor with the Karinne crest esmbhed on the chest of his armor
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hgsounds serious.
It might be. Myri?
asShe’s down at the command cendaina answered.

Fuck. Listen, get in touch with her and have hebitime the fleet, get all military personnel
in off leave. | want everyone in a state of reagineAnd someone call Kosigi and find out
when the those new ships are gonna be finishedshidhedown. Yana, go track down Gen-

reral Eyna and tell her to step up getting the itfiamated on the new Gladiators.
velason, what's going onffia called.

I'll explain it when | get backhe called as he went out the back door and towthelsan-
gar. His Raptor was sitting on the pad waitinghion, a sleek black war machine with ele-
gant lines and a deadly appearance, with its dapesl, triangular-shaped wings, double-
tailfin in aV configuration, and angular cockpit glass. It wadraperium design, but it had
been refitted with Karinne technology and the caickpntrols stripped out to make way for
the interface. The cockpit opened as Jason appedaeimd he used the Crusader drive sys
tem to float up to the cockpit. Within was a featass cockpit with no controls, no indica-

\tors, just three pieces of black backglass fadiegpilot's seat.

Jason settled into the pilot’'s seat, then felt $hat lock his armor into place, effectively
immobilizing him. He closed his eyes and acceskedaptor through his gestalt, and felt it
respond. Using the mental communion with the R&p&ystems, he started the engines anc

tbrought up all system§fCybi.]

mgyes, Jason?]

[I'm going to Draconis, and it's pretty seriousdllike you to do three things for me. First,
sd like you to coordinate with Myri and Jyslin #ésey follow through on the orders | gave.
Second, please relay a message to Ayuma for mehérefo increase security at the Acad-
pekyy, watch for anything unusual, and have Kiaatigxira people on the Urumi embassy.]
[ will relay the message $he acknowledgefWhat is happening?]

a{l'll explain it when | get back,he replied[l know you surf CivNet when you're bored, so
could you, look around and see if you find anythimgisual or suspicious concerning the
Trillanes or the Urumi?]

[I will start looking now,] she answeredSince this seems quite serious, shall | schedule
council when you return?]

. [That's a good idea. Tell Jyslin to have everyon&asiningi. We'll have this talk at your
place, so you can patrticipate.]
[That reminds me, Jason, the Kimdori finished ybause here. Do you intend to move to
d€osiningi permanently?]
ndiNo, | wanted a place to stay when | come visit ffmat feels like more than a hotel room,
tihat's all.]
iMyvell, | do appreciate your thoughtfulness.]

[You're a member of the family, Cybi. Now let metgeDraconis so | can get back.]

[Of course. I'll have a report ready on anythindjrid ready for you when you return.]
théason felt the ship’s cameras come online, and wendid, Jason saw in his mind’s eye
@verything the cameras could see. A heads-up gisplperimposed over that image as the

shimmering gold, two waves whose crests faced e#tdr with a phoenix and a star abgegip directly fed data to his brain through histgksind armor, allowing him to literallye-

the trough between theryslin, he sent openly.

Yeah love?

| have to go to Draconis. It's business. I'm noteswhen I'll be back.
Okay. Want me to go with you?

No, it'll be best if you stay here.

comethe ship. Using that communion, the Generatiotitaho telepathically interface with
biogenic computers, Jason had a control of thedRaat effortless, so absolute, that he coulc
fly circles around any pilot in a non-interfacetfigr. Though his fighter pilots weren’t Gen-
erations and couldn’'t do what he was doing, thdesysMyleena had devised was very

nearly as good. They too flew their fighters byenfidice, without manual controls, where
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their thoughts directed the units. But their cohtvas only one way, from pilot to machir]
forcing them to rely on their eyes for targets amstruments to receive information th
needed to be effective fighter pilots. Even withsh limitations, however, a Karinne pilot
an interface-driven Raptor would blow the pantsasf§ other Faey fighter pilot. Karinne

lots reacted with the speed of thought and had otetrol of their mecha due to the lack
manual controls, and that made them devastating.

Jason used the interface to emulate audio, whahskated his communal thought in
gravband signals that could be picked up as nocoramunications[Kosigi, this is Karinng
One|]
[This is Kosigi, Petty Officer Malla, go ahead yoBrace.] came the response, translat
into communal thought by the computer.

[Which ships are on standby?]

[The Liberty, with the destroyerg/ashingtorand Gora]

[Get through to the.iberty and tell them to launch, bonly them. I'll meet them outside t
main doors.]

[This is theLiberty, Lieutenant Jeya at the conn. | picked that upiry®@race. I'll notify thej
Captain and get underway.]

[Very good, Lieutenant. Jeya... wait a minute. Piak’hTall?]
[That's me, your Grace. I' m surprised you remembes,] she said, her voice quite flg
tered.

[l saw your scores, Lieutenant. | thought we pui ga your own ship.]
She laughedNot yet, your Grace, but a girl can hope. Lastelahd, I'm still under consid
eration, no official word yet from Central Commdnd.

[I'll ask Myri about it next time | see her.]

[You don't have to go out of your way for me, y@race,] she said as the massive oy
doors of the lunar base opend¢d/e’re launching now, your Grace. We'll be exititige
doors in about two minutes.]

[I'll be waiting. Kosigi,clear all traffic for my pproach. Sorry to pull rank, but I'm in
hurry.]

[I've already cleared the lanes, your Gracéje controller responded.

Jason skillfully swung the fighter around to thdesas the Karinne cruiser exited the lu
station. It was a sleek, dangerous vessel, the saodel as th®efiant with its long triangu
lar shape and slightly flared wing-like aft sectidme Karinne crest was emblazoned on
bow in red, and the ship’s name was written untdar both Faey script and EnglisfY.our

D

|
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e,Draconis,” he answered immediately as he lowelietshlf to the deck.
eWNavigation, set course for Draconibleri’'s sending boomed across the shipepare for

inyperspace jump.

iEntering coordinates for Draconis, si&,female sending answered.
adason walked with Meri and her two junior officéssvards the bridge. “I'm surprised to see
you, your Grace. What's going on?”
tdt's a long story, and something | can’t talk abaeigtht now, Meri.

Certainly, your Grace. Would you like to sit at tenn for the jump?

Actually, | think I'd like that. | haven’t sat theonn on a jump for years. Captains always
@aehnt to put me in their cabin for some reason.

Meri laughedWell, they want you to be comfortable.

| thought Jeya was given command of a destrdyenoted.

| haven't heard of it, but | wouldn’t be surpriseghe’s certainly competent. I'll hate to lose

hker, to be honest.

Ah, so you sabotaged her hearing, eh?

Meri gasped, then laughed loudlymost certainly didhot, your Grace.

A short ride on a lift brought them to the commaletk, and a walk down a long hallway
brougth them to the bridge. It was laid out exalikg theDefiant so it was all very familiar
to him. He followed Meri up to the conn, and shetioreed for him to sit down. He did so,
but looked over to hef'm not running this, Meri. | just want to sit ihe chair.

Of course, your Grace. Take us out, Jeya.

“Helm, bring us to bear,” Jeya barked. “Do we haveck?”

“Aye, sir, coordinates locked for hyperspace jump.”

All sections report jump readineskya’s powerful sending reached through the esting.
téason listened as section officers reported is@raing. Once all of them did, Jeya and Meri
quickly went to empty chairs and strapped in. Jdsorstrapped in as the bridge crew copiec
them.Prepare for hyperspace jump in twenty secorldgla sent openly. “Take us through,
avliss Suya.”

“Aye aye, ma’am,” the pilot said, looking over teroulder.

Suya waggood The ship swung around into position smoothly urttie pilot's deft con-

naml, as she used her interface to control the ship a light touch that would have made

Zora proud.
tiBomeday one of you Navy types is going to explaynyeu call the captainir but everyone
elsema’am Jason sent with light amusement.

Grace,Liberty here, Captain Meri commanding. You are cleareddok in the forward port It's an affectation, since the captain is the vadde¢he ship, and the ship is naturally male,

landing bay. The outer doors are already open.]
[Understood, I'm on the way.]

Jason expertly navigated the fighter into the og@cking bay and set her down with a g
tle touch. He was already disengaged from the Isbfpre the ship fully settled on its ski

Meri answered as the cruiser slowed down in préjparaf the jumplt's the only time a girl
isn't offended by being callegr, she winked.

erso you'd call a male captain ma’am?

sHell no, he's be called sir toderi chuckled.

and jumped down from the cockpit even as the carag®ned. Three officers were ther&Jump in five, four, three, hang on your Grace ghee go!”

waiting for him, including Captain Meri. Meri wasi® of his original conscripts, one of

¢lyperspace was something one never really got tssdtdwas like he was both drunk and

non-coms among the Trillanes, a career servicewontanhad risen to the upper ranks délerious, as sights, smells, sounds that were $giple assaulted his senses, as his limite
the enlisted. But when Jason captured her andosiehis offer, she became an officer in jhisind tried to make sense of the higher dimensidrtsyperspace. For long seconds he was
Navy, and it didn’t take her long to get to the kaf Lieutenant Commander—though skssaulted by a cacophony of chaotic sensory iamat,then reality seemed to snap taut, ther
was called Captain so long as she commanded herMbst of his other command-level ¢shudder, and then there was a flash of light thedlted their return to normal space.

ficers were transplants, Faey that the Kimdori lnadited and recruited to serve Karinng idason shook his head and pinched his nose betwedimgers as bridge personnel checked
the years since they moved to Karis, but Meri pdotlet good people came both with aedch other, looking for signs of hyperspace shadkeir crewmates, a common minor con-
without noble titles. “Your Grace,” she said wittaw, then a salute. “What course?” dition for those who jumped hyperspace oftat.sections report in when jump checks are
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completelJeya boomed.

Draconis loomed in the forward view, a blue marfenging in space. Because of tra
concerns, the cruiser jumped in well outside tHatak track of the moons. “Make for Dr.
conis, Miss Suya, full speed,” Meri ordered calmly.

“Full speed, aye sir,” Suya answered, and the ghiged slightly as Draconis centered its
in the forward view.

“Comm, send to Draconis control that the Grand DKikeinne has arrived, and we requ
noble’s rights to approach Draconis,” she saidkilog to her right.

“I'm already in contact with Draconis control, 8ithe communications officer answered.

How long til we get thereZason asked.

“About thirty minutes, your Grace,” Suya answeréalid.

“All sections report normal, captain,” Jeya relayetien the last section sent in to
bridge.

“Very good. Take the conn, Lieutenant. Your Grageuld you care for a drink in my rea
room?”I'd like to speak to you a moment in private, dtth alright, your Grace.

“Sure, that sounds nice.”

In her stark ready room, a small office off thedige that was something of a buffer ro
between the bridge and her private quarters, Mardewn with him on a couch, and th
talked briefly about Jeya and some other offickas Meri thought needed to be looked at|
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not home right now though. He’s on Prius right n@ua get in some robes and-—
fitdo. | need to talk to you in privatidow.
n-Now? What's going on?

Tell your guards to let me in your apartment.
elfmm, sureThere was a brief pausglright, they'll let you in. What's going on, babe?
Come to your apartmembw, Dahnai. This can’t wait.
efabe, you just got me both real curious and aelittlorried. | haven’t seen you in months,
and you show up making all these demands. I'll &gply to see you, but something tells me
this isn’t social. There was a pausksee it's not. Jinaami just got here, she justi tole that
you'll be on your way, and you have something sirio talk to me about.

She’s latehe growled mentally.
h&he must have been at home when the Denmotherctahtzer. | wasn’t supposed to hold
court today, this was a change in schedule. I')mgdb Prius tomorrow to see Kellin. He’s
dthere on an archealogical dig. | decided to holi thourt to tie up a couple of loose ends be-
fore | go.

Less talking, more getting to your apartment.
briKeep your dick in your shorts, I'm comirghe retorted.
eylason reached her apartment first, and in the coynpafour Imperial Guards, he waited.
fB8he’d redecorated since the last time he’d beeawr tlenew couch, quite a bit of new art on

promotion. Then she broached the subject that eally/ron her mind. “I take it | should stathe walls and on stands, and Terran recliner déhaine corner. He tossed his helmet on the

doing battle drills, your Grace?” she asked sobétlgould tell from the texture of you
sending that it's something very, very serious.”
“God, | hope not,” he said fervently. “I'm heretiy to prevent that kind of nonsense. Bt
little preparation might be wise. I've already senthe order to Myri for the fleet to mol
lize.”

“Is it something you can explain, your Grace?”

“Not yet. | need to talk to Dahnai and get moreiniation first. I'm sorry.”
“I understand completely. And for what it's wortim not really worried. When you tog

rcouch, then unlatched his armored gauntlets andhmrh on the coffee table. The door
opened, and Dahnai rushed in wearing her formaitaobes, attended by three pages and
thaaid. She was just as lovely as he remembered, heittbronze colored hair that tumbled
idown her back in glorious waves, and her statuebgight making her look so regal when
she wore her robes. “Alright, I'm here. What's stpbrtant that you'd drag me out of court?
And what'’s with the armor?”
Send everyone oulie sent terselfEven your guards.
k Dahnai’'s eyes seemed to brighten aAik.this mystery just to fuck? I'm not sure | littés

us in, you made it clear that you cared about nd,y@u never once did anything that madame, babe, but I’'m not about to say no

us feel any different. If whatever it is goes soaryou and we end up in some kind of fig
we all know that you did everything you could teyent it. And hey, we're in the mg
kickass navy in the Imperium,” she said with astyile. “We’'ll be just fine.”

“l really appreciate that, Meri. Trust me, if thexgurn out as bad as they look, at lea
know | have the best military in the Imperium tdetel Karis.”

She put her hand on his armored shoulder, therede@am and kissed him on the che
“We're proud of you too, your Grace. Not a singid gou took in can look back on that d
and regret it, and that's Trelle’s honest truth.”

“Flirt,” Jason chuckled.

“Oh, no, not with the Dukal person I'm not. Jysliould strangle me.”

Jason laughed.

As the cruiser moved in through smaller traffic aodk up orbit around the planet, Jas
launched from the cruiser in his Raptor as theseruielayed communications for him and
used Call of Council to gain immediate access thriaa He landed on the north pad at
Imperial Palace and was out of the ship before trapservants could scurry out to gre
him. He met them almost at the door, then pustgt pgast them and forced them to rush
ter him. “Your Grace, your Grace! The Empress isaart, you need formal robes!”

“No, I don't,” he snapped over his shouldBahnai.

hiThat's the last thing on my mind right nolae answered!ll help you with your robe, but
stve have to be alone.

“Everyone out,” Dahnai ordered crisply. “Me and Beand Duke are going to be indis-
gbdsed.”

That's a new way of stating ine of the Imperial Guards sent lightly as theaets and the
etrmored guardians filed out with knowing grins. ¥hal knew what happened when the
aly mpress ordered a room cleared, because there nia®me thing she would do that de-
manded complete privacy.

After the last guard left, Jason gave Dahnai agglaBring up your security.

Now youreally got me curious, babehe said as she went over to the wall separatng h
bedroom from the sitting room and typed in a coddle keypad there. The lights blinked
soed three times, then stayed steady. “Alright,rtsem’s locked down,” she said aloud. “Now
bheme help me with the robe while you explain whatlell's going on.”
tHeenmother Zaa stumbled across some informationcebi&n’t just sit onhe began as he
phelped Dahnai start to undo the intricate ties stnaps that held her ornate robes togethet
&he has it on good authority that the Trillanesimt to declare independence and try to
break away from the Imperium.

They've been thinking about that for years, evaceiMaeri lost her chance to take the

| heard you came in, babeshe answered immediatelys good to hear from you! Kellin’

sthrone. | guess she figures she’d rather rule ith than serve in heaven.
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Yeah, well, Zaa says they already starteglfold herAnd they mean to make it public in
days. What's worse is the Urumi are backing themnd, @rillane is going to usmy peopleas
part of their army.

Are they insane? They’ll be crushed when | cathiem military to reclaim Arctus! | wouldn
even need to use your fleet to do it!

Even if the Urumi enter the war on Trillane’s side?

Babes, if the Urumi declare war on the Imperium, aeeld wipe out half their colonize
worlds inside a weelshe scoffedHell, I'd probably leave Trillane alone for the ahee of
taking a huge bite out of the Collective’s territohey have three arable planets along
border, and I'd be more than willing to have aléttvar with them to get my hands on th
planets. They'd be insane to declare war on us.

Well, they're insane, because | don’'t doubt Zaalgt Jason told herPerhaps they thin
they can hold most of the Faey forces along theldoand stall long enough for you a
Trillane to reach an agreement.

If Maeri does this, the only agreement | intenaeach with Trillane is having that anno
ing bitch’s head hanging on my wall as a tropBwahnai growled.

Jason was about to say something, but held hisutonige considered that for a mome
Yes... that wagxactlywhat the Faey would do if they went to war witle thrumi. They'd
attack, come across the border between the Impandrthe Collective and fall on the b
der systems like vultures. Surely the Urumi kneat thrould happen... unless that was w
theywantedto happen. But how would that aid the Urumi? Théght lose their border sy
tems, and three of them had temperate climatestibde farming viable. Those were tre
ures as galactic civilizations reckoned planets¢esiso few could produce food. So, W
gain was in it for the Urumi to support Trillane® kvas fairly sure they weren’t going
start another war over the atrocity committed avéhousand years ago, when Urumi Ci
ians were killed in the Merrane attack on the o@¢jiAcademy. So, the question was... w
was in it for the Urumi to fight a superior forcadarisk losing irreplacable territory to t
Faey when they declared war?

“What?” Dahnai asked as Jason knelt motionlesthéract of untying a strap.

I'm pondering what the Urumi might gain from enteyia war that they’d be almost de
tined to lose, that's whahe answered. can see no gain in it for them anywhere, wh
means there’s more going on here than we can see.

| can agree to that. We’d crush them if they deadlawar. If it wasn't for the fact that d
claring war on the Urumi would cause friction witte Alliance, we’'d have conquered th
hundreds—is that what they want? Do they want fouminto war with the Alliance?

Possible. It sounds like | need to go have a tatk Wiaari, Jason sent evenlghe’s the
Kimdori to talk to when it comes to intergalactli@anery.

Because of the Acadenahnai chuckled as Jason untied a series of strajging her
outer wrap on, which she removed quickly. She drtier inner garment and pulled it op
revealing what many men went to bed dreaming abbuight. Dahnai was, quite simp
one of the hottest Faey in the entire Imperium. Bas tall, she wastacked and her intens
workout regimen gave her the tightest body Jasdrelvar seen on a woman. Ripped abs
hanced her sleek waist, and developed pectorallergsst thrust out those large breasts
much more, giving them one hell of a base. Her ldgesl back exaggerated her svelte
ure, making her one of the most physically attk@ctvomen around. Jason could never |
at Dahnai in any state of undress and not feelreldsi her. Justhinking about Dahnai’
body was usually enough to make him go look folidys Symone, but to be fair, thinkir
about Jyslin or Symone that way made him feel #mesway.

12 of 81

5iXYou done staring at my tits, babes? As much aw¢ lit, you can give me a hand with the
chemise. | can’t reach all the ties.”

“Hold on, almost there,” he said, staring righheat ample breasts for another long moment
tthen reached up and fondled each breast in turn aisingle hand, which made Dahnai
laugh lightly. “Okay, I'm good.”

“Even with things so serious, you're still Jasostie giggled as he started working on the
dies to the elaborately embroidered outer garmteatt went around her waist. “But you just
made a big mistake. After we talk, you're getting of that armor and reminding me how
coig your dick is. We haven't fucked in months, ammv I'm horny.”
bsd@ hat might not happen.”

“It is going to happen,” she said adamantly. “You statités] babe. Kellin’s on Prius, you
kgot me horny, and now you're going to do sometlaibgut it.”

ndif we have time.”

“Oh, we're going to have time,” she said flintif¢hat else did Zaa say?

y-That's about it. | hired her to take a deeper ldoto it, since you know, the Kimdori don’t
do things like that on their own. She brought nis iformation because of the Terrans, |
mired the Kimdori to track them down for me, anacsithey’re tangled up in this independ-
ence plot she told me about it. She’s looking ihtmore seriously now, and she’ll tell me
bwwhen she finds out morég lied, a bit artfully. Even Dahnai didn't knowat Jason and
héda's relationship was different. As far as thd tdghe universe was concerned, the Kim-
selori only did things at the behest of another.

asdiow much did she charge you?

hdtm not going to tell you.

taVell, just send me a bill. This matter isn’t jubbat the Karinnes, this is a plot against the
vimperium. | won’t make you pay that bill on yourrovo, it sounds like we just need to wait
hetouple of days to see what else the Kimdori dnt In the meantime, | need to talk to the
n&eneral Staff and start getting the fleet mobilized

| need to go talk to Kiaari. She’s sure to haverdesbmething around the Academy if this is
some kind of plot to get the Faey and the Alliainte a war.
esShe can wait a while.
ichhis is important.

Yeah, and it's also the middle of the night at AmademyDahnai sent, pointing at a clock
bon the wall labelled [The Terra Academy], showihgvas 2:37 a.m. ther&o, you have a
ecouple of hours to kill, Kellin’s not here, and I'norny. That sounds like a perfect combina-
tion to me.

| take it I'm not talking you out of this? We'rethaeally too busy right now.

What, I'm not sexy to you anymorst®e challenged, a bit hotiWhat's with this resistance?
You've never been like this before!
eri;ve never been looking at the possibility of aliravar before,he answered’m a little
wyvorried and distracted right now, Dahnai. It's npérsonal. My mind just isn’t there right
ENOW.
dpft, then a little pussy pounding is just what ymed,she sent crudehA good fuck does
thatnders for your state of mind.
figfou’re not thinking with your brain right now, Dadin
pokhat’s your fault. Don't go playing with my titseth expect to walk out of here without fuck-
5ing me.
gThen I'll be more careful next timbe sent with a chuckle as her desire, taintingsked-
ing, began to affect him. Besides, he had to admién he would love a nice little romp with
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Dahnai right now. They hadn’t had sex in monthg she still had a powerful effect on
libido.

Oh please stop playing demure. Now we don’t have much tshe, sent, snapping a fé
straps as she pulled the lower robes off, theredulhe soft pajama-like trousers she w
under them down to her knees, baring her bronzéchdir, so get out of that armor ar]
show me how much you love me.

The tryst didn't do much for his state of mind, ftutertainly did something for Dahnai
for she jumped out of the bed and immediately gataork. As he put his armor back on, 1
called in members of her General Staff, and torJasurprise, the first one through the d
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nisff, or vice versa. Besides, the Trillanes have twable planets in their domain, we can't
just let those go. It would cause a food shorta§é drummed her fingers on her leg for a
pywioment. “Maeri must have gone insane. There’s raml gmutcome for this for her house, no
oratter what happens. Even if they do manage to igdiependence, the Urumi will have a

dtranglehold on them, and | can name four diffeezr@mies that would fall all over them to

try to capture their ships to get at our MPAC testbgy.”

sl hadn’t even considered that,” Dahnai frowneding a fingernail. “That means we can't

gt them go, no matter what.”

hot think you can write that off already,” Jasondéiuntly. “If the Trillanes are in bed with

was Lorna Shaddale. She wore the four diamondsfaif &eneral, the highest rank an offthe Urumi, then they’d be nuts not to demand MP#@sse in the war that's coming. And it

cer could achieve in peacetime, and she lookedtlgxas he remembered. Lorna was a
horse, a face that was rugged and with a few doams her past action, a gruff, insightf
woman who had a brilliant grasp of military tactibsit also was a savvy player of politi
games necessary for an officer of her rank.

“Lorna! You're on the Military Council now?” he as#t in surprise.

“You should look up from that hole you dragged nigce to, son,” she told him bluntl
“I've been on the Council for three years.”

“Huh. | heard you got a promotion, but | didn’t hélaat you were on the Council.”

“Yup. Is that a new design?”

Jason rapped the chestplate of his armor meaningfileah, a new design, based on
old ZPS system. Myleena namedCitusader We got all the bugs worked out of it last y¢
and we've got it produced for our entire militaltys much better than standard issue.”

“Someday you’re gonna tell me just where you hdvthis shit set up,” Dahnai said sourl

“Not a chance,” Jason answered. “As long as we lstdgen, you don’t know where to se
the spies.”

Dahnai gave him a dark look.

“Empress, don’t push him, you know he’ll just vdnifor another six months,” Lorr
warned. “But you do need to come visit more oftemr). | haven't seen Jyslin for ove
year.”

“Yeah, | know, it's just we've been real busy, teadll. I'll tell her to call you when | ge
home.”

“It's not the same.”
“I know, but for now it's about the best we can"dee said, locking the arm greave to 1
shoulder of his armor, and reaching for the bracer.

“Now then, what's so important that you'd call imetCouncil, your Majesty?” Lorna ask
Dahnai.

“We should wait for the others, but I'll explainree of it to you while they’re getting here
Dahnai answered. As Jason completed putting hisraom, Dahnai told Lorna what he tdg
her. Lorna’s face darkened, then she leaned badhermrouch and scratched her poir
chin. “There’s more here going on than what we s@®” she concluded immediately. “T|
Urumi knowwe can thrash them if they declare war on us,ssnteir intelligence on them
very wrong. So either we've badly underestimatesrthilitary power, or there’s somethi
else going on that we need to find out. Six dags, say, your Majesty?”

Dahnai nodded. “Jason already took some initizdive hired the Kimdori to investigate,
hopefully we’ll have some more information beforadvi throws the entire Imperium on
ear. But we can’t wait for Zaa’'s people to dig bp truth. We have to get ready.”
“Clearly so0,” Lorna nodded. “We can’t allow Trillanto just walk away. The oth

hAgesn't take a genius to take something like thatteand figure out how it works.”

ul'Well, hell,” Dahnai sighed. “Our MPACs are our edggainst the others.”

ralNot so much as you think,” Lorna said. “Since vight each other more than other civili-
zations, our defenses drasedon dealing with MPACSs. All giving MPACs to othensuld
do is make us not use our shields in combat. Quoatechnology is still more advanced, if
yonly because we had to come up with something abwith MPACs.”

“Well, that's true enough,” Dahnai admitted witlelauckle.

[Contact theLiberty. Tell them to get ready to pick me up, and plptrap to Terra.]
[Relaying.]

myT here’s not much more | can do to help with tisis,I'm going to go do what I can,” Jason
announced, picking up his helmet. “I'll go to tatkKiaari and see if she knows anything.”

“Jason, Ineedto be able to contact you,” Dahnai said urgemtigking in his eyes.
y.He shook his head. “If I did that, you'd have yqeople track me down, and | won’t risk
Ht” he said bluntly.

She sighed. “I alreadynowwhere you are, Jason,” she told him heavily. iesh't take a
Black Ops engineer to piece it together. The ofdge you could have possibly salvaged sc
anuch equipment and recovered so much Karinne téohypand data is from Karis. The
@nly real question | have is how you're managingtiovive there, given it's a radioactive
slagheap. Hell, they can detect the radioactiveraifrom Karis fromhere”

t “I'm not going to confirm or deny anything, Dahridie stated flatly, though he was a little
crestfallen in his own mind that he’d been righbatbhis suspicions. He had little doubt that
several of those unmanned probes they'd detecttge @&dge of the Karis system were from
pbe Imperial government, looking for him. Clearhg had to talk to Myleena and Cybi. It
was time for the techs to brainstorm.

~df people were going to discover Karis, then theg o come up with some way to prevent
them from flooding the planet with spies and sutamce equipment.

STl send you a message if I hear anything woretsging along,” Jason told her as he seate
|gis helmet and felt it seal. “Lorna,” he said watimod of his head.

tdde left the palace feeling troubled on a new lelahnai didn't just let that slip, sheanted
Ham to know that she knew where he’'d been hidingt tBen again, he knew it wasn't a se-
igret they could keep forever. After all, anyone wmew anythingof history knew that the
niarinnes only had one planet, and it was only laigto assume that the new Karinnes hac
salvaged their ships from Karis. And since all K&innes left Earth, the only logical place
Jer them to go and stay hidden was the same plaeserthey recovered the ships... Karis.

Highborn houses might try the same thing the next tyou do something that pisses th
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Chapter 2
Chiira, 12 Shiaa, 4400 Orthodox Calendar
Saturday, 9 November 2013, Terran Standard Calendar
Chiira, 12 Shiaa, year 1326 of the'9Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Cal-
endar
The Academy of Terra, Norfolk, Virginia, The Unittdtes, Terra
It was just good luck that the Academy was in Siyrsession, since that meant that
campus wasn'’t quite as crowded as usual.
Oh, the Academy wasn'’t ever totally quiet. Evenamdays, when no classes were h

gled, and did all the things that students do...uditlg party and get in trouble. But, sin
this was Saturday, at least Jason didn’t haveltovehis way through the crowd on the W
to Kiaari's office. Despite the fact that it wa$aturday and many offices in the Administ
tion building were closed, there were many studentbe building attending to this or th
business, since all the official liaison officesttwall governments and races were in
building, and they were open seven days a week.

Most of them had no idea who he was, but a fewdcatileast mark him as a Karinne. O
one in the whole throng recognized him, a huge fooe tall simean creature called a Bé
Bari. It bowed to him with a flourish but didn't Itdis name, which was something f{
which Jason was grateful. Many in the Imperium kriiemn watchingCourtwatchand othe
viddy shows that the Grand Duke Karinne was a yeiyate, introverted person as far
nobility went, never wanting the attention that eawith his title. Thank God for small f
vors, the Bari-Bari didn't announce him to the athim the hallway as he waited for he €
vator.

At least he didn’t have to go far to get from higpfor to the building. There was a persg Ha(ﬁ
J

landing pad right by the building that was reseresgecially for him and Ayuma... thou
it didn’t say it. It only said [Reserved] and maue mention of juswhoit was reserved fo
Ayuma had set it up for him. If any ship other thha ship broadcasting the Karinne Fri
Or Foe code for the Grand Dean Ayuma or Karinne, @ich was whichever ship that

carrying the Grand Duke, security was automaticalljnmoned to tow the offendor’s s P,

out of the space.

Ayuma was here. Her personal dropship was alsdherpad, which was large enough
two large dropships to park side by side. He hadalted her, but he had the feeling t
Kiaari had told her he was coming, and she’'d dettdeshow up and see what was going
Ayuma was a very hands-on president, but that wasob the reasons why the Academy
as smoothly as it did. Everyone who worked therevkthat though the dean’s staff hand
many matters, virtually nothing escaped the depefsonal attention.

Ayuma and Kiaari weren't the only close friendséeight now. Temika was also at
Academy, but instead of working here, she was gtingchool here. She was in her th

the boarded students were here, creatures of &fatif races. They studied, exercised, min

ce
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house had to have, at a bare minimum, the two pemgram certificate so she had a good
foundation to build on when she trained them. Mikesn't the only Karinne at the Academy
doing that very same thing.

They were just two examples of how the founderthefhouse, the Marines and the survi-
vors of the Legion and the Generations, were stitth adapt, evolve, to see needs within
the house and training to fill them, though all titeers except Temika and Mike were on
Iﬁzé\ris, taking satellite classes transmitted to &&mm the Academy via CivNet, where the
tteacher showed up in the classroom as a hologramataihe Academy the classroom and its
dents also appeared as a hologram to the teachepms that were absolutely identical.
1at allowed the teacher to walk around and chiuigs, and interact with the students via
sight and sound. It worked rather well, actuallyt Hemika’s schooling couldn’t really util-
Ze the satellite system, and besides, she adnsittedvanted the chance to come back to col
ge andinish. She, like Jason, was pulled out of college ab#aginning of the subjugation,
a}nd she wanted to experience college life at a&gellwith multiple species, so Jason permit-
d it. Temika and Mike made Jason both proud amdbte, that they would work so hard to
T needs in the house, and also that they wereesmted to the house that they would do
uch a thing.

The satellite program was only one reason why Kaaisto be connected to CivNet.

Kiaari’'s office was within the “core cluster” ofetoffices of the highest-ranking officials in

%he Academy. In the cluster, the offices of Ayura ¢he members of the Board of Advisors

so resided, as well as offices for liaisons ftireo nations and races for direct interaction
etween the governors of the Academy and the feteogalaxy. It also contained satellite
ubicles the deans of the various colleges usechwloening to see Ayuma,; their offices
were in their college buildings. He nodded silenitythe human secretary that sat behind «
rg sk facing the door into the reception area, dedssniled at him and said nothing as he
assed by and went back towards the two doorsrwlitie offices of Ayuma and Kiaari,
side by side. Both doors were open, and he fourld bbthem in Kiaari's office, talking
ﬁout something, Kiaari sitting behind her desk Aydma in one of the two chairs facing it.

iaari's office was a spartan affair. It had theotwhairs, the white stone desk, Kiaari's
Chair, a panel on the desk, and that wa¥he walls were bare, the desk clear, and that we
e way Kiaari liked it, because she was almosenewvthis office. She had another office,

rreal office, deep in the bowels of the Engineeringdiiai). That office over there was the
%ice of the Gamekeeper of Terra. This office whe office of the Kimdori Liaison to the
cademy, and Kiaari occupied both positions. Inrde instances when Jason came to se
aari face to face, they always met here, in tffice.

8

a
[éa?ason," she said warmly, smiling that toothy gaiirhim, showing her canine teeth. “Close

e door please.”

e closed the door, and as soon as he did so,iKeashed over and punched a few keys
o the holograhpic keyboard of her panel, whichseduthe window behind her to shimmer,
and then go dark. She had just isolated the offfaa any surveillance.

year in the Intergalactic Business and Accountirgjom working to learn how busines X . . ) . i}
worked so she could help Kumi. Jason felt that kamvould be very good at it, since she’ e(;lli re looking a bit haggard, JasoAyuma noted as he came in and put his helmeten tf
spent much of her time in the preserve running agess and bartering back and forth pg=" " " . : . . : N o
tween squatter groups. She had a nose for busiardsshe’'d be an effective addition té);;]eee!nhf?g?nagjr’acr;eniza,,'d' flopping down in the erehair, speaking for Kiaari's benfit. *I

Kumi’s staff. She and Mike had moved back to Tewith Mike also in the Academy in h
second year of a two year program for plasma tedcms. Mike was training to be a plas
tech, with plans to apprentice with Myleena oncegbe his degree in the basics. Myleg
basically demanded that anyone that wanted to waitk her in the technical arm of t

m

S h, so the Empress got her claws into you,” Ayusaid with a slight, mischievous smile.

na ust about,” he admitted blandly, looking to Kiadbid the Denmother or Miaari talk to
ou?”

'l' She nodded. “Both of them did,” she answered. “Shert answer is no, | haven't heard
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anything unusual. The long answer is | haven't ieaything unusualet but now I'm go-

ing to start actively digging,” she added. “I'vaeddy put the clan on it. They're diggi
through the Academy as we speak, focusing mainiherJrumi.”
“Have you got Ayuma up to speed on things?” he @ske

“Yes, she already explained what's going on,” Ayuamswered. “I can’t believe that t
Trillanes are going to push things this far.”
“Me either, but if the Denmother’s right, then igsnna get ugly in a little under a week.’

“The Denmother is almost never wrong,” Kiaari saidamantly, clearly defending h

leader.
“I know, that's why I'm preparing for the worst,’ehgrunted.
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“Come in,” she said, disabling the security in tbem. A short Kimdori male came in im-
hopediately, with golden fur and amber eyes. He ddke door and waited for security to re-
activate, then bowed to them. “I am Jeram Threp@ir Grace,” he introduced.

“He’s my age,” Kiaari noted to Jason with a lightike. “One of the youngers.”
ne'l can only hope to make our parents proud, sistietam said evenly. “You and Miaari
have risen our father’s expectations for the régteclan.”

“I know, I'm sorry about that,” she grinned. “Whdid you discover?” He glanced at
ehyuma, and gave Kiaari an inquisitive look. “It'dright, Jeram,” she said in measured
words. “You can report what you discovered. Ayuntgen briefed on the situation.”

Jason didn’'t miss the quiet command in Kiaari’s dgonot to say exactlijow he might

“I wish you would have explained things a littlettee the first time, Jason,” Ayuma cofrhave come by that information. Jason and Myleenee sl the only non-Kimdori who

plained. “I got this order in from you to increasecurity at the Academy, but | didn’'t get 4

reasonfor it. I've done it, of course, but that ordeft lme a bit confused.”

“Sorry about that, but | was in a hurry,” he apaiegl.

“How do things look for us?”

“How do you mean?”

“Are we ready to fight if the Empress declares wapuma asked.

He nodded. “Myri’'s mobilizing the fleet, and Mylea got the Shimmer Dome on trip
manned shifts to get the Gladiators done as fasitegscan. It's still going to take months
do them all, but they can crank out a hundredteefiGladiators a day now, and that'll g
us a good regiment of Mark II's to put in servigethe time they're needed, and hell, we
just use the old ones to fill the gaps. They'r# gbod units. The training for the pilots to {
the mark II's only takes about twenty log hourstlsey can get their ratings done on th
before they have to do any real fighting.”

“Any problems?”

“None I've heard about so far,” he answered. “Kosgjiis also in overdrive to get th
shakedowns done on that last destroyer they fidistmeSteadfastl haven’t heard that theg
won't be ready. | even have a captain in mind fdr i

“Who?” Kiaari asked.

“Lieutenant Jeya.”

“I thought she already had a flag.”

He shook his head. “She’s still first officer orettiberty.”
“We need to fix that.”

“We just did,” Jason answered.

“Jeya, Jeya... pink hair? Tall?” Ayuma asked.

“That's her,” Jason said. “I didn’t know you knewrti

ripnew the Kimdori's greatest secret.

“Yes. As you ordered, | investigated the Urumi foe possibility they're trying to get the
Alliance and the Faey into a war, and | found ninlernce of such a ploBut” he stressed, “I
did come across some information that hints thatlttumi are indeed working to destabilize
the Faey Imperium. The missive | intercepted tolinemi ambassador from the Collective
ordered him to try to get an agent they're sendimg the Imperium through Terra. Milady,
a@t's a Terranthey’re sending, and this Terran is one of thepaths.”
tddason almost stood up. “How did they get him?” émanded.

V&This telepath is one of the Terrans abducted kyTitllanes during their occupation. It was
chafore the Faey discovered that certain Terrane kalent. | can only conclude they discov-
Igred the Terran’s talent after taking him and &dihim.”

effThat would explain it,” Ayuma nodded.

“Go on,” Kiaari ordered.

“Yes. The missive made no mention of this agenttbecs, but the missive told the ambas-
esador to get the agent onto a transport to Draceitlsin four hours of his arrival from
Wruma. There’s a timetable at work here, one wétdomow.”

“That’s all?”

“No. The missive itself didn't explain what the spys up to, but almost immediately af-
terward, the ambassador ordered a hireling to pickhe agent at the Academy spacepor
and then put him on a train to the Imperial StarpoMashington, with orders to help the
agent get a transport ticket to Prius.”

“When is the agent due to arrive?”

“Tomorrow morning, local time, Gamekeeper,” he amsd. “I would have investigated
more to give a more detailed report, but givenutgency involved, | have our brothers and
sisters still working on it while | brought what wave. It seemed quite important.”

“I don't, but | sat in on a couple of satellite sk@s back when they were shaking the butiswas the proper decision,” Kiaari told him with nod. “Return to the pack and dig up

out of the program, and one of them was one ofettafficer classes we had going. V]
know, the naval tactical training classes you Haeht take. It was funny to see the hg
grams of fifty Ensigns and JG’s sitting in the roagsthe instructor lectured at the vidboar
remember her because she was one of the onesdhatidok bored,” Ayuma laughed.
“Oh yeah. You have a good memory, Ayuma.”

“That’s what you pay me for, Jason,” she winkedhi§TJeya must be good if you're gor
put her in a chair.”

“You should see her scores. Sheésy good,” Jason said with a nod.

anything you can find. Bring anything you discot@me immediately, even if it's imcom-
Iplete.”

dHe nodded. “It will be done, Gamekeeper,” he afédnthen Kiaari disabled security and
he left.

“Well,” Kiaari said quietly as she reactivated seigu “Well, well, well, well, well. Isn’t
rhat interesting?”

“What is this agent supposed to do?”

“A human telepath sent into the Imperium? | thihistmight be aimed at Karinne,” Kiaari

Kiaari's panel beeped, and she touched the keybtiiahari,” she called.
“Gamekeeper, | have information,” a voice calledKiimdori. “I'm out in the receptio
room. Might | enter?”

T

said absently, tapping her fingertips togetherhimjtally. “Isn’t the Empress slated to leave
for Prius today?”

Jason nodded. “She said she’s going to visit Ketlie's at a dig there.”
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“It sounds like the Urumi are going to try to drisevedge between Merrane and Karinf
Kiaari said quickly. “After all, thenly Terran telepaths are Karinne, and they’re sendimg
to Prius. They're either going after the EmprestherPrince Consort, or both.”

“They’d never get anywhere near them,” Ayuma srtbrte

“Who said the telepath has snicceed Ayuma?” Kiaari said simply. “Actually, the age
needdo fail for this to work. They'll never know theefran was a telepath unless thoayp-
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e,I'think Yana or Jyslin could do it,” Jason said.

“Then be ready to pick up this agent after Kiadares his knowledge with her,” Zaa told
him.

“Ill take care of it,” Kiaari told him. “I'll give you a call when he’s all yours.”
ntWorks for me,” Jason nodded. “You can fill me in what you find out when | come get
him.”

ture him,” she said pointedly. “If they don'’t, well,éhTerran could just be some disgruntletHow are your defenses?” Zaa asked.

Terran commoner with a grudge against the Empeesbiries to do something about it. H
if a Terrantelepathtakes a swipe at the Empress, well, then that sn#zat theKarinnes
have to be involved, doesn't it?”

“Dahnai would never believe I'd try something liteat,” Jason snorted.

“Yes, sheknows, Jason. But does theperiumhave the same inside knowledge she d
Sure, she could calm things down, but it would camna critical time, when she’s deali
with the Trillanes... and it would make calling iretiarinne ships to help quell a Trilla|
rebellion rather hard if her own Navy starts shogtat the Karinnes because they tried tg
sassinate the Empress, wouldn't it?”

Jason opened his mouth to say something, but nedsocame out. He leaned back in
chair, which squeaked slightly from his armor, theaned forward and put his chin in
palm. After a moment of silence, he blew out hisabn. “I think you might have somethi
there, Kiaari,” he agreed. “It would fit, and gatiKarinne on the bad side of the Imperi
would only benefit Trillane.”

“Yeah. One way to avoid facing Karinne ships intlleas to try to ensure they’re not part
the fleet,” Ayuma agreed.

“l need to relay this to Denmother,” Kiaari sai&he wants any information involving t
matter on her desk as soon as it's collected. Vgedl if she thinks the same as we do.”
gave Ayuma a slight smile. “Ayuma, dear, I'm afr#tids is where | have to ask you to led
I’'m very sorry, but this is a very secret mattetwsen the Grand Duke and the Denmothe
“I'm not offended, dear,” she grinned. “I do unders] that sometimes only those at the
of the ladder can be privy to certain things. Mogkning the door for me, hon?”
“Certainly. We still on for lunch?”

“Of course.”

After Ayuma left the office, Kiaari contacted Zaadagave her her report. But to Jasg
surprise, Zaa’s conclusion was much different frimairs. “I see,” she said evenly aff
Kiaari finished. “Kiaari, intercept the agent beafdre leaves Terra,” she ordered.
“It will be as you will, Denmother, but might | asihy I'm going to do this? Forgive n
ignorance, but it seems more prudent to me todefgrthe agent on Draconis or Prius, wh
the Urumi won't see it and know they’'ve been fowud.”

“The idea that they would use a Terran telepathttack the Empress seems an obv
conclusion on its face, but the conclusion benéatiat the attempt on the Empress ¢
means to instill derision into the Imperium is fledv | believe there is something more gg
on here, something we don't see. This telepatteisgbsent to Prius for some other reag
some reason unknown to us, buisitogical to assume that the Empress is in some wa
volved as a target or fulcrum of this plot. To &rout that reason,wantthe Urumi to ses
their agent intercepted and know their plan is eggo It might shake loose that piece of
formation that will make this operation make setosas.”

“What shall | do with this agent?” Kiaari asked.

“After you have learned all he knows, he must lbedd over to Karinne,” she answer
“He is one of them, and they must undo the programgrand try to restore him.”

Bulason knew what she wanted. “We should be readydnswered. “| haven't gotten any re-
ports, but | know my people. The only issue | segédtting all the pilots trained on the up-
graded Gladiators in time, but we should manag®#i.ve got that one new destroyer in

shakedown that we’ll have to man, but that's aliout

Db, Jason. How are youtefense®’

ngAround Karis? Fine,” he said. “The inner ring ig,wand as far as | know the automated de
niense grid doesn't have any problems.”

d§-hat is good. Keep them up, Jason. | have thettlimgefeeling that somehow, in some

manner, Karis is in danger.”

hidnformation we haven't seen yet, Denmother?” Kiaeked.

nisNo. A... feeling,” she said, closing her eyes fanament.

ng'l'll have Myleena go over things with Myri,” Jas@aid immediately.

urtit would soothe my mind,” she said gratefully.Will leave you now. Carry out your tasks,

child, and it would please me for you to contactlater, Jason, to appraise me of your de-
d&nse status.”

“I'll take care of it, Denmother,” Jason told her.
is'lIt will be as you command, Denmother,” Kiaari sa@spectfully.

SHaa’'s image vanished, and Kiaari sighed. “I've gdtad feeling about this, Jason.”

vél've had one since | got wind of it,” he grunted ieply, shifting his attention slightly.
Open a channel to theiberty.]

tdiphis is theLiberty, Yoeman Erra, go ahead, your Grace.]

[Get ready to pick me up, we're going home.]

[We're in low orbit over the Academy already, ydbrace. We're ready at your conven-
ience,] Captain Meri’'s voice joined in, obviously supplagtthe communications yoeman.
n$'ll be up in a few minutes.]
efl'll send you anything else we get,” Kiaari toldnn “And you'd better call Mika and
apologize for not coming to see her. You know slge'sna take it personally.”
y“She’ll get over it,” Jason grunted.

€l€had been a while, and to be honest, Jason neglitlé distraction.
Adjusting to the new Gladiator gave it to him.

O&kimming over the calm seas off Karsa, Jason wasréred in the chest of a hulking black
tPndnstrosity of compressed Neutronium, Adamantiuatalthes, and enough raw energy to
IR8porize a small island were it to be all releasgednce. It was one of the new Gladiators,
@mhd after downloading the changes into his gestaltvas going through the changes to the
Muhit, giving himself a “crash course” in gettingshiating updated on the new mecha. Since
Pthe ship was flown via interface, there were no wewtrols to adjust to, but there were some
IPomputer changes that altered the way the compuogsented data to the pilot on the black-
glass screens arrayed before the pilot in the éockbis Gladiator was stock, not especially
fitted for a Generation, so he had to rely on thdisplays for his data, but being a Genera-
Plon did help in that he had a computer literaltfaehed to his brain that allowed him to

adapt almost instantaneously to the changes. Waetidm't understand what he was seeing,
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his gestalt filled in the gaps and explained thitwghis brain and allowed him to operate
mecha as if he'd already been rated for it.
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toalled the KMS, figured that 165 shots was abolué dbladiator would need at long range
before using its pulse weapons, and Jason hadrée.aghe fact that the weapon was exter-

Damn, but Myleena had scored a touchdown on thés 8he upgraded the armor and stutdl and could be lost didn’t really mean much eitlsénce Gladiators still had integrated

one of the weapons that they'd pulled out of Cybismory on it, a Teryon Pulse Cannon
just what the Karinnes now called a pulse weapomat a small-arms version of the Tery
cannons used on the naval vessels, their shoreramegponry, and this one worked exa
the same. It fired a pulse of white Teryon enexglyich then ripped through whatever it
and then exploded with extreme violence. Its op@natvas curiously similar to an MPAC

plasma cannons for long range combat, they jusemiens powerful at long range as the
wailgun. It felt oddly... satisfying, somehow, thateoof his own inventions was present on a
ctBladiator, his own little contribution to proteaginhe house, and it just made him relieved
hibat his railguns were considered good enough $erin combat. They were powerful yet
rself contained, not draining power off the Gladiattheap to build, cheap to use, and very

theory; the teryon pulse existed in higher dimemsiavhen fired, which caused it to passsy to manufacture ammunition for them. It took &imy a bit to get used to the idea of

throughthe surface of its target, its passing throughedlisional matter literally tearing sp4d
apart and disintigrating all matter within the salatlistortion, leaving a nasty hole wherg
made contact. But that contact with lower-dimenaiamatter destabilized the teryon fig
and then caused it to be released into the loweedsionsnsidethe target, and that causg
a high-energy explosion.

The result was a round with a similar operatior&idvior to an MPAC round, which per
trated and then detonated, but what made pulse omeaso deadly was the fact thao
amount of armor could stop thefhe spatial distortion haabsolutely nothingo do with
the armor, it had to do witspace The armor occupying that space made no differeric-
soever. It could be compressed Neutronium or itccbe cotton candy, it made no differer
at all as the pulse weapon disintegrated it owténg inside, where it then exploded.

The pulse weapon was utterly lethal, but its draokbavere a short range and major po
requirements. Myleena had had to upgrade the pplaets on the Gladiators using anot
design in Cybi’'s memory, a prototype singularityygo plant that had been developed
before the Third Civil War. It took Myleena neadyyear to work the bugs out of it, but
worked, and it was the only power plant they ccudgte used to power the new Gladiat
The pulse weapon only had a range of about twosniiléhe atmosphere, but in space t
had an effective range of about fifteen miles, sinontact with the air didn’t premature
destablize the teryon matrix. The atmospheric rasfgie pulses could actually be aroy
three miles, but to prevent them from explodingaomiss, the teryon pulses were arran
so that the kind of degradation caused by contébttive air would cause a cascading imf

cich aprimitive concept in a modern weapon, a weapon that actfigty a solid round and
p\Was limited by the amount of rounds one carried,ewen they were impressed by the rail-
igun’s raw power and ease of use.

ed he shields were just as ingenious as the weajpmesher Myleena miracle. She had found

a way to miniaturize the teryon shield generatorshe cruisers enough to stick them on the
&ladiator, which gave it the ability to at leasttly shield against MPAC weaponry. They
still hadn’t found a way to make the shields redild against MPACS, they didn't last
long, but protection from even a few shots mad#fardnce in the long run.

What was amusing irony was that teryon shields weeeonly shields thatould protect
@gainst pulse weapons, since they existed in tme $agher dimensions as the pulse projec:
tile, and protected much better than against MPAB&n against Karinne shields, MPACS
weere damned effective, one of the most effectivielgkpiercing weapons ever devised.
hietyleena still hadn’t found a way to stop MPACS frawverloading the shield generators...
umit at least their armor could stop MPAC roundsl alh Karinne ships had fearsome teryon
#thields installed despite the MPAC issue. After atfily the Faey used MPACs, and there
prgere lots of other governments out there that theirites may have to defend themselves
hagainst someday.
lyrhat was why the Gladiators had shields too, redllyleena hadn’t designed them with
rhly the Faey in mind. She designed it so the Gladiewoid fight any foe, anywhere, and
getdelds made the Gladiator much harder to Kkill.

I®utside of that, there weren’t many noticeable geanThe mecha had better computers in

sion rather than an explosion, once the teryonirmegached a certain critical decay statalled, but they were designedféellike the older computer, both in their responses ia

The trick to it, Myleena had showed him, was howyg it stayed at that critical state. If
came into contact with dense matter, as in anytbuiga gas, the matrix decayed past
threshold so fast that it caused an explosion.ifBtitemained in that critical threshold for

certain amount of time, some number of microsec@udsrding to the specs he'd read, t
the high-energy teryons caught up in the matrivapsed back into hyperspace, which cay
a minor implosion as the breach into hyperspaaadadrand then collapsed.

Hyperspace physics in action.

For long range combat, the Mark II's utilized theem®e weapons as the Mark I's and nj
Faey exomechs, plasma cannons. But, both varidnteeoGladiator carried an exterr
weapon of Jason’s own design, a Gladiator-sizethRai The projectiles it fired were ve
large, and the weapon was just as powerful andstigiag as the infantry version, capa|
of punching through just about any armor exceptltheerium’s newest armor, crystaliz
Neutronium, but that armor tookajor damage when struck. The railguns were
contained external equipment, a rifle attachinght armor over the shoulder when no

q

ihow they processed data for the pilot, so the méetththe same feel to the pilot. The en-
tigtes were also an upgrade, but they still operadddthe same parameters as the old ones
they just had more power and a higher top speedrand agility when flying, that was all.
hktyleena had done a good job to minimize the amaoditaining it would require to accli-
gadte a pilot to the Mark Il, it was really just atter of adjusting to the new displays, getting
a feel for how the new engines changed aerial padescombat, and learning how to incor-
porate shield use in battle.

oste put the mecha through its paces, executingiassef high-G turns on the water’s sur-
dhce, weaving it back and forth, then plunged demthe surface. He dove it straight down
r'yearly two thousandhakrg saw the pressure readings on the hull, then duameund and
blaulted it back out of the water and into the skyaimatter of seconds, feeling the inertial
edampers struggle to protect him from the crushinfpi@e. He rotated in the air and brought
¢life pulse cannon mounted on the forearms to bieiag & series of angry white orbs of en-
émgy towards the water’'s surface, hearing it indliee mecha as a series k#-THUK ka-

use, which could easily be discarded or reseateddéahe plasma cannon or pulse wea
in short-range combat. The Railguns carried amramin clips of 15, and a Gladiator ¢

:

drUK ka-THUK sounds. They struck it and disappeared beneatlwéves, then violent
detonations of white-frothed water blasted hundrefdfeet into the air behind the mecha.

ried 10 extra clips in storage nooks on the uppgs,|5 to each side. The military servicEhe unit came over land, and Jason had it landh, the across the grassy plain abutting the
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sea at full speed, this seventeen foot tall meahaing at nearly ninetigathraand hour, of Karinne uniform stood on the pad along with a lan@mored Faey who was very tall and had

almost seventy miles an hour. He lunged to thedatt the right, feeling the agility of t
unit when on the ground and moving like a humantidn ran out onto a battle simulati
field used to train Gladiators. He dove behind rgdacement pillar, then lunged around
only the unit's head and arm were visible and fioeda practice target nearly a mile doy
range. Three pulses sizzled down the range arttiénitnetal cube, causing it to explode \
lently, sending smoking shrapnel flying hundreddest in every direction. He then ran
through the obstacle course, jumping over obstaateaving between pillars, even crawli
it through a tubular tunnel before flying up to top of a sturdy pyramid and striking a mg
plate set into the floor of its flat top.

“That didn’t take you long,”Myleena’s voice came in over the comm, highly agelsAn
image of her appeared on his right monitor, antbbked at her and grinned inside his H
met.“So, how do you like it?”

“1 think the pilots that don’t get a Mark Il are igaa sulk,” he answered. “Damn fine pie
of work Myleena. How's production?”

“I managed to get it up to hundred thirty a dayghe answeredl| had to go out and steal
bunch of commoners and put them on the line anldeimay doing the more menial jobs,
they didn’t complain too much. Everyone knows vghgtiing on now, so they know it's i
portant. Given we have five more days before if'®fficial, and maybe two or three da
after that before we really have to mobilize, thd#t us get about eight hundred Mark |
into service.”

“Will the pilots be ready?”

“Shit yeah, Jayce, they don't need the mecha te.rasent Myri the simulator software
good week before the first Mark Il came off the ime had rated pilots before | even had
first Mark 1l, thanks to the simulators. You're tbaly one that's getting rated on the rg
thing.”

“Yeah well, | have certain advantages they doitig”said dryly. “I'm keeping this one.”

“Why do you think | had it painted black? That wamirs as soon as it came off the i
but you might have to let someone borrow it forréle’

“Oh, that’s no problem. If we're gonna be shorttbase, | can't very well have one sitti
in my garage while one of my pilots is flying a Mar They’d kill me.”

“I had Myri get our best Gladiator pilot for it, sthe Dukal Gladiator keeps its prestige
Myleena grinned.

“Our best, eh? I'm sorry, but I'll be too busy dretcommand ship,” he said lightly.

“Push off, Jason. Ag you were our best,5he teasedYou've had your fun, now bring
back.”

“Yes, mommy.”

“Jason, dear,”she called in a sweet voice.

“Yes?”

“Fuck you.”

Jason laughed so hard he almost made the Glad#itaver, since he hadn’t disengag
his interface to control its actions.

He brought the Gladiator back to the barracks,ld@adelmet filtered out the bright light
the afternoon sun as the Gladator’'s chest armoneaaherevealing the very tight cockp
where the pilot literally was encased in armor &ad absolutely no room to move. Th
again, inside the Gladiator, where everything wastrolled by interface, the pilot didr
haveto be able to move. It took a pilot a little tat geed to that, but that was just part of
ing a Gladiator pilot. A complement of five Faeyated him. Four officers in the bly

i

#aming red hair, cut very short. Jason didn't kntivis woman, but she had Sergeant’s
astripes on the arms of her armor. They all salatete floated down to them and took off his
bBelmet. The others he did know, for it was Myri dodr members of the command staff,
viwo of them ex-mercenaries and the other two wetieed Imperial Marine Generals who

ibad been lured by the Kimdori to come to Karis aetp build the house military from the

ground up.

ngDid you have fun, your Grace?” Myri asked with &t

tdStuff it, Myri,” Jason told herYou piloting it back to the armoryt?e asked the armored

sergeant.

“Yes, your Grace,” she said in a surprisingly safice. “I've been told he’s going to be my
&lg for a while, so I'm here to get used to him.”

What's your name, Sergeant?
c8ergeant Myka Doyalle Karinne, your Gracghe answered, and Jason was impresse
There was a very strong power lurking behind hét, gentle sending. This woman was a
pstrongtelepath.
buKarinne? Where's the noble crest on your armor?
mF'm married to one of your nobleshe sent shylylaren Karinne. | haven't really bothered
y® go in and have them put the crest on. It's seatht important to me.

's'‘Really? Congratulations!” he said sincerelyjust signed that marriage form last month!

How was the honeymoon?

Too short, your Graceshe smiledl just got back last week and they put me right ensim
o get rated on the Mark II.
tH&he’s the best exomech pilot I've ever seen,” Ganguma said with an approving nod.
patMerc?” he asked curiously.

“Aye, your Grace. Not anymore, though,” she addétth & shy smile. “I was an exomech
rigger back then. They just put me where | do thetb
he;m surprised you didn’t go for the officer program
| thought about it, but I'm happy being a gruntuydsrace. laren thinks it's a scandal, but
nge doesn’t understand. | don't like all the shitiecomes with a commission.

The generals laughed, and Jason smiled. “Well sstraart, I'll give her that,” Myri agreed.
2 'Sometimes | wonder why the hell | took this job.”

“Because you love me,” Jason told her blandly ag&avjyut her helmet on.

“With your permission, your Grace, I've been ordkte return your rig to the barracks,”
tMyka said, her voice tinny through her helmet speak

“Go ahead. And don'’t you dare scratch my paint'théled after her.

“I'll treat him like he was you, your Grace. I'lven pinch his butt.”

Jason did laugh then as she floated up into theddrdepression where the pilot stayed, anc
then the armor folded in around her. The bowed lfdde Gladiator raised as the lights of
its eyes blinked on, and then the unit rose upghedfground and skimmed off the the south,
a@dwards the large exomech hangar on the edge afeiméng field.

How good is she2ason asked curiously.

Of*She was the most feared rigger among the merostie@l Sioa told him, who was herself
igpnce a commander of one of the mercenary comptraesow formed the core of the house
anilitary. “I hired her some six years ago after §ineshed her conscription with the army. |

"never saw anyone who could pilot a mech with tHaedy she could, but she has incredible
beembat instincts. She was almost fuckin’ psychiowlsensing danger and predicting how

&er opponent was gonna move, and she’s got sorodypkirong talent to boot, so the enemy
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couldn’t even get her with mindstrikers. They hadight her, and that's her domain. A
now that she’s using an interface, it's like shéhe fuckin’ machine. Nobody’s so much
landed a shot on her in wargames, and she ripadhrthe entire enemy team by herself.”
Damn. Why haven't you sent me a report on her?

“Because she doesn’'t wanna be an officer, so wilyen® Just put her in a rig and let her
her thing, that's what | say.”

“Hell, if she’s that good, she can borrow my rigydime she wants.”

“Myleena wanted the best for that rig, so | brouidpiet best.”

“That sounds like the best to me.”

“Yeah, that’s why | paid her nearly three times whpaid the other pilots back then.”
“Now, since you're done playing, Jason, let's glk @bout where we are in mobilizing
Myri said. She turned her head and sent for theedigf their car, which immediately rac
up and came to a stop, hovering before them asldloe opened. It was a limosine, g
though Jason wasn’t the kind to indulge in thatkad luxury, he did have to admit that
was about the only way to carry the General stafhe same vehicle. He piled in and sat
side Myri, with Sioa, Juma, and the elderly andadtiegendary General Navii facing hi
Navii had been a major coup for Karinne, as thegduher out of retirement to come h
build the KMS, and she was the true mastermindruktiie military. Myri was the officer i
charge of the KMS, but Navii was the quiet minct dvised Myri, and actually made m
of the decisions. She was training Myri, thoughd &avii had confided to him that in fiy
more years, she would retire with complete configetiat Myri would be just fine.

As the limo skimmed over the lush grass of the Kauiain, Jason was thoroughly brie
about the operational readiness of the KMS. Sioa tlha commander of all ground forg
and fighters attached to army units, Juma was ehentander of the Naval forces and fig
ers attached to the naval units, Navii was asgistaMyri, and Myri was the overall con
mander. He heard Sioa first as she laid out theilityostatus of the army, and was plea
to hear that the entire army was more or less réady. From Juma he got a slightly I¢
rosy report, for the destroyekderrimackandLunawere in dock for repairs, but ti&tead
fasthad finished its shakedown and was ready to @mtére service.
You have the crew manifest ready for 8teadfast

Yes, your Grace. I've already sent down the ordére.put Jeya Berinne in command. §
was next in line.

| was going to suggest her anywdgson noted.

| thought you might. Didn’t you go to Draconis dwetiberty?
He noddedl hope we're ready for this.
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ndwWell, shit,Myri sent with an audible sigfthis is the mother of all bad timing.

aSell me about itJason growled’m going to go over to see Myleena right now. Liaigiht
we had a long talk about the problem, and | askedtt see if we can’t find a way to stop
ships from jumping into the system, or deter themethow.

dbhere’s several way$Javii sent.The Imperium uses hyperspace mines during wartime.

Yeah, but I'm looking for something a little momepdndablehe grinnedl’'m gonna go see
where she’s at so far.

Myleena’s house was an extension of Myleena herlelfasn’t overly large, done in the
Faey architecture, but inside it was both clean elnttered. There was equipmestery-
where stored in every room, but that equipment waslyesacked and organized, and the
,fooms were kept spotlessly clean. She had thrawsflm her house. The first floor was
bahainly for guests, and was almost never used... atdevolved into a storage area. The
rebcond floor was her personal living space, andbdeement, which walsuge was her
workshop and office. Usually, Myleena could be fdun that basement, working on some-
ltking, and today was no different. What made taaldiftle more unusual than the norm was
nhat when he came in, Myleena was laying on therflanderneath a piece of equipment
effpating in midair, on a skimboard, and she waseniafkom the waist down, which was all he
ncould see of her. Given the fact she had her feahe floor to steady the skimboard, it left
bBEer legs open and showed him all kinds of intemgstiings that got him thinking about a lit-
dle conjugal visit with his wife in a hurry.

Well, that's one hell of a way to greet me, Myledrasent with mild amusement.
elyleena laughed, but didn't bother to do much akibushe even opened her legs a little
awder. Sorry. | was about to take a shower, but had te lshit. | was on the can, then | re-
hatized what | was doing wrong and rushed in hersde if | was right. Can you check and
nmake sure | wiped?
sediason laughed, but he also blushed just a littlerbi look clean to me.
2s&ood. | hate bleaching skid marks out of my pantd® slid out from under the unit, and
he saw that she was in fact totally naked, her akimost chalky from lack of sunshine, her
freckles even more pronounced. The only thing sitedn was her gestalt, which neither of
them ever took off.
bht&s00d God, get some sun, girl,” he told her adatyant

“Yeah, yeah, | know,” she grunted, sitting dipthink | found a solution to our problem,]
she sent via communion, which was one of the nestre means they could communicate.
Not even people like Symone could understand théranwthey sent thusly, only another
Generation couldl had a long talk with Cybi after last night, arsthe opened some of the

We’'re ready, your GraceéNavii sent reassuringlyRemember, over half of the KMS alreadgcure files for me. | don’t know if she told you.]

has combat experience. The only thing differenthat this will be their first action i
Karinne ships.

That reminds me, ladies. | want the automated deferthoroughly tested and kept
standby at all times. | also want the inner ringhtiened, andhe sighed| want any probe
on the edge of the system destroyed.

Why, your Grace? Wouldn't destroying those probpstiem off that there’s more he
than there appears?

A feeling,he sent, his discomfort bleeding throughfeeling from a friend | trust. And as
Karis being a secret, I've found out we're not asret as | hoped we’'d be. We all kney

n [No, but she has the option to do it without mysent if it's important.]

[Good, at least she won't get in troubléde felt her uplink to her panel, a panel modified
@flow her to commune with it through the gestdier she reached out for him in a mannel
sthat told him it was a gestalt connection requidstpermitted his gestalt to link to hers, and
she downloaded a very large file holding specssamh@matics into his gestdqlthat's one of
rthe research projects left over from our ancestostie told him[It's called a Hyperspace
Interdictor. It's almost exactly what we're lookirigr. It destabilizes hyperspace in a huge
tarea around a star system and makes it impossillsHips to jump into a system. The ships
vaite forced out of hyperspace when they hit the edglee effect, which is a whdight-year

was just a matter of time before they found us, Batinai came right out and told me tk
shedoesknow where we are. And if she knows, it's no eiréd guess that the rest of
Highborns and a few minor houses do as well.

away from the focal point. That's way too far faryaship to get here, but it has a fatal flaw

tlhbat made our ancestors abandon it.]

[Let me guess... it can’t be controlled.]
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[Well, that's half of it. When it's omo ship can jump in or out of hyperspace while
running. The other half is it takes nearly two d&ysuild up to full power. It can’t justirn
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iCxanelle was three years old, and she was surplysintelligent and mature. She didn’t
cause much trouble, and despite Myleena'’s distastee]oved her daughter very much, anc

on and immediately protect the system. We’'d havertoit on andleaveit on. But, there’s @aDanelle adored her mother.

workaround for that.]

[l figured, or you wouldn’t be recommending it. lreé guess again. The interdictor does
interfere with Stargates.]

[Bingo,] she sent with a nofiThey designed the interdictor before stargate texbgy wag
developed, so they scrapped the idea. But | dicessims and yeah, the interdictor won't
terfere with a Stargate. That's what | suggest,céayWe build the interdictor and buy t
Stargates. We put one here, and the other somewhat’s totally secure. Someplace li
maybe, Kimdori Prime. Not only does that give useas to and from Karis, it gives us a
rect fast-access link to our strongest allies. We$t have to take some special precauti
because of the radiation. You and me and the di@grerations can stand up to it becaus
who we are, but the Faey and human elements diause are vulnerable.]

[I think that’s our horse,[Jason agreed.

[Good, because | have Kosigi building it right nd#is a fairly complex unit, about the si
of a corvette, and it's gonna take them about tvemtims to get it done, given they've got
teen ships on the board to finish building..]

[We don't have that long. How long would it takevié put the entire lunar base to work
it?]

[Dunno, maybe three weeks, if they do it right.]

[Do it. There aren't any ships in dock that willtgiinished before this insanity begins,
pull every single fuckin’ worker off the shipyarddaget them to work on that interdict
We're going to need it. I'll go talk to Zaa and séeshe’ll permit us to link a stargate
Kimdori Prime. If she refuses, we’ll have to thofksomething else.]

[I don't see why she would. It only helps both®]ju

[The Kimdori have been very kind to us, Myleend,lldon’t want to push their hospitalit
Let me go call her.He looked her up and down bold[and for God’s sake, girl, go ou
side. There’s a beach not a hundsdakrafrom your front door.]

[Admit it, babe, seeing me all pale makes your dicdgle. | can sense a little lust lurking
your sending,he sent with a naughty wink.

[It's not being pale doing that e sent with a chucklfit was the presentation. I've prob
bly seen every woman’s better half in a fkathraradius, Myli, but that was a new way
see a girl's equipment. | guess only techheadsusevould see someone naked on a s
board to be sexy.]

[Oh,] she sent, then she giggld@&ant to borrow my board? You can put Jyslin oarntl
have her slide halfway under the bed.]

[I have my own board he sent with a grin.

[I'll call Kosigi and get them on the interdicto¥.ou gonna be free for dinner?]

[We should be, come on over.]

[Good, I'm gonna be busy and | don't think I'm ganhave time to cook tonight. Tre
knows, I'm surprised they haven't come and takendlla away from me. The poor girl.]

Jason laughed. Danelle was Myleena’s daughterfilseof the three she needed to beal
part of the breeding program. Myleena was very muitlike the others in that she was|
quite as involved with the raising of her dauglasithe Marines and other Generations w
She hired a nanny, named Sevi, and Sevi was thehatehandled the major day-to-d
chores caring for Myleena’s daughter. But Sevi elas short vacation with her husband

[Where is she now?]
n[tyn and Bryn took her down to Karsa. They showddhbck soon.]

[That's why you were gonna take a shower, eh?]

She noddedBut | got sidetracked.]
nfYou always do.]
vgl know, it's a bitch,]she laughed.
eCalling Zaa was both a little letdown and a littédieving. When he asked about the star-
diate, she flatly refused. “Impossible,” she tolchhi'The radiation here would cause more
omoblems than you realize, cousin, because youorteffo protect your people against the ra-
bdifition would upsebur ecosystem, which depends on it,” she told himwiiuld be much
more efficient and easier for both of us to chomskfferent site.”

“Where can | put it that's as secure as Kimdori&?” he asked, in a bit of consternation.
ye'Approach this from a tactical viewpoint, cousinolY want the stargate to be close to Karis,
sbxdt invisible to sensors and heavily defended.” ®liehed something under her, out of view
of the screen, and the screen split between hegermaad a graphical representation of the
aralaxy holding both Karis and Kimdori Prime. “Hérshe said, as a blinking light high-

lighted a star system about one quarter of the between Karis and Kimdori. “This is a
guasar in unclaimed space between the AlliancetlamdNine Colonies, in a dead zone. It's
gbe only system within twenty parsecs of any barded the quasar’s radiation will hide it
pfrom long range sensors. It is also in a line vidris from the rest of the Imperium,” she
@ointed out. “The Faey will not be able to use danpeadings when watching your ships
jump to try to triangulate their destination usimgltiple jump points. They will alseemto
be pointing to Karis. The minor angular differenedsen dealing with distances of this size
ywill be ignored by the mathematicians when theyttrycalculate justvhereyour ships are
I-going. As far as they’ll reason, Karinne ships ianeune to the effect of your defenses and
are simply jumping home.”
in‘Zaa, that'sbrilliant!” he said in admiration.

“l find your complement flattering, cousin,” sheicavith a modest smile. “Given this is a
hhigh radiation area, | would suggest you allowaisdnstruct the Stargate and install the ra:
tdiation shielding for you,” she offered. “Only th@enerations are resistant to radiation
kiomong the species in your house.”

“If you don’t mind doing it, I'd accept your helpaglly,” he told her gratefully. “Let me
track down Kumi and get her to work buying what lveéed.”

“There is no need. We already have the equipmeatwilf simply send you a bill for it.”

“That’s fine with me,” he agreed. “In the meantinhstill need to have her buy the Stargate
for this side. Man, this is gonna be expensive,jhented.

“Yes, but it’s a justifiable expense,” she noteStdrgates ardreadfullyexpensive, and you
le&ck the time to simply build one yourself.”

“I know,” he groaned. “I might have to pay you baoknstallments, Denmother.”

r &8hat is perfectly acceptable,” she told him withentle smile.

n'He called Kumi to his house while on the way bauk] she reached him as he was in his
dredroom, starting to take off his armor. She waarimg one of her swimsuits, either prepar-
apg for her daily swim or already done with it. “\&thyou need, babes?” she asked, leanin
ldgainst the doorframe.

h.“l need you to do somethirgjg,” he told her. “We're installing a new defenseKatris, but

week, requiring Myleena to care for Danelle herslfwasn’t really that hard, thoug
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it's going to require us to go to using a Stargate.

She wincedJayce, babe, those things are expensive.

“I know,” he grunted, taking off his greave. “Butewdon’t have much choice. We do
have much time here, Kumi. We can’t build one olwes we need oneow.”

“Alright,” she sighed. “But it's gonna break us.”

“I know,” he said grimly.

“What size?”

Big enough to handle the capital ship.

| was afraid you were gonna say thahe growled as he separated the chestplate fre
backplate and pulled the breastplate off as th&@ate flopped to the betim sure that 2M
probably has one to sell, but they’ll charge ustigh the nose for it.

That's alright, we'll get it back. Like | said, Kupwe can build them. Kosigi can easi
crank out a Stargate. Once the ship backlog isreléathat is what Kosigi's gonna build
the spare cruiser bay. We’'ll get our money back.

Kumi’s eyes brightened. “That's a fuckin’ brilliaidea!” she saidVultech could undercy
2M and Seyalle Spatial and make a killing!

“Good, so don't wince too much when you're payiog the one we're buying,” he said
he unlatched his legplateBhe main thing is, Kumi, we needjitick. So you're gonna hay
to pull some strings and call in some favors. Yoovkthere’s not many spare Stargates
ing around big enough for us.

Yeah, | might have to lick some pussies to get wkaieedshe sent crudely, then she g
him a slightly predatory smile as he wriggled fofe¢he codpiece of his armor and stood
ked before her. Years of exposure to the Faey badehed him to certain concepts of m
esty where his close friends were concernéali’re looking a little thick there, Jaycehe
teased.What, me talking about giving some arrogant suppérk a little head get yo
horny? | can fix that for you, you know.

So can my wife, who's downstairg sent cooly.

The lucky bitch. I'll get to work on this. | thitkcan track down something by tomorrow.
ter I'm done, we’ll talk about that little problethere. Or | should say thaiig problem,she
sent with a wink, then sauntered out of the room.

God. Five years, and Kumi still kept trying. Sheltreer chance, though. There was a p
about four years ago when he gave in, becausealize@ that he was jeopardizing their r¢
tionship by refusing. It was a fun night, he couldieny that, and since then she’'d reg
backed off. There were times, though, when shestbagm, propositioned him, and ac
like the Kumi of old. But thankfully, those timesre few and far between, usually only
ter she’d dumped whatever boyfriend she had atithe. She tended to go through a b
friend every couple of months. But they were gfaanhds, and probably always would be

Kumi was never a girl that disappointed.

While Jason was having dinner with Myleena, Daneflera, Sora, and his family, s
rushed into the dining room. “I got it!” she scresdrhappily, almost running the wrong w
then coming a hair from bowling Surin over as hmeaut of the kitchen holding a plate
croissants and butter. “Jason!”

“Turn around, you nit,” Jason said mildly, which @esRann giggle.

“Aunt Kumi’s being silly,” he declared between lsitef roast beef.

“Don’t ever doubt the pirate, babes!” she said vattaugh. “One Senalle Spatial MX
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“You said you wanted mow,” she told him. “It's being held on Menos IV.”

“Dorrane? Why would a Highborn house be sellingaxgate?” Jason asked curiously.
n'tGot me, but | got a decent price for it, given hbig it is,” she winked. “We got it as-is,
babes. It's operational, but it's assembled. Wed’e to send a team to break it down anc
move it.”

“That's the hard way,” Myleena snorted. “Just sentitheAegisand tow it.”

“You think it can tow something that big throughpleyspace?” Jason asked her in surprise.
“Easily,” she said scathingly.
m“th means we’d have to reveal thegis though,” Jesmind said seriously. “Nobody off
Karis has seen him.”

“That time woulda been coming soon anyway,” Jasaid.s'May as well let Trillane get
\some pics of it to give them an idea what's conliite accessed his gestalt to link it to the
planetary comm system, but spoke aloud. “Bring hepAegis” he ordered, then activated
the holgraphic vidlink projector on the far sidetbé room. He had one of those in every
troom, so he could have face-to-face consultatiormiemergency.

A holographic image appeared in the open space theadoor to the living room, which
asyama almost stepped through on her way in. A slbeky bridge appeared, bustling with
d-aey and human naval personnel, but the focuseahthage was a white-haired Faey woman
dp-a class A uniform standing in front of the helffihis is Admiral Lyra,” she intoned. “Go
ahead, your Grace.”
hV&Vhat are you doing over there, Lyra?” he askedously. “Where’s Captain Bren?”
naJust looking over her shoulder,” she winked. “Witike mobilization order, | decided to
azbme aboard and observe. Thighe command ship, after all. These sailors hatbbget
things right. They have the honor of the entire KbiSthem.”

u Captain Bren appeared beside her. “Your Grace, sslitt with a salute. “| was on my way
back to the bridge when your call came in, so tdenkal was kind enough to stall til I could
get here,” she said in a deadpan voice which mgslanJaugh.

AMNow that was Bren.

“Captain, | have a question for you.”

“Sure, your Grace.”

pififou think the Aegis could tow something with nearly as much mass safithrough
lbyperspace?”

lIghe didn't even blink. “Easily,” she answered.

edDon’t doubt me again, Jayce,” Myleena chuckled.

af‘Alright then. Tomorrow, your ship is going to gotoand tow a Stargate back to Karis. Ill
pyave Myri send down the official orders in a litbé, but this way you know they’'re com-

ing.”

“He can handle that kind of job, your Grace. | tétkgou’'re not concerned with showing
haim off?”
hyHe shook his head. “It's not an issue, Captain.”

o‘f’Good. | hate having the biggest toy on the bloakdan’t show him off and make the other
kids jealous,” she said in that deadpan voice.

“Why did we give her the command ship?” MyleenaegkBason casually.

“Because she’s that good,” the Admiral answerediteefason could say a word. “Don’t let
her insubordinate manner fool you, Duchess. Brénesest captain in the KMS.”

378D Spatial Bridge!” she announced, throwing adpamel onto the table. “Fully opera| guess I'll find out. After I finish dinner, I'llbe coming aboard with the engineering staff

tional! We have to pick it up tomorrow!”

so we can work out how we’re gonna tow that gate.”
“I'll have quarters prepared for you, Duchess, amdengineering team put at your immedi-

“Tomorrow?” Jason asked in surprise.
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ate disposal,” Bren nodded.

“Well then, Myli can explain things to you when ghets there,” Jason noted.

“Are you coming to oversee things, your Grace?”

He shook his head. “I'll be going to the Academyntarow. I'm sure you can pull it of
though.”

“Of course we can,” Bren murmured.

“I'll get on the line to Myri and get things arraed” Jason told them. “You can pass
word down off the record through your regular tésice. I'll order all of them to go.”
“That’s prudent, your Grace,” Bren nodded.

“What's a task force, Daddy?” Rann asked.

“It's a group of Navy ships,” he answered with ailsm‘lI’'m ordering our Navy to go ou
and do something, and it's always best for shigsaeel in groups.”
“Oh. Okay.”

“Would my Lady and your son like to come watch?eBrasked. “Since the Grand DU
will be busy tomorrow. We'd love to have you. | leait seen Rann since he was a baby.’

“Sure, I'd like that,” Jyslin answered. “What dowsay, Rann? Want to go up to the g
and go with them?”

“Yeah!” he said with excitement.

“Oooh, can | go, mommy?” Danelle asked excitedly.

“Sure, kidlet,” she smiled. “I'm sure Ayama won'timd watching after you while I'm bus
with the engineers.”

“Not at all, my Lady,” Ayama said gently.

“I'lll make sure you have the best quarters and wbatneed for the children,” Bren assu
them.

Jason rather liked the idea of Jyslin and Rannggalong. Rann needed more exposur
the workings of the house, and it gave the housalmes and commoners a chance to g
know their future Grand Duke. It did remind himotlgh, that he had a very important
pointment tomorrow, and he was going to need sosie hYou're going to be herding mo
than just two kids, Ayama,” he warned. “You thinbkuycan handle Kyri for a day or two?”

“Of course | can, your Grace,” Ayama said with gligent wave of her hand. “Me and t
little lady have something of an understanding.”

“Ayama spanks her if she misbehaves,” Jyslin giggli¥ana won't do that.”

“Good, because | need Yana.”

“What for?”

“Something | can’t explain at the dinner table,” $&id pointedly. “It's a serious matts
that’s all | can really say.”

“Uh oh, sounds serious.”

“It is fairly serious, yes,” he agreed.

After telling Myri about what had to be done, Myteeleft alone to fetch her team and

up to the command ship, leaving Danelle to staynibbt at Jason’s. After putting Rann g,

Danelle to bed, which involved a great deal oflitak and giggling, Jason sat on the co
and explained what was going on in greater detailyslin.You know Yana doesn't like d
ing that. It's why she washed out of the secretppshe reminded him.
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undo the conditioning.

Jyslin pondered that for a moment, then finallyahexdl | think you should be okay, theshe
declared.

[, The ships on standby the next day were old friefdss, in a way. A standby rotation was
always two destroyers and a cruiser, and thattti@ycruiser on standby was none other that
the Defiant

thgason had a special attachment to that ship. Hesdtaith the captain’s chair of tiefiant

for four months, as Myri and his generals had omghthe KMS, and the Kimdori recruited
people for the house to flesh out the military’sntoand positions; most of the middle and
upper officers in the KMS were transplants, Faeynans, and Makati recruited specifically
tfor those tasks, people like Sioa and Bren. OneeKimdori started bringing military people
in, eventually Jason relenquished his captain’srchad nine captains had sat in that chair
since then. Th®efiant was something of the launchpad for a captain tsemg to one of
KBe larger ships, since Jason had such an attachonién. only the best captains were put on
the Defiant, and they tended to get promoted up to the bhtfiesand heavy cruisers once
Rifey were built.

Jason and Yana stepped onto the bridge, and fénenldridge crew standing in respect, with
the captain standing on his chair. The currentatapf theDefiantwas a Makati, a diminu-
tive fellow with red skin, white hair cut in a cremt, and small red horns over his temples.
YHis name was Lieutenant Commander Travka Grumait,tee was the shining example that
one couldn’t judge everyone of a race by that racavka was a terrible engineer, couldn’t
build a lego castle even with instructions, butwes onehell of a military tactician, he un-
Rdrstood Faey and humans, and did damn well asafptain of a naval vessdlhis was his
calling in life, not building things, and he hadtivisdom to understand that and follow his
Edi@ams.
et tPavka was one of a handful of non-Faey upper-leffiters in the KMS, and they kept the
BPaey on their toes. There were 9 Makati, 17 humamd,3 Kizzik nobles who had the rank
[®f major or lietuenant commander or above, andethesre command ranks for the larger
ships. Most of them were on Karis itself, partled Karis Guard, the military arm devoted to
@he defense of the planet itself, but he had 3Faey ship captains and one human officer or
the command staff. Like the others, Travka would@ton theDefiant for long. The next
large-scale ship slated for completion was a heawyser, scheduled for delivery in two
weeks from the Kimdori shipyards, and Travka wasaay on the board to take command of
it. In his place the current first officer woulcktacommand, a Faey woman with raven-black
fhair named Saiya.

As was the tradition in the KMS, the first captaiha ship had the right to name her. And
for some odd reason, most of them had dug throwgham history and geography to find
names for their ships, most likely because theyight that Jason would like that. Nearly
@®o thirds of the ships in the KMS had Terran-arigames. Travka would be the first non-
ey captain with the chance to name his own sinig,Jason was curious as to what he wa
LgBing to pick.

O0“Welcome aboard, your Grace,” Travka said in hesvgtly voice, as Jason ran a hand along

a rail fondly. “We're glad to have you.”

| know, that's why I'm going to do ihe answered. know how it's done. You taught me;'m glad to be here,” he said absently. “Me ani$ tship go way back.”

well.
| don’t much like the idea of you exposing yourlkéf that,, loveshe warnedRemember
your patient will have talent, and doing that idhave you open.

“We know, your Grace,” he smiled. “Duchess Yana&"daid with a nod to her.
» “You're looking well, Travka. Do you have my twentyedits?”

He laughed. “Not on me, but I'll send someone toqugrters and get it,” he grinned.
OCredits?

And that's why Yana is goinge sent reassuringlider job is to protect me while | try
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He lost a bet with meshe explained.

Ah.

“We have a Terra jump already plotted, your Gr&ghenever you're ready.”

“Here, he can pay me back,” Saiya called, handiagara twenty-credit note.

“Thanks,” Yana laughed.

“No time like now, Travka,” Jason said.

Travka jumped down from his chair. “I'd be happyl#b you sit in the big chair for th
jump, your Grace,” he said. “After all, we all knome only keep it warm foyou on this
ship. This isyour ship.”

“Thanks, Travka,” he said. “I do miss this old hes@metimes.”

“A captain never forgets his first command,” Travggdnned. “Mistress Saiya, if you'd |
so kind.”

“Prepare for hyperspace jump!” she boomed in aibgrkoice, then sent throughout the
tire ship.All sections prepare for hyperspace jump, and repeadiness!
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mind. | haven't seen her face to face in two yé&ars.

Once they were in orbit, Jason launched fromDiediant in one of the special dropships
that they kept for high-risk people. It was an ovéd Karinne design dropship, sloped and
wingless, looking like a flying rectangle with ft®nt end squashed down into a wedge, bu
it was heavily armored, had Teryon shields, and amsed with pulse weaponry. It was
more than capable of blowing massive holes in angtthat attacked it, but nothing would
esver get that close to it, for tiefianthung in low orbit like a protective mother as thiep-
ship descended towards the surface. On board tipskip were Yana, Jason, and four Dukal
guards, but as was normal when Jason was on ahijpppe was the one who was flying it.
The guards were here for only one reason, andiastbecause of the human they would be
dringing back. Both Jyslin and Myri had demandeat ttason take additional protection, just
in case, and he caved in. These four were veryepsainal, very thorough... and very quiet.
pBometimes Jason didn't like bringing them into prbfior one might see the scars on their
necks if they took off their helmets. All four welrperial Guards, part of the arrangements

That was one of the little things that requiredtteldifference for Travka. Since he could
send, he relied on his first officer to handle sarhthe duties usually required for a cap

nlietween Jason and Dahnai. Rann was the future mdisifaa member of the Imperial Fam-
ily, and that required that he and all other memludrhis family be protected. Jason had 36

on a Faey vessel. He had an intercom on his chaddress the ship directly, but sendihgperial Guards on his Dukal Guard retinue, therdsiadhat defended his house and the
was an integral part of military operations on gsho he had to have a subordinate hapgteunds immediately surrounding it. Whenever thely fie was going to be going into a

that aspect of the way things worked. Despite thiaior handicap in relation to Faey ¢
tains, Travka had managed to work around it quiéd.\irhere were absolutely no diffg
ences in his performance logs compared to othg@sshlis ship did not suffer in perforn
ance atll because her captain couldn’t send.

Jason listened as he took the captain’s chair,nigata spread his legs around the boo
step Travka needed to get up into it, and as therston the bridge took seats and bg
strapping in. Each ship section sent in to Saiga tiey were ready, and once all sections
ported in, she turned to the helm. “Take us ousi@n”

“Aye, ma’am. Jumping in thirty seconds,” she calksishe used her interface to urge
ship to turn.

Jumping in thirty second$Saiya sent across the ship.

After a dizzying hyperspace jump, tBefiantmade way for Earth, smaller ships getting
of her way as they crossed a main lane leadingegtargate. Jason drummed his finger
the armrest as he thought about what was goingppdn today. The Kimdori were going
pick up this agent and bring him to the Academyl #ren Jason and Yana were going td
what they could to reverse the mental conditioraftgr Kiaari used her abilities to get at
solutely every scrap of useful information out ef .hit wasn’t going to be pleasant trying
undo that damage, and there was a little risk wvaa)| but that's why he brought Yana.
was one of the most powerful telepaths in the ertimperium, and if she couldn’t prote
him, nobody could.

plangerous situation, he always had Imperial Guaittshim for additonal protection... and
rthis was something even he admitted might be aetang situation. But, simply put, there
nwasn't really anyone else he'd let do this. Theydelepaths with the power and training to
do something like this were Jason, Jyslin, and Yana he wouldn't force the girls to do
ssemething like this, for it was something that boththem despised doing with all their
derarts.

1®f course it wasn't a secret that Jason had Imp@uards, because the laws about protect
ing the Imperial Family were well known, but Jashidn't like to advertise it.

thi¥here are we landing, your Gracene of the four guards sent, the squad sergeutsev
name was Aya. Aya was a very professional womée, Meya and Myra back when they
were Kumi’'s bodyguards, but she was highly educated refined, and he’'d never won a
aihgle debate with her. Imperial Guards had to hheeequivalent of Master’'s degrees be-
sfore they could even apply to be Imperial Guardsiifiey often served as conversationalists
tentertainers, tutors, and company for the Impdaiaily. Aya played théamorinin addition
oher two degrees in philosophy and history, dmlwasvery good. Though Jason forbade
htikem from posting guards inside his house, Aya kégtnal watch on the Dukal family from
tm office in the garage, and she was one of theiaftutors of Rann, educating him in his-
hery and one of the women who would help shapefihee Grand Duke to take the throne
avhen Jason either died or retired.

These four were what one might consider his stahdginue of guards. Aya, the Captain of

“Huh, your Grace,” the communications officer cdllél think you should see this. I'll piithe Guard, who commanded the Dukal Guard, andhnee tbest. Lovely Suri, with her gold

it up on the screen.”
She did so, and one side of the main screen shavdiffierent angle of the forward imag
which immediately zoomed in. Sitting in orbit owtlae eastern seaboard was a small Kim
ship bearing the two pawprint insignia of the Kinido

That was Zaa's personal transport. The Denmotheramarerra.

She didn't tell him she was coming, but clearly §lé the interrogation of this agent w
important enough for her to be here in person.

“The Denmother? | had no reports she was goingtbeve,” Travka said worriedly.

hair and her violet eyes, who was the deadliesksman he had ever seen. He mader
aeen her miss, with any weapon, at any range. EV#lowy Dera, the youngest of the Im-
doerial Guard stationed with him, who could heavate sendings just like Symone. Tall, tall
Shen, who was strong as an ox because she wasbomaised on a heavy gravity planet,
and crafty Ryn, who was the Guard’s resident meichaechnician, and general dabbler in
el things mechanical. Ryn had been quietly soakipga great deal of knowledge about
Karinne technology just by hanging around when himd Myleena were talking or taking
things apart, but he wasn't all that worried abibtRyn was sworn to secrecy about what she

“She knew | was going to be here, | guess she wantsurprise me,” Jason said. “1 do

rknew about him, just as they were sworn to secedmut what they knew of the Empress,
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and not even the Empress could make her divulgekti@vledge. Besides, these four, 3
the Imperial Guards that were on Karis, wB@ann’sguards, and they would never returrn
the Imperial Palace unless the marriage betweemi@rand Merrane ended somehow,
death or divorce.

That vow of secrecy was the only reason he brotlgimh to Karis in the first place.
Where | always land, Ayage answered.

You will let us disembark first?

This isn’t a security risk area, Ayhe chidedl’'ve come here alone before.

Yes, we haven't talked to you about that yet, lutwill, she sent darkly, which made h
wince.

They like to mother you, don’t theyana sent privately.

Yes, and don't do thalhe sent openlyDera can pick private sendings out of the air. tise
of her tricks.

It helps keep the Grand Duke sdigra sent simply.

It also makes you the center of the Guard rumokl, délson added slyly.

Yes, wellsomeonéhas to know what's going oshe sent with a smile.

| didn’t know you could do that, Dergana sent in surprise.

How can | defend the Grand Duke if people known kaar them3he asked simplyAnd
we would appreciate it if you kept that knowledgedurself. For others to know about
threatens the security of the Grand Duke and hisilfa

I'm partof that family, Dera. It won’t ever go past me.

You can trust Yana, Derdason told her as he descended towards the plivatag pad he
shared with AyumaShe’s not the kind to blab. Not with all the diitdve on her.
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incde for him to give maximum protection at a cosbffensive ability. It wagsrmor much
moore than it was a weapon system for Jason, beddylsena felt that his protection mat-
tmred much more, and he wouldn’t be doing any adtihting.

[Jason.]

[What is it, Cybi?]

[l have completed my search of CivNet as you ragdes$ found nothing unusual concern-
ing Trillane or the Urumi, but | did unearth somigity unusual.]

[What is it?]
njl invaded the Collective’s computer network todstigate from their side $he told him,
which surprised him a little bifl was unable to penetrate their top-secret systdmas | did
manage to break into their medium security layeselems that the Urumi are preparing for
war, my friend, and what is more, they are buyinliifary equipment from a third party, the
identity of which | cannot locate. That informatiomust be in the top secret layer. What |
have uncovered are large shipments of ground-baseapons, armor, and ship-mounted
weaponry to place on their ships. The type andtfonof these weapons are also top secret
but the records of their deliveries are within gexurity layer | penetrated.]

Jason considered that a momg@tet in touch with Miaari and give her that. If thdrumi
are buying weapons, | want to know what they aré ahere they're getting them from.
mdiaari can dig that data up. How did you managetttzyway?]

[l sent a probe to Collective space and used i aslay,] she answered.

Jason’s eyes lit ugYou think you could get a probe to where they'télding up their
pfleet?]

[I already have, Jason,fhe told him modesthfMiaari ordered surveillance, and | dis-

“Jason!” Yana gasped aloud, which made the fourdpudaugh silently, for they had npatched probes to collect that intelligence for.h8he is going through that data as we

voices.

Jason landed on the pad with a light touch, andfdbe guards immediately put on th
helmets of their Crusader armor and stood up. @itliem Crusader armor was only logid
given they were the defenders of his person anéahidly. He wanted them in thgest and
their armor was the best there was. It was théngugdge, the prototype, even better t
standard Crusader armor. The Guards helped Mylegreetatesting the armor as she m

speak, and will most likely be presenting her réporyou soon.]

pifWhy didn’t she say somethingRg fretted.

a[You know Miaari, my friend. When she has all thi@imation she needs, she will bring it
to you. You know how thorough she is.]

hdiveah.]

adéana prodded him in the ribgVake upshe sent. Yana could hear it when he commune

changes, helping her work out the bugs, make imgmants, and produce a better arrtbough she couldn’t understand what he said. H&ét and saw that the four guards were

system. At any time, 6 of the Dukal Guards were nimgaMyleena’s experimental armg
testing it for her, while the rest wore the armesidns that would be the next production
once the manufacturing plant was retooled to predbe upgraded armor. What made t

ftpoking back at him from the hatchway, waiting Fam to get out of the pilot’s chair.
intSorry,” he said, standing up. “Let’s go find Kiaar
nelifiaari was in heother office when they arrived, deep in the basemenhefEngineering

armor so much better was their Crusader armor hedinst armor to carry pulse weaponbuilding. Ayuma directed him there before he evehigto the administration building, and

integrated into the weapon system. It had takeneBtyh and Cybi four years to work ou
way to miniaturize a pulse weapon to where it wditldn armor, part of the work she d
when she miniaturized pulse weapons for the Gladsabut the pulse weapons on their
mor were much different. They couldn’t generatergdn charge strong enough to expld
so instead what they fired was a tiny pellet ofd@es, the size of a pencil eraser, that b
cally disintegrated their way through anything tfstruck. Just like standard pulse weap
the composition if the target made absolutely rftedince to the charge, for it ripped ap
the matter contained in ttspacethat matter occupied, not attacking the mattesifitdhe
pulse weapons had a very short range, only ab6002hakra but given they only fought
close quarters, that limited range was a moot gointhem. They, like the Gladiators, a
had plasma weaponry on their armor for medium raage could carry railguns or other ¢
ternal weapons for long range combat if necessary.

tthe six of them navigated confusing, dark passdgep in the bowels of the huge building.
idhe office was palatial, nearly a hundred feet tid&, and it was filled with Kimdori. They
a@at at monitors, grouped together to share infaomaand scurried to and fro. This was the
desart of the Kimdori intelligence network on Tenere Kiaari kept tabs on everything go-
deg on in her back yard. Kiaari's desk was in tlaely not separated from the other Kimdori,
phsit it was on a raised dais so it was visible actbe entire chamber.
affNice,” Yana said as they climbed up to Kiaari'ske

“Just a little something | call the office,” shenkid in reply. “Yana here to try to depro-
hgram the agent?”
sdNo, | am,” he said. “Yana doesn't like doing th&he’s here to protect me while | do it.”
exYana nodded. “I can keep him safe.”

“That's just as well, Yana,” Kiaari said serioustell, my people should be picking up

Jason sometimes felt jealous. Evedidn’t wear their armor. His own armor was spdgi

pthe agent in about twenty minutes. It's a womam sime’s currently on a train to Washing-
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ton. We're going to pick her up on the platforme3ltbe back here half an hour after we gaDne thing was for sure, though... really wanted to talk to this girl. He paced back and

her.” She gave Jason a look. “Jason. The Denmatbeds to speak to you in priv
There’s something you need to know.”

“Where is she? We saw her transport as we camdigured she’d be here with you.”

“Come with me,” she said, standing up. “I'm afrafek rest of you have to wait here,” s
added.

“We'll be fine,” Yana told her.

Kiaari led him to a conference room with a bladikésand ten chairs around it, and stand
in front of a monitor was Zaa, the Denmother. Slaes wery tall and had charcoal gray f
and when she turned around he saw the white bahd tfat ran from under her chin to
crotch, the white band of station that only she medHandservants were permitted to wi
“Denmother,” Jason said fondly. “What brings youd®

She said nothing. She reached out when he apprbazhd put her large hand on his ng
He felt her reach into him, merge with his minctlie way they did, that feeling ekpan-
sion, but instead of reading from him, she insteaddefhething behind.

Her touch on his neck became a grip to keep himm fualocking his knees.

She conveyed to him through that touch that thedmufamale that arrived in the Acaden
and then was put onto a train by the Urumi consulais not just a human telepath.

She was &eneration

Chapter 3
Koira, 13 Shiaa, 4400 Orthodox Calendar
Sunday,10 November 2013, Terran Standard Calendar
Koira, 13 Shiaa, year 1326 of the"dGeneration, Karinne Historical Reference Cal-
endar
The Academy of Terra, Norfolk, Virginia, The Uniftdtes, Terra
A Generation.
Jason spent quite a bit of time trying to wrap brigin around that. He thought he was

only Generation left on Terra, but now he knew thas false. It alwaydid seem a little out-

landish to him that his family had survived for dueds of years as only a single
branching line. He had to hagemedistant aunts or uncles that reproduced, andatbisan
was clearly the proof that he was right.

Kiaari showed him a picture of her, taken at theademy, with a serpentine Urumi,
scales black, led her from the school’s spacepoat waiting car. She was petite, thin, p

rather buxom, and had flaming red hair that was bigck in a single ponytail. She was raf|

plain, with a drawn face and thin lips, but thatilcbhave been a function of the aerial arn
of the camera. She hinted that she was more hamdttan that still image portrayed. S
wore a severe gray jumpsuit in the image.
Still, it was quite a shock. She wasn’t from hisedt family tree, he figured. She had to
distantly related, descended from a branch of éingilf hundreds of years ago. He certa
had no knowledge of any other branches of his fgraihd since they'd found no other I
man Generations, everyone simply assumed that hehgdast of his line.
It felt... relieving, to know that he wasn't aloné¢.Had been a shock, but really, it wa
pleasantshock to find out that he had some long-lost distamusin. Who knows, maybe
had even more?

One thing was for sure, this made it absolutelperativehe get his people back from

Urumi and Trillane. There was no telling how marfytteem had talent, or if he had ot?l?r

k

éorth in the cavernous intelligence office in fraftKiaari's desk as the reports came in. She
was in Washington. The Urumi lackey had left. Then#ori had picked her up, forced to
sedate her because she attempted to resist, lmkdygfound that her telepathic powers were
hmasically useless against Kimdori. She injured ehvath formidable telepathic power,
though, but they had still captured her. They hadih a dropship on the way back to the
Academy. He was nervous and impatient when wordecdrat she was on the campus, anc
ittat was when Kiaari and Zaa took Jason from tlieeo&nd down a long, dark passageway,
g a room where they would be dealing with the. girl

eBhe was there when they arrived. It was a featssaleom with gray walls and a comfort-

pable bunk built into the wall, almost like a prisoell, and a single chair by the bed, and

looking at her made his spine shiver in that pecuiianner that told him exactly what she
ckas, and proved to him beyond any doubt that stean@eneration. She was laying on the
bunk when they entered, passing two Kimdori malls Wwad brought her in, and Jason sat
down on the chair as Zaa and Kiaari came in witharbehind them. She was rather short
thin, and very pale. Her red hair was very vibramd bright, thick, and her face was in fact
hgrettier than it appeared in that image, but she eeatainly no beauty. She was simply cute.
Kiaari began. She leaned over the bunk and puhéed on that girl's neck, and the girl
gave a ragged cry, her back arching. Kiaari's faes a mask of absolute concentration as
she used her power to dredge the mind of thelgoking for every single scrap of informa-
tion that they might find useful. The girl writhethuttering as if having a bad dream, as
Kiaari shared with her, then the Kimdori pulled hand away.
Zaa looked back to the Kimdori in the hall. “Brilvgna,” she commanded.
“At once, Denmother,” came the reply, and one efhthrushed off.
“What did you learn, child?” Zaa demanded.
“Very little,” she said grimly. “The girl's mind waerased of anything but her conditioning.
tﬁ‘" she had inside was what the Trillanes gave’her.
Flow bad?” Jason asked.
m“_l mean there’s nothing left inside her of who slieed to be. The Trillanes erased her
memory,” she told him bluntly. “She doesn’t evervdnaa name. Her mission was to get
within sending range of the Empress and imparetoshmessage.”
tsA message? Thats?” Jason asked curiously.
alélt was a message about the Karinnes, Jason,”atiénim grimly. “It told the Empress ex-
% ctly where you were, and offered a deal to theheirTborder systems in exchange for the
qgual sharing of Karinne technology between they leael the Urumi, if the Empress would
% fn on you during the upcoming action to quelll@nie. It seems that the offer was to have
e Empress force you to commit the bulk of youlitarly forces to the fleet, then allow
umi forces to cross the Imperium to Karis to ca@tthe planet while you were busy with
fillane. In return for that, the Urumi would petrtiie Empress to overrun Collective border
systems and keep them, and Trillane would fold battkthe Imperium peacefully after the
"Ilmperium took Karis back from the Urumi. That waiould appear as if nothing untoward
Sh d happened, yet the Urumi would have enough tdataverse-engineer much of Karinne
r]tgchnology, which they would share with the Imparithrough Trillane.”
All of this was atrap against us?” Jason gasped.
No,” Zaa said. “It was a diversion. The Urumi habhe same knowledge of your fleet the
ey do, and know they would stand no chance agtiem.” Zaa paced back and forth.
And we both know that the Empress would have ttegsuch an offer immediately, and

>

a

Generation cousins among them.

clearly would warn you about it. The result is tlyau would be much more reluctant to



Insurrection — Subjugation — Book 2 - By James'‘Beallloway

commit forces to quelling Trillane, given the thred an Urumi fleet conducting a ra
against Karis. This trick seems little more thapl@y to prevent Karinne from committin]
forces to the Imperium for the upcoming suppressiiirt there is more going on here. T
Urumi have definite proof of Karis, so there is mdo this than what we can easily g
Clearly, it is time to sift through the sand at feet of the Collective and see what we find
“I kinda have Miaari working on that right now,”skan told her. “Well, she’s doing it on h
own, really. She’s been working with Cybi to invugate the Collective, even had Cybi

vade the Urumi computer network to dig for inforinatand use some of our hypersp
probes to collect surveillance.”

“That is quite clever, clearly Miaari continuesgoove her worth to wear the white ba
Zaa said calmly.
“There’s something else too, something Cybi memtithhhe remembered. “The Urumi 3
buying weapons and equipment from a third party Gyibi couldn’t find out who it was. W,
thought there for a while that this was an attetofjet the Faey and the Alliance into a W
but if the Urumi are arming, then maybe they reaty mean to take on the Faey thg
selves.”
“Perhaps,” Zaa intoned. “But there is more goinchere. We will wait for Miaari to repor
In the meantime, we will do what we can for her.”

“What canwe do for her?” Jason asked. “Kiaari said her nvilag erased.”

“We will see. There might be something we can twijll depend on Yana.”
When Yana did arrive, Zaa ordered her to assesgithberself. She sat down in the ch
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ideasoned.
g“Or,” Kiaari blurted, “we weresupposedo find this girl.”
h&How so, child?” Zaa asked.
e€An incomplete message that makes little sense@d@umemory? Maybe this was nothing
.but a test by the Urumi to see how effective theliigence is at the Academy, and they
gourged segments of her that they couldn’t risk wald recover using Karinne telepaths.
Half the galaxy knows we’re on very friendly termgh Karinne, and the power of Karinne
tedepaths is widely known.”

Zaa's eyes narrowed. “Kiaari.”
r,*Yes, Denmother?”

“Bring a medscanner.”
IréAt once.”
e A Kimdori returned with Kiaari moments later, asda paced and worried, who carried a
darge medical scanner. He bent to the task quiakigcking over the girl, then checked the
hisplay and turned to Zaa. “I have given her adbgh check, Denmother.”

“Your findings?”
t. “She is infected with a biogenic virus,” he ansveerét is still in incubation, but is not a
threat to any other, it is not contagious. | witt know more without further analysis in a lab
environment.”

“Have her cured of this virus immediately. Kiaanform Ayuma we are commandeering a
agection of the hospital. Grevix, report your fingénto me immediately upon the completion

and put her hands on the girl's face, and was dardbng moments while Jason felt on {h& your analysis.”

edges of his consciousness her probing of the $fit then took her hands off and frown
“There’s something weird here,” she said. “Theydrased her memory of who she use
be, and | can't do anything to get that back. Is\dane too well. But that's not what's wei
There’s a block of memory in her mind that's beenged from just last week. They'd ha
no real reason to do that, and that’s what so gé&rahhey did something to her, or with h
or had her do something that they absolutely didvamt anyone to find out, not evher.”
“How can you tell?” Jason asked.

“There’s a difference between erasing memory angjipg it,” she told him. “Erasing
leaves nothing there, but it also leaves the ch#mateyou might be able to recover some
it, depending on the resilience of the mind andgki# of the telepath trying to recover
Purging it leaves what you might call a hole in hemory, totally excising that section
her memory by tampering directly with the neurdmegt retain memory, making it absolutg

etlat once, Denmother.”

] tdason, Yana, abide with me in the analysis roorilenke await Grevix's report.”

dThey waited up in the big room full of Kimdori, addson was quite confused. The messag
vieemedo make a kind of sense, but Zaa was right inithdiin’t make sense in theontext
arf what was going on. It was really confusing, ander all that was the concern for this girl.
She had quite a rough road ahead of her, he ceeldhsit. Without her memory, she had to
build an entirely new life for herself.

t They got information, but it wasn't what they wengpecting. Jason was herded into a con:
e fefence room off the main room by Zaa and Kiaathaiit explanation, and a hologram of
itMiaari appeared in the air before them. “I have sie¥ason, Denmother,” she said brusquely
ofReport, Handmaiden,” Zaa called.

2yl have uncovered some disturbing information,” sketed. “I am uploading a datafile with

impossible to get it back. Purging is very hardltg because you have to purge neuronthg pertinent data for you to review after thisaefj She waved to her left, and a new holo-

neuron, it takes a while, and you have to do iefedly or it'll cause the victim to go psych
It's only really done when it’s like the messengecarrying top secret stuff.”

Zaa frowned. “We are missing something here. Tler dhat this girl is to deliver is... ir
complete. It is not right. It only makes sensetaface, but when one looks closely intg

pgram appeared, showing a planet and many long shipswvide, stubby wings. “I contacted
the clans who watch Uruma and enlisted their aid, @ybi helped gather quite a bit of criti-
cal visual and computer data evidence. The sumifatlyis is that the Urumi do in fact in-

given the current situation, it does not add upe ®hly possible use for it is to pin down

fend to go to war with the Imperium, and that theg being backed by another government
heho has supplied them with weapons and equipmexittiey believe will allow them to

Karinne forces, but now that | consider the matteat also makes little sense, because Wearpower the Faey and put them on even footing Wérinne.”

one steps back and looks at the issue as a whidezam see that the Imperium doesmextd The image zoomed in, to a gun turret on the blatidship. “This is a new weapon called a
the Karinne fleet to both quell the Trillane in®ation and defeat the Urumi in combat. Amthrk matter cannofi she informed them. “It is a combination massériand particle beam

since the Imperium would not need the Karinnesnrge victorious, then it means thateapon, firing a stream of dark matter isotopess Téchnology is far beyond the Urumi. It
there is some other meaning hidden within this emgssAnd then there is the added mystésyadvanced, even by our own standards.” The inzagened back out. “Captured data on
of why they would bother tpurgethis girl rather than simply erase her memory.tTmset{ this weapon indicates it is capable of penetrakaginne armor, but is resisted by teryon
tles me greatly.” shields. The Urumi are also employingoasion wave generatpmuch akin to the Karinne

“It doesn’t make sense because we don't see théewicture, just little pieces of it,” Jasptorsion shockwave equipment, but instead of a figlgenerates a pinpoint stream of spatial
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distortion, like a beam, which can penetrate angwimarmor and inflict shock damage
the internal structure of its targets. The Urumssals are being outfitted with harmo
tetryon shields, a rather unique design that sd@erhg able to at least partially resist MP
weaponry, much akin to teryon shields. They toonoarold up against MPACs for lon
but they will provide the Urumi brief protectionfbee their shields are brought down.
“The infantry is being supplied with weapons caledega weaporishe continued, show
ing a serpentine Urumi and a human wearing blackbad armor, and carrying a weap
that looked like a rifle with a tuning fork at tlead. “It fires a compressed charge of om
energy, which is encased in a phased matrix thextemts its explosion in real space.
your benefit, Jason, omega energy is an upper-dimeal energy source similar to teryo
but is much more unstable. Karinne studied omegaggrbriefly before moving on to teryq
technology. These omega weapons are capable ofrgimg any known armor, but they t
are subject to resistance by teryon shields.

“The Urumi were also provided armor technology, keports indicate that they have
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che fleet will be their major threat, and we han®imation leading us to believe that several
nitiplomatic and clandestine plots are under wayitteee dissuade Karinne from entering the
Naattle, sabotaging their ability to do so, or fomneg discord between Karinne and Merrane.
d, highly suggest you warn Empress Dahnai to talecgutions and be wary of plots both
within the Siannand without. And Jason, | highly suggest you isssecurity alert on Karis
-and initiate martial law until the Trillane mattisrresolved. What we have discovered may
arot be all there is, and we must be careful.”
eddou have done well, daughter,” Zaa told her. “Tgngnare clear now. On the Academy
Fgrounds, we hold aecondTerran Generation, one of the Terrans abductetiritigne. This
nsne was sent by the Urumi with orders to reach Esgpbahnai on Prius. She may very well
be one of the attempts by the Urumi to stop Kariftam entering the war, but how she was
ptw do this will not be clear until further inforniah is made available to us.”

“It would be logical to assume so, my Denmotherjadti nodded.
ndl would speak to Dahnai,” she announced. “You wimain on Karis and see to the de-

had time to refit their vessels to upgrade to #nimor. It is an artificial isotope of Adamarfense of the planet, daughter. Know that | am gdasith you.”

tium that is considerably more durable, almost anwith compressed Neutronium.
“The supplier of these technologies is unknowndd she said. “We have only a single

“It will be done, Denmother,” Miaari said with a ci@f her head, then her holographic im-
iege dissolved.

ture, and a name. They call themselves the Consoftishe said, and a picture of an ethéNow things are starting to make sense,” Kiaarirged, scratching her chin. “Now we

real energy pattern encased in a transparent pkieaged, floating beside a trio of Urumi
they moved from a dropship towards a building. Y&& can see, they are energy-based
ings, and we have no information or contact withnth Judging from the weaponry they
supplying to the Collective, they are much moreaambed than the galactic norm, but h

&mowthe Urumi aren’t really stupid, or crazy. Theygenna blindside the Imperium using
beapons given to them by this Consortium.”

artBut what does this Consortium gain from the deZh& pondered, tapping her muzzle with
padfinger. “I must consider it. But important thinfyst. | would speak to Empress Dahnai,”

not yet reached the technological level of Karinfibeir weaponry would be considerezhe ordered.

outmoded by Karinne standards, but it still posemhble threat, to both the Imperium and
Karinne.” She glanced at Jason. “Thus far, repadiate that the Urumi Collective hast
shared this technology with the Trillanes. Theaaltie between the Trillanes and the Ur
seems to be for no reason other than to permittbeni to engage in war with the Imperiy
without fear of any other government getting inwaly It was discovered that they fea
that other governments may ally with the Imperidrowdd they attack without provocatid
because of the perceived threat to the Terran Angd&hey needed gasonto go to war
and the Trillanes have given them one.

“There is one other matter to address,” she coatintiThe computer data supplied by Cy

tdason had no idea how that worked, because a Feayng Imperial livery appeared as a
hologram before her. “Denmother Zaa,” the womad saih a graceful bow. “I am Duchess
IBey Merrane. You wish audience with the Empresmbi2”

nfImmediately,” she stated bluntly.

red will put you through at once, Denmother,” shédsand her image dissolved. What re-
mlaced it seconds later looked like a vidscreenitabimage projected into the air before
them as a hologram. Dahnai was there, wearindediiiat, with thick vegetation behind her.
She was obviously in a tent, and Faey milled abetind her. “Denmother, it's an honor to
lspeak to you,” she said with a nod. “What can fatoyou today?”

combined with intelligence reports, indicates titt Urumi have a more detailed knowledgdkemove yourself to Draconis immediately, your Msye” Zaa ordered. “Your life is in

of House Karinne than the Imperium. They know tatis is repopulated, and have a v
accurate assessment of Karinne military forcesdispbsition. Going on surveillance imag

bdanger.”

efReally? What's going on, Zaa?” she asked.

plundered from Urumi computers, we have discovéned means of spying and elimina

dExpand her view. Show her,” Zaa called, and Dakreyes widened.

it. Denmother, it was hyperspace probeAgain, this must have come from this ConsortiifiJason! You're with Denmother? What's going on?”
for only we and the Karinnes have that level of hyperspacknology. It went undetect¢d'We have uncovered grim news, Dahnai,” Zaa told Hé&fe have uncovered a deadly plot

because, | must admit, | did not cover local hypacg in my security network, and a pr
was placed with the ability to look into normal spawhich has gathered intelligence aga
Karinne. That is my responsibility,” she said wétlgrim face.

bgainst the Imperium, and for your own protectigoy must return to the palace immedi-
iasely.”
“Can you elaborate a little, Denmother?”

“I see no reason to rebuke you, daughter,” Zaa. Shidould not have covered hyperspactnly in person. Jason Karinne and myself will bereute to Draconis shortly to explain

either. As you said, no others but us and Karirmeetthat ability that we knew of, but ng
we must take that into consideration.”

“I will endeavor not to make such an error in thiufe, Denmother,” she said contrite
“My assessment of this information is thus, my Detimer. The Urumi will attack, and the
attack will devastate the Imperium, for they wil Brmed with weapons and shields that
give them a decisive advantage. The Urumi probahferstand that the Karinne segmen

whe matter in detail, for a matter of dire impodamremains where we are and we have n
choice but to await information being processedioas we speak.”

ly:A warning like that coming from anyone but you idthave been rebuffed, Zaa,” Dahnai

isaid soberly. “I'll get Kellin and return home imdiately. I'll have my people contact yours

wilith regular status reports as we move, so youkesp track of me and know where | am
taofd how it's going, alright?”
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“That is prudent. | suggest you call in a sizaligktforce of vessels to escort you bac
Draconis. Now is the time for exceptional caution.”
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twvhy?”
“It is simple, my cousin. The Urumi are attemptiogdeclare war on the Imperium without

“I'll handle that right now,” she nodded. “I'll lmg everything | can get here in the next haitolving the other governments. Let us tell thetmatvis going on, and reveal to them the

hour to take me home. Is that acceptable?”

“Almost. Jason, jump your standby ships andAlegistask force to Prius. This matter I
more precedence than their current mission.”

“I'll have it done, Denmother,” Jason told hfZybi.]

[Yes, Jason?]

[I want the Aegistask force and every ship that can launch in teet five minutes to jurr
to Prius and defend Empress Dahnai as she retwri3raconis. Give it as a direct Duk
order, and tell them to take orders from whicheleperial admiral has authority over th
scene.]

[I am relaying the order.]

“It's done. | ordered my ships to take the flagrofir commanding admiral, Dahnai.”

“How are they going to get here that fast?” Dalasked curiously. “I didn’t know you ha
a Stargate.”

“Do not worry about how they will get there, andgsthattering, girl,” Zaa told her short
“We will cease this transmission, and you will metthome immediately.”

“Alright, alright, I'm on my way. For what it's wah, thank you, Denmother. I'll speak
you again as soon as I'm on my transport and omthe”

“Go quickly and carefully, Dahnai,” Zaa orderedenhthe hologram dissolved. “Jason, ¢
tact Myri. Explain the situation.”

He nodded, and touched his gestalt with a finfgybi, | need to talk to Myri. Can yd
connect us?]

[She is already in contact with me. One secordrjew voice sounded in his mindhis is
Myri, Jason. What the fuck is going on?]

[Listen carefully, my friend. Things are gettingallg nasty. I'm giving you a direct order
bring the house to a full state of readiness. I'etldring an emergency and instituting ¢
emergency plan effective immediately. Do you unaed?]

There was a long silencg.understand, Jason. I'll send out the orders aihg the KMS
up to full alert.]

[Good. | want you to collect up my wife, Symone &imd, and all the kids and take them
Kosiningi, and put them with Cybi in the bunkewdnt a company of Gladiators on the
land with them.]

[Gladiators? What the fuck?]

[The Urumi have been spying on us, Myri. Karisasnpromised, he told her grimly[Pre-
pare the planet for a possible land invasion initdd to the normal defense preparation
wanteveryoneready, just in case.]

[How the hell did they manage that?]

[In a way everDenmother Zaaidn’t think possible,he answeredNow stop arguing with
me and get the planet locked down.]

[We're on it, Jayce. | want you to keep a constant with Cybi.]

[ will, I promise. Cybi, maintain a constant linkith me.]

[I will ensure it,] she answered.

“I’'m done, Denmother,” Jason told her.

“Very good. Now, | wish for you to call togethell the ambassadors at the Academy,”
told him. “It is something that only the Grand Dukarinne could manage. They will list

secrets that the Urumi have been keeping fromeheaf the galaxy,” she told them simply.
dbam sure that the other races would be most @sted to know about this Consortium and
the weapons that they have sold the Urumi.”

“But-ohhhhh” he said, his eyes widening as he understooda,§au are aeniug’ he
laughed.

p“l am but the servant of my people,” she shruggledn she started when Jason reached uj
afirabbed her by both sides of her muzzle, pullecdb@m, and kissed her solidly on the nose.
éNot in front of the children, Jason,” she told higlancing at Kiaari.

Kiaari almost fell over laughing.

Grevix's image appeared in the hologram. “Denmgtham finished.”

“Report.”
d“The virus was a biogenic product that was desigseekifically for this human,” he re-
ported. “It was engineered to bond to segmentseobhain and stimulate them in an unusual
ynanner. | am no expert, but | would hazard a gthesssit would provoke some kind of ac-
tion or create some kind of induced state. Butphezling thing is that the segments of her
tbrain the virus was designed to attack deal wimory not her motor control functions.”
“Memory? Grevix, if this virus bonded itself to action of her brain that had been preparec
ofior it, what effect would it have?”

“Prepared? How do you mean, Denmother?”
u“Telepathically purged.”

“Purged? Hmm,” he said, tapping his snout withradir. “I dare say it would insert mem-
ory. The virus would write to those neurons, themesavay biogenic memory cells write data
to their cores. And since there would be no dataethio interfere, the information would
@opy properly.”
utSo, the virus was the second half of the instongishe was given—"

“And what we got from her was just a decoy!” Jagasped, to which Zaa nodded in con-
firmation.

“Held in utter secrecy until the virus activatedjioh would have installed into her her true
toission,” Zaa completed. “Grevix. Create a synthetivironment to which the virus will re-
isct and see what it does.”

“That is a delicate operation, my Denmother. It téike some hours to accomplish.”

“Then begin. | would know what this woman was gerdo.”

“It will be done, Denmother. What shall we do wilie female?”

‘Is the virus removed from her?”

“Yes, Denmother. She is perfectly healthy.”

“Return her to the holding cell from which she vtaken. A Karinne will arrive presently to
attempt to reverse the programming done to hethbyTrillanes. Kiaari, send Yana to per-
form the task.”

“l was going to do it, Denmother,” Jason told her.

“You will be busy, and Yana is more than capablé¢heftask,” she said pointedly. “I asked
you to assemble the ambassadors. Why is this moplete?” she asked pointedly.

Jason actually laughed. “Umm, because | haven'teheltance yet?”
si&hen hop, cousin,” she told him with a slight senil
brHe could see she was feeling better, that was albwter. “Have Kiaari point me to the

5.

to you.”

nearest vidlink you’re not using, and I'll get t@fk on it.”
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Kiaari took him to another small conference roorthvé vidlink, and he sat down and ¢otDon’t get like that, cousin,” Kiaari sighed. “Athe revenge you'll ever need is getting your

busy. He contacted Ayuma and told her to get esergle ambassador on a party link,
cluding the Urumi. As each one answered the priliagethat only Jason and Ayuma co
call, he had them wait, until he had all 37 of théAmbassadors, | need to address you,
told them. “It's a matter of grave importance. fuywould be so kind as to assemble in
V.I.P. conference room on the sixth floor of themfidistration building in fifteen minute
we can get started. This is a serious matter, asaldass, so please don't think you nee
be properly dressed. | need you there quicklyhsow on whatever you have handy and
there.”

“But | am not dressed, your Grace!” the Jakkan aamahdor protested. “And in my ca
that could be hazardous to the rest of you!” heeddalith a chalky smile, his pallid gray sk

making that smile a little ominous.
“This is really important, Ambassador. How soon can you be ready?”
“Give me thirty minutes, if you would. | can bermy suit and present by then.”

“Alright, thirty minutes. All of you please try nab be late. The Denmother Zaa has as

for this conference, and she will be addressing”you

That got a reaction. They all quickly told him they'é there, and some of them e
started running around, calling for their aideghait cutting their vidlinks.

As he went back to Zaa, he pondered the girl. Hagk.s they had takeaverythingfrom
her. She would have a very hard road ahead ofadseshe tried to figure out where she
longed in the scheme of things, and living with km@wledge that she would never kn
who she was or where she came from. But, she waiyféo him. She was a Generation
was his responsibility to help her, take her ivegher a home and a place and a goal s
the Trillanes had stolen her own. What they didldowas what he once feared the Imper|
would do to him, back when he first got his taleatn him into a zombie that did only wh
he was told, and used his powers like a machina,stave.

They knew she was a telepath, and from what hedhéaey knew she was telekinetic.

ipeople back. Let Dahnai handle the revenge, issnot a part of you.”
LldI’'m not above a little vengeance, Kiaari.”

Fieknow, but don't let your emotions cloud your coman sense, cousin,” she told him. “Al-
thght, where do you want this?”
5,Jason reached over and touched the icon of theofiiléhe screen, then slid his finger to
jwbere he wanted it, which placed it there. “Thatitrk.”
g&hey returned to Zaa, who nodded to them. “Veryl,wet us go, Jason.” She reached out
his hand to him, and he took it, and in that toubhy shared.
seds they walked, with his Imperial guards close behiZaa instructed him about how she
iwanted this meeting to go. He made sure to warrtHadrhe invited the Urumi, but she told
him that was actually for the better. She explaihed she wanted the information arrayed,
and that he would be doing the actual presentatften Zaa explained certain things to them.
That didn’t bother Jason, for he wasn't afraid oblic speaking. She explained how to
keinple the Urumi ambassador’s objections wheraised them, and then told him to make
sure not to make any accusations, demands, orsexlite was to let the ambassadors sim
gaty hear what he had to say, then communicatetiiér governments, no more, no less.

He was calm as they reached the conference roomhwlready contained 14 ambassadors
of 9 different species, who all stood and bowedmwiiey saw Zaa. It was a riot of different
keppearances, from the slender Sheega to the huage &hkd he greeted them with calm, cor-
peial words when he and Zaa arrived. He waited leypbdium while more and more ambas-
$tadors entered, bowed to Zaa, then took a seatgatherraised rows. The last to arrive was
itree Jakkan, in his radiation suit to protect evagyelse from his radiation aura, who took a
weat in the front.
atAlright, we're all here. | hope there won't be towuch delay for those of you using transla-
tors,” he addressed them in Faey.

HéWe all speak English, your Grace,” the Bari-Bamlzassador said to him. “It would be

could only wonder what they were going to have de@mon Prius, now that they knew tha&asier to use it.”

the cock and bull story about the message wasngpthit a diversion.

But it told them much, he saw. It told them thag¢ tirumi knew about Karis, and th
didn’t care if the Karinnes knew, since they'd péhit in her as a decoy if she was capty
before the virus triggered and she got her truerstdVhy would they give that away? It w
like they were announcing their intentions. It vike they weredaring Karinne.

He returned to Zaa’'s room and nodded to her. tse, Denmother. Thirty minutes,
Jakkan has to get his radiation suit on.”

“I hope you told them | would address them?”

“I made sure to mention it.”

“Very good. Kiaari, upload that datafile Miaari $ento the Academy computer netwa
under Jason’s passcode, so that we may accessatn,Jgo with her so you know exag
where that file is, so you might access it immesdjatipon my request.”
“I'll do it right now, Denmother. Come on, Jayce.”

They went back out to her desk, and Kiaari sat dawd started typing on the keyboa
“What do you think about all this, Jayce?”
“I think things are getting ugly.”

“Amen. | hope Yana can do something for our coukihate seeing her that way, and
chafes my fur to think they were goinguseher like that.”

“Just another reason to take a pound of flesh élMlaeri Trillane’s scabby hide,” Jas

“That works for me,” he said in English. “I'm suy@u’re wondering what’s going on, so
bylease listen. Denmother,” he said, stepping aside.

ré@rand Duke Jason Karinne contracted us to invasgigertain matters pertaining to mem-
aers of his race being abducted and held agaiest will by House Trillane of the Im-
perium,” she began. “During the course of this cacted investigation, other information
heas discovered that impacts everyone sitting is tbom. Usually, the Kimdori do not con-
cern themselves with the goings-on of the otheeguwents unless we are paid, but this is
matter too grave to be left alone, and so for itst fime we have violated our strictures to
bring you this matter. | believe you might undemnstdnow serious it is now,” she said, her
rilyes sweeping across the room. “I will attest rigdrte, right now, that everything the Grand
tuke says to you is the truth. This information weither collected or verified by the Kim-
dori. Continue, your Grace.”

The Urumi ambassador looked a trifle uncomfortable.

rdI’'m a simple man, your Graces,” he said calmlymniinot going to stand up here and throw
flowery, elegant paragraphs at you. I'm also vengybright now, so this will be straight to
the point.” The lights dimmed as his hands dancest the keyboard at the podium, and an
image of an Urumi battleship appeared as a holodraside him. “The Kimdori have been
trying to find the people that Trillane stole oféffa when they occupied it, and that searct

bied them to the Urumi Collective,” he began.

growled. “I'm almost looking forward to a war wiffrillane.”

“You have no proof of-" the Urumi began, but herfdthimself suddenly against the ceil-
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ing, held against it by Jason’s telekinetic power.

“This is not the question and answer segementepthsentation,” Jason said bluntly, lo
ing up at him. “If | hear another word out of ydll, drop you on your head. Do | make m
self clear?”

“You can’'t-" he screamed, but what Jason couldo'iés never revealed, because the
bassador’'s head impacted the conference room ftoat,then he swooped back up to
ceiling.

“Put a sock in it, Ambassador,” Jason snappedeatUttumi, whose eyes were dazed and
cant as he recovered from the stunning impact. “Nemsv was saying, the investigation
to the Urumi, who we discovered were holding mygleamn Collective planets through
agreement with the Trillanes, where the Trillanagehbeen using their telepathic abilitieg
turn my people into loyal lapdogs of the house. M/kie Kimdori were hunting down n
people, they came across this.” The image charmetdw the energy being. “This creat
is an unknown species to us, but it represent®apgcalled the Consortium. This group
entered an agreement with the Urumi where they'®enbselling them highly advanc
weapons and military equipment, which the Urumiéhavmed on their ships.” The Uru
ship returned to the image, and Jason came ovep@inted at it. “Here, and here, and h¢
I'm sure the ambassadors here have a passing daityilivith most standard weapons,
you can attest that this is a weapon design nexam before. The Kimdori discovered t
weapon is called aark matterweapon, firing a stream of dark matter at a targéis

30 of 81

it. The fact is we caught her, but since we cardivp what her intent was, I'll leave that up
DtG you.
y-‘So, that's basically it,” he concluded. “That’s wiwe called you here. We won't ask for
any help or ask you to danythingabout this, esteemed ambassadors. | only wantedoyo
dmew what was going on, and the reasons for thethdls going to erupt in just a few days.
thik make a copy of all the pertinent intelligendata the Kimdori gathered available to you
SO you can include it in your reports to your gowveents, so they can look it over. Now, are
Waere any questions you might want to ask?”

e@here was dead silence. The speed of his presamtaft them quite dumbfounded, and the
adrumi ambassador hadn't quite recovered his feeulid speak.

t&/ery good,” he said, putting the Urumi ambassalack in his chair, with surprising gen-
yleness. “I'm glad, because I'm quite busy rightwareparing my house for war. So if you'll
lexcuse me, this conference is over. Good day taajidu
nadason and Zaa left them in there and marched dbevihdll, Jason’s guards keeping close
polace with them, two in front and two behind. “Whattwhat you had in mind, Denmother?”
mi‘lt was quite acceptable,” she smiled down at Hivfou put all the facts out, and now those
pambassadors will run back to their offices andrimfdaheir governments that the Urumi are
somed with superior weaponry and spoiling to gt imars with their neighbors so they may
hexpand. And now the Urumi will havauchmore to worry about, for they have been found
out, and now they risk a war wigveryoneshould the other governments feel too threatene

weapon makes the Imperium’'s MPAC look like a simgs’ Jason said bluntly. “The d

thy them.”

the Kimdori collected about this weapon puts itdhawer fist above weaponry used by th# love you, Denmother,” Jason chuckled.
common spacefaring governments. The Collective mseived armor, shields, and infantryl know,” she said gravely, patting him on the ckas they walked.

weaponry to go along with this weapon.

When he returned to the holding cell holding Yand the girl, he felt a little better. Zaa’s

“Now, I'm sure most of you are wondering why thisitters. After all, the Urumi do haygjea to go public with what they had was a masgteks, in his opinion, for it put the Urumi

the right to conduct business with anyone theysadeand if they’ve managed to make

A-a major dilemma. If they went to war, they theseed to turn it into a general war through

tact with some outside group that sells them sopeveaponry, that's their bonus for pullinghe entire sector, for the Alliance and the Nindo@ies and the Skaa certainly would not be

it off, and | agree,” Jason continued. “But thisti@es because, if most of you haven't he
the Trillanes of the Imperium are preparing tottr\break away from the Imperium, and

Fhppy with the idea of a technologically superiovernment that was engineering wars with
& neighbors for the sake of conquest, and thatimdted the advantage they gained by buy-

Urumi have allied themselves with Trillane. All tfis was done for Only one reason, amb those weapons from this mysterious Consortmrgroup that Zaa was a|ready try|ng to

that was to give the Urumi a viable excuse to gavéw with the Imperium in a way th
wouldn't draw the other governments into the disguhe said, which caused a rumble
roll through the ambassadors. “They were afraithéfy just declared war on the Imperi
without justification, your governments might fehat the Terran Academy would be thre
ened and move to intervene.

“This is a direct threat to the Karinnes as welthasImperium,” Jason said seriously. “Af
this information came to light, we tightened setyuhiere at the Academy, and that unr

Abring out of the shadows. The Urumi were pulled itite spotlight, and now they had to de-
e if they were going to back off, or risk a wéith everyone in the entire neighborhood.
{NYana was seated in the chair when he got therelsham her face, her eyes closed. He coulc
dkel Yana’s power as she probed the girl's mindheoremained quiet and hopeful as he
waited for her to finish. “There’s no need for thddson,” she told him quietly, opening her
&yes and looking at him. “I've been done for a e/iil

A¥That fast?”

elled another plot. We intercepted a Terran tefefizat the Trillanes and the Urumi smiigshe nodded. “What | had to do wasn't really thatltiashe said. “The main danger was al-

gled into the Academy who was on her way to Pritiggre the Empress is currently on va
tion. This telepath is one of the Terrans the amdls abducted when they had contrg
Terra, who they trained and sent back as an agénhave no idea what her mission was
ing to be there, since her mind was wiped by thikahie mindbenders and it's pretty clear
us she was going to get her orders later on, Isut ipretty fishy setup, if you ask me. Se
ing a Terran telepath to Prius, where the Empiess think they tried to set us up, since €
ryone knows that all Terran telepaths are Karinwés think that they tried to either discre
us or turn the Imperium against us to keep Kariomeof the upcoming war, so they co
completely plow the Imperium under and conquer Dnés before anyone could really

GRlays going to be the possibility that she wouldhfipack. Well, she was conditioned to
| Rfbmit to Faey talent, and that allowed me to datwiad to do without resistance.”

99W/hat did you do?”

6 removed the conditioning the Trillane mindberslgut in her,” she answered, “but there
Ndasn't much else | could do, really. Everything abber was erased, and it was done toc
M@ell to get it back. She can speak, and has a lasierstanding of technology and society,
difut not much else. She can read and write in Faelyim English, she could operate a
lddlink, maybe even surf CivNet, but she has atistytno memory of her past at all.”

HoANd since she’s one of the abducted, that meaitiafe erased all her records,” he sighed.

anything about it. But that’s just conjecture ama@ ho place at this briefing, so please ign

©Mbout all we can do is put her picture on CivNetthe missing persons section and see i
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anyone recognizes her.”

“I know, but that's better than nothing,” Yana sigh “I've been triplechecking things
don’t want to miss anything inside her, Jasonh#’s still carrying some programming, 9
could do some catastrophic damage when she gets.hom

“Yes, that is why | will have her thoroughly scadnand tested before we release he
you,” Zaa stated from the doorway.

“Denmother,” Yana said, standing up respectfullyditi my best.”

“I am sure you did, child,” she said evenly. “Tieatuld not have been easy for you, so
turn to the dropship and rest. Jason will be j@injou very soon.”

“I wouldn’t mind a quick nap,” she agreed. “Thatibvays very tiring, and | don't real
like doing it.”

“I'm sorry, Yana. | would have done it, but | hashsething that really had to get done.”

“That'’s fine, Jason. I'll be waiting for you.”

Yana filed out, and Zaa sat down by the bed, lapkiown at the girl. The door closed, 3
the Denmother reached out and put her hand onithe meck. Jason was quiet while Z|
shared with the girl, then she nodded. “Yana way ¥eorough. The girl is complete
purged of all Trillane programming. She is clear you to take home, Jason. What do
intend to do with her?”

“I really don’t know,” he sighed. “I just feel sgrfor her. The next few weeks are going
be very hard on her.”

“Just treat her with kindness. That goes a long,waysin.” She glanced down. “The se
tive has worn off. | will wake her.”

In seconds, the girl opened her eyes. She blinkdda@oked at Zaa, not with fear, but w
wonder. Then she looked at Jason when he leanadheve“How do you feel?” he asks
gently.

“I dinna’ know,” she said in Scottish brogue. “Wheam |1? Who are you?” She pursed
lips. “And who am 1?”
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“l get a funny feeling when | look at ye, lady,”esbaid curiously. “And ye too, Jason.”
I“That's just the proof that we're related,” Jasaniled. “I'm afraid we don’'t know your
heme, ma’am, so would it offend you if we callediy®@ahne for now? Until we can find out

who you are?”

r thlay, Rahne is fine with me.”

“Rahne?” Zaa asked curiously.

“It's the only Scottish name | know,” he shruggétind she’sdefinitelya Scot.”
ré&hat is a Scot?”

“Scotland is the country where you were born, jadgrom your accent, Rahne. The people
\from that country are colled Scots.”

“Ah.”

“Now, if you'd be so kind as to get up and follonepmy guards are waiting just outside.
They'll take us back to my ship.”
ndGuards?”
pdJason is the Grand Duke Karinne, child, a perdoreoy high stature and importance,” Zaa
yold her. “It would please me if you would listem him and follow his orders, for he only
/eaeks what is best for you.”

“A-Aye, milady, I'll do me best,” she said aftetasing at Zaa for a moment. “If I've truly
kost me memory, then I'd only be a smart lassusttsomeone.”

“That is a good attitude, child,” Zaa told her, dia her hand out to the redhead. She tool
didi-and Zaa helped her to her feet. “Now, a certaith must be made clear to you before we
leave this room. Rahne, child, you are a telepatl, that is memory you havet lost. Ja-
thon,” she called, looking to him.
pdThat means you can communicate like théson sent to her.

I-I cando this,she replied reflexivelyjwhat an amazing thing!
hdust one of the many amazing things in store for, Rahne Jason sent reassuringly, hold-
ing his hand out to het.don’t know who you are or where you come front,lbzan show

“l can't say it in any way that makes it easy, rm/aJason told her gently. “But we domyou who yowanbe. Would you like that?

know who you are. For right now, let me tell yoattlyou've lost your memory and we ¢
rently aren’t sure how to help you get it back. sorry.”

She was quiet a long moment. “Where are we?”

“We're at the Academy of Terra. Do you know whédrattis?”

“Nay.”

“It's a very large school in America.”

“Where is this America?”

Jason sighed. Yana wasn't kidding when she saig ¢hasedeverything All she had wa
her language skills and working knowledge of cartachnologies... but perhaps they co
help her there. Telepathy could imp&riowledgeeasily, and maybe he could convi
Miaari to use her gifts to share what couldn’t banted with telepathy. “Well, let me ju
say this. I'm going to take you home with me. Yeua distant relative of mine, but I'm t
only family you've got right now, and I'm going take responsibility for you while you r
cover. Can you understand that?”

“Aye, that | can ken.”

“Good. We live on a different planet from this ose,| need to take you to my ship, so
can go home. Do you think you're well enough tok#al

She sat up. “I feel fine, uh, what's yuir name?”

“I'm Jason. This furry lady here is the DenmotheaaZthe leader of her people.”

“Greetings, child,” she said with a nod.

urt would like that, very muclshe answered, taking his hand shyly.

Just don't get any ideas. I'm marrielde winked.

Rahne blushed.

Aya, we're going to the dropship. [Contact thefiantand tell them we're returning.]

What was thatRahne sent curiously.

[This is a part of your heritage, Rahne. It's a sja¢ way to use your power that only a very
few can do,]he explainedYou can send the same way | am, just think theywayhear me
sand send it out.]
ultLike this?]
cfPerfect,] he nodded[This is your first test, Rahne. What we’re doirayw it's the most se-
atret of secrets. Until we have time to explain g@isito you, this is something you can't tell
hanyoneabout, alright?]

b-[I understand,]she communed with a nod.

“Denmother,” Jason said. “I'll hear from you soon?”

“I will contact you on your return home,” she tdhiim, standing up. “Take good care of
vher.”

“I will,” he promised. “She’s family.”

“She is indeed.”

Rahne was going to be just fine.

After returning home to drop her off on the waybi@aconis, he introduced her to everyone,
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and they took an immediate liking to her. Jasondedrher off to Jyslin in Kosiningi, w
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promised to take good care of her. When he boattiediropship to go to Draconis, Cylsiee it as weakness, but as cunning, and they malvkthat the Faeynustremain together,

had taken charge of the girl and began communirily ér. Jason felt the edges of it,
realized that Cybi was going to use communion te ghe girl an education, but he co
also feel that Cybi was going through her mind akeabsolutelysure that neither Yana n
Zaa had missed something and left something dangéncher mind.

That made him completely comfortabidothingcould hide from Cybi.

Zaa and Jason returned to tefiant and they jumped to Draconis... and it was qui
shock. The planet wasirroundedby military warships, and Jason saw with more tadit-

Tamy, Dahnai. This is now common knowledge. By iettirrillane go, your nobles will not

nalist remain united, in the face of the Urumi thréaty house that tries to break away from
e Imperium would be swarmed under by the Urunioteethe declaration reached your
pdesk. They will see this, they will know it. Theylvnot try to rebel.”

Dahnai leaned back, rubbing her chin in thought Km=llin put his hand on her shoulder.

“I think it's got merit, love,” he told her. “Thinkbout it. You'd be backing the Urumi into a
eaner by making them risk war with the Alliancedall the others if they come after us.”

Dahnai looked to her guards, and all of them nodsieatly. She blew out her breath, then

tle pride a complement of nearly 30 Karinne warshgdmost half his fleet, including thehe laughed. “That'’s just crazy enough to work!é steclared. “Denmother, have | told you

nearly two mile long behemoth that was thegis He wasn't larger than the two other c4
tal ships present in orbit, but since he W& in Jason’s mind he was the grandest of t
all.

They were escorted down to the palace by four Rdmgbters, two from the Empress a
two from theDefiant and a complement of Imperial Guards met thermhatlanding pad
Aya and her squad saluted the other Guards smarity Jason was sure they were sen
among themselves in greeting, but they also brodgbdn and Zaa directly to the Empre
private apartments, Aya carrying a case holdingdagpanel. Kellin was changing cloth
when they entered, Dahnai handing him a pair okumndar as he shrugged out of some
ged outdoor clothes he’'d been using at the diggddaDenmother,” Dahnai said, coming
and taking their hands. “I'm home safely, as yon see,” she added with a smile.

pately that | love you?”
nethis always nice to hear, child,” she said witklaght smile.

“1 think that's the way we’'ll play it,” she annoued. “I think it's time | made some calls to
nithe Grand Council of the Alliance and the EmperinzZa of the Skaa,” she said. “They're
.the ones bordering Urumi space, they have the atattke here.”
difibhat is a wise beginning,” Zaa nodded.
s9f you'll excuse me then.”
esl will be returning to Kimdori Prime, Empress,” Zdold her. “My work here is now com-
ydete, and it is time for the Kimdori to returntteir place in things.”
ufl should get home as well,” Jason said. “I havetaf work to do to get ready.”

“Aww, you just got here!” she complained.

“I'm sorry if we scared you, Dahnai, but it was llgadhe smart thing to do,” Jason sajid'You're going to be busy, I'm going to be busy,’sda told her. “We can have a social visit

“Thank you, Aya,” he said as she handed him his.cA¥e’ve got a lot to talk about.”

“I'm almost crossing my legs in anticipation,” sea&id with obvious banter. “Let’s sit doy
and you can go over this with me.”

They did just that. Kellin joined them on the cowshJason and Zaa explained what Mi
had uncovered, and the panel Jason brought heldatiadile that had all the technical d
they'd collected concerning the weaponry and eqaipmi*Well, fuck,” Dahnai breathed g
ter they finished. “I guess this tears it,” shewged. “It's gonna be war.”

“No,” Zaa said calmly. “There is a way out of thi3ahnai, a way that the Urumi might n
understand until it is too late.”

“How do you mean, Denmother?”

“Child, the Urumi seek to enter war with you usitig Trillanes as justification. Remo
that justification. Force them to declare war om yo the name of aggression, which y
sway others to your cause when they attack.”

“How am | going to do that?” she asked.

“Simple, child. When Trillane declares independemkenothing.”
“What?”

“Do nothing,” she repeated. “Allow it. Issue theuak protests, but make no aggress
moves. Make it clear you want to settle the disghteughdiplomacy notforce Do this,
and the Urumi have absolutely no viable reasorttaxk you. And what is more, it will bu

some other time.”
yn“You never pay me social visits anymore,” she aedus
“I'm rebuilding my house,” he said bluntly. “Thaé&ps me just Ettle busy.”
adtid say you're about done, given that fuckin’ hufjegship you have parked in orbit,” she
ateinked. “How'd you build that so fast?”
f-“Who’s to say it wasn't built already?” he shrugged
“Riiiight,” she drawled.
ofason stood up. “I'll call you later, Dahnai. | dete be kept up to speed on what's going
on.”
“That'’s fine.”
ve'Are you alright to get home on your own, Denmotter
viltYes. | will have Jinaami summon a transport toetake home.”
Jason moved quickly to extricate himself from tparément, even before Zaa, and his four
guards followed him as he went back to his dropshiiat was, brief, your Grace.
| didn’t want to get trapped in therbg answeredNe have a lot to do, and not much time.
Do you think the Urumi will attack3hen asked.
ivEhey didn’t go to all this trouble to pack up thaew toys and go home without a wiae,
sent grimly.That much I'm sure of. And now that the Urumi kvesvknow what they're do-
\ing, they might launch an attack without bothertogwvait for the Trillanes to declare inde-

you precious time to research the data we havengres to better prepare yourself for {iendence.

Urumi when theydo attack. The weaponry and shields given to therthisyConsortium ar
powerful, but they are not unstoppable.”
Dahnai furrowed her brows. “Denmother, that migbtt work. If | let the Trillanes go, the

e That is a possibilityAya nodded.
Our only trump card is they have to jump, and hgpace isour domain,he sent as they left
rthe palace and moved towards the dropship waitnghem.We’'ll know where they are and

my empire might disintegrate.”
“Not if you explain to the Imperiunwhy you are not using military force,” she said cal

how long we have. All those hyperspace beaconeedes through the sector are going to
lye handy now.

“We have revealed this information to every goveeninvho keeps a consulate at the Agadhe hyperspace beacons. At the time, Jason didink tmuch of them, thought they were
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kinda silly. But now, now he understood why Miaavanted them. They were seed
through the entire sector, automated devices thiiedl in hyperspace, powered by tery
technology, which allowed them to function... andcsirthey were machines, hypersp
had no effect on them. Hyperspace and real spadesdidn different ways, but bgnchor-
ing those beacons to positions in real space, bridthegn between hyperspace and

space, they operated in the temporal frame ofspate, not the temporal frame of hyg
space, but remained in hyperspace, which made iingsible to every scanner, probe, 3
camera ever made. There were no relativity issu#s teem, so they reported moveme
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edason had never had a more nervous two days lifiehis

onhe entire planet was swarming with activity as Keinne house members prepared for
pitee possibility of an attack on Karis, and everyames pitching in, even the Parri. The popu-
lation responded calmly and well to the martial &claration, for they were people chosen
dpl the Kimdori for their independence and temperatnier handling unusual situations.
drhere was no panic, no chaos, no hoarding. Pegiledawhat they could do to help, the
ricaris Guard told them what they could do to helptect the planet... and it got done. And
nidhat was more, nearly half of the population sthgeing out and about wearing old or sec-

through hyperspace in real time, and now those diesagvere going to be critical. If thend-hand armor and carrying weapons, showing fiatame down to it, they wouldesist

Urumi jumped their fleet, they would know where ytheere going and how long it wou
take them to get there.

At least he hoped to God they would. Miaari madememtion that the Urumi got upgrad
enginesin their deal with the Consortium, and if thesenSartium fellows could buil
hyperspace probes, then they clearly would know twluild jump engines that did not s
fer the relativity delay. If they did get those er&s, then they’'d have no idea where t
were going to show up until it was too late.

And they had to plan for that eventuality.

The Urumi knew about Karis, and knew how many slipsnne had. That put them a
major disadvantage, for Karinne’s fleet was acjuedither small, and would not be able
repel the entire fleet of another civilization.

But the Urumi only knew about what they coskeke Odds were, they only had a vague
derstanding of the extent of the automated plaped@fenses around Karis, which wg
rather extensive. Building those defenses was itse groject Myleena tackled once th
were ready to do it, and she had consulted manyanyilexperts to design what she con

Gny attempt by a hostile force to invade the planet

That made Jason unbelievably proud. These peopte cisdlians, not soldiers, but they had
aased a replicator pattern distributed by the Ka@nsrd and built armor for themselves, and
jhad checked railguns out from the armories, provirggr determination and making Jason
IImost explode with pride that his people wouldsbeselfless and brave. The Kimdori had
nelyosen most of the civilians in his house to comaris, and they had chossa well

He was going to kiss Zaa again next time he saw her

Even the Parri were getting involved, which wasack. Theshamanhad been brought to
losiningi by her request, and though the Parri w@oiilfight, what she did was perform a
teremony on the island, a prayer and ritual askarggods for good luck, their blessing, and
the strength to see through this crisis to a favlerautcome. Jason didn't believe in her re-
uigion, but he wasn’t about to make her stop, eithe
erd@ hings were busy everywhere. Songa, who ran thaéoaleskervice on Karis, had prepared
eall hospitals and clinics for possible combat iigar but was now on the island to personally
sidkke up residence in the clinic. If there were @jyries among the Dukal familghewas

ered to be the optimal system for planetary defefbe defense grid included automatgding to be the doctor in residence to treat th€Ehe Kimdori prepared everything as best

satellite-based weapons, drones, the virtual oghlaof weapons based on Kosigi, grou
based weapons and missles on the planet, andriip card, the planetary Teryon shielg
Karis was the only planet in the Imperium that bgolanetary shield. It was the first ma|
piece of hardware they built on Karis, a serieddf shield generators placed at locati
around the planet that worked together to genexathield that protected the entpkanet
powered by anassivesingularity power plant that was buried in the nepf the planet, an
had not been destroyed when the Merranes attacked. Kt only took about two months
repair that power plant to bring it back onlinedahwas so large and generated so
power that it was the power source for virtuallgeihing on the entire planet. Only Kos
ingi was not connected to that power plant, for my@ecy and security reasons. And becd
of the sheer size of the shield and the powerok to generate it, the shield was very, V|
strong.
If they ever raised the shield, it would causeeaibit of power shuffling. The shield wou
take all the resources of their planetary powentplaeausing their planetary power grid
shift to its backup power, which was a series nfiglarity plants built on the surface, ea
responsible for a sector of the planet. Those plarduld also be powering the weapd
though, so the civilian power systems would be gain conserve mode.
They were going to be relying on that now.
Raira, 14 Shiaa, 4400 Orthodox Calendar
Tusday,12 November 2013, Terran Standard Calendar
Raira, 14 Shiaa, year 1326 of the"9Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Cal-
endar

nidhey could, and then the non-essential Kimdori éi¢hwv with Jason’s blessing. They had
hever been put on Karis to hold Karinne’'s handy dalfill holes until Karinne could fill
ohose positions themselves. There were still mamydéri on Karis, but they were techni-
peians, engineers, people whom Karinne had not bbknto replace yet, and they would not
fight.
d Jason spent most of that time in the vacation hdwask built there, sitting in front of a
teidlink hearing reports, giving orders, and badjcalverseeing things as the KMS locked
uwhwn the planet and prepared for war. The automdefdnses were brought online and
maade active, and the planetary shield generatotm@sgght into standby mode, meaning the
ustield could be brought up in four minutes aftexdts engaged. The entire Karinne fleet was
engcalled, and they were staged near Kosigi, readsespond at a second’s notice to any
threat.
IdThings got wild out in the galaxy as well. As Zaadicted, the other governments had a fit
tehen they found out about the Urumi, and the spmteveen Uruma and everywhere else
\clizzled with angry communications as the Urumidtri® explain themselves to their
meighbors.

Dahnai did her part. She made Trillane’s intens@oede public knowledge in an open ad-
dress to the Imperium, then boldly revealed theniiraomplicity and their deal with the
Consortium. Then she declared that she would natlkafTrillane with force if they carried
through with their plans, but would instead sendssaries to Arctus to try to bargain a dip-
lomatic solution to the crisis, one that wouldniveythe Urumi any opportunity at all to
launch any kind of attack that wouldn’t be seeamghing but hostile.

The Trillanes clearly realized what was going arg anuch to everyone’s shock, even Dah-

Kosiningi Emergency Response Center, Kosininghtsl&aris
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nai's, Maeri Trillane requested an audience withhiza to discuss the situation that mo
ing, which would be taking place in about a haltihaf he read the clock right. Clear

Maeri had taken a day to think things through, esalized she was in @ery dangerous

D

llalow that.”

situation here. She was looking at getting caughivben an angry Empress and so-calle
lies that were only using them to try to engagevan.

That set the stage. Now, the ball was in the Ursimdurt, and everyone was basically w
ing to see what they did. The Skaa and the Alligra not yet made any public declarati
about what they would do if the Urumi declared wauwt from what Miaari told him, the
wereveryangry, andrery worried about this new Urumi aggression.

He couldn’t help but pace. What was Maeri goinglé@ He should have gone to Draco
he should have been there, but it was just notaa gione. He needed to be here, he neg
to make sure his people were going to be alriglet.gtdnced out the window, and saw
Gladiator standing on the grass near his houséddrnhat black exomech was Serge
Myka, and three other Gladiators stood nearby, @fatie personal retinue of defense for
Grand Duke and his family, standing silent guarthwailguns in their mechanical han
watching as the kids played tag out on the fieldhtTwas just one example of what was
ing on in his mind. His kids were being defended just by the Dukal guards, but
Gladiators, with Raptors circling the island defealy and theAegissitting in synchronou
orbit right over the island, visible to the nakegk én the daytime sky high overhead &
bright white spot in the red-tinted sunrise.
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rriWhy would she yell?” Jason asked curiously.

y,“The water is cold here, Jason,” Jyslin told hif@ofder than at Karsa.”

“Ah, that'd do it,” Jason chuckled. “You know, I'veever gone swimming here. | didn’t

“It's not that bad, but it is a bit chilly when ydiust jump in,” Jyslin added, dumping water

pitver his back to rinse off the soap. “There’s saped waves on the south side, though.
DHig's been teaching people how to surf.”

y “l wondered what they were making at the replicébat was so big it couldn’t come out in
one piece,” he chuckled. “What kind of board dié shake?”

nisSFoamed silicon,” she answered. “With lots of aircgets to make it bouyant.”

pdBtlow, that's pretty clever,” Jason said apprecialyy as Jyslin turned him around, and he
Hisd to take a moment to admire his wife’'s nude fdBhe gave him a light smile when she
aaw where his eyes were going.

thi¢'s nice to know my husband still loves to ogle she sent impishly.

jisit’s such a lovely body to oglbe sent in reply.

gd-ou know, | can think of something else that mighp you relax,she sent, her thought
biinged with desire.

s I'll certainly be taking you up on that later, britjht now | need to be available if something
ssadden comes upe answered with a little regret.

She put her hand on his cheek, then leaned in i@sddkhim lovinglyWhenever you want,

He made another circuit in his study, then went molae hall and went into the bathroofove, whenever you want.

without knocking. Jyslin was there with Rann, batide as she was both bathing their
and getting a bath herself, in a Faey tub, which vy shallow and rather long. There w
two tubs in a Faey bathroom, a shallow basin tutwfmshing, which included a shower, 3
very deep tub for soaking and relaxation. Rann wgiggling as Jyslin washed his ha
They'd just gotten up not long ago, and part ofriheal in the Karinne house was the mog
ing bath... which usually involved all three of thefidid you sleep at all, love?” Jysl
asked. Since Rann'’s birth, they spoke aloud fobbisefit, both so he could understand
parents and also to help him build his languagksski

“Not really,” he answered as Jyslin dumped a lavgeket of water over her son’s he
which never failed to make him squeal and laugh.

“Well, why don't you join us? You could probablyaua bath, and it might help you relax
Jason sighed, then nodded. “I'm so tense right yowcould bounce a credit off my bac
he admitted.

He undressed and joined them in the wide, shallasinh with water that only came up

sgEWww, stop kissing!” Rann demanded. “That’s icky!”
erés that so, little man?” Jyslin said archly, stamglup. “Then it's time to make my Rann all
ncky!”
irRann squealed with delighted laughter as Jyslinded the soaking tub and smothered hirr
rim kisses as he squirmed and struggled. Jasorréathg his hair and watched as his wife
rcontinued to torment their son with kisses, them Islughed and threw her arms around hirr
lsind hugged him tight. Then she winced. “Rann honake your foot out of mommy’s
crotch. That hurts.”
nd'Sorry mommy,” he apologized.

“What's going on out there right now?” she asked.hi
"“Right now the Trillanes are having a conferencthvdahnai, or they're about to,” he said.
yThat's what's got me so nervous,” he admitted asrihsed his hair, then reached for the
shampoo. “What happens in that conference is gmirigfluence everything else. If the Tril-
tanes break away, then it's all on the Urumi. Eytback out, then who knows what’s going

his shins, then sat down beside his wife and helgdinish cleaning Rann up, rinsing {te happen. It's just a big headache,” he groanad)ping a bucket of water over his head,

soap off of him. She then turned and began scrgbtisback while Rann ran around on
soft tiles of the bathroom floor, then climbed otleg side of the soaking tub and splashe
It wasn't over his head, but it did come up to hexk. He put his hands on the side
watched as Jyslin both washed Jason and helpedekam her sensitive hands and her ta
guiding her as she soothed his knotted muscleshandresence calmed his whirling ming
“Where were you last night, Daddy?” Rann asked.
“I was making sure everything's all good to makeesine planet is safe, son,” he answe
“It's one of the jobs | have to do as the Grand @uk

“Oh. Will you be done soon?”

“God, | hope so,” he breathed. “How was the pichic?

“Oh, we had lots of fun!” he said excitedly. “Kyiell in the water, though. You shoul

thehich made Rann laugh when he spat a stream ofyseager out of his mouth.” He stood
jup.and moved to the soaking tub, and while Jyskssaged his shoulders, he sat Rann up ©
pifnet lip of the tub and started drying his hair vattowel. Jason found it hard to conentrate or
¢hat when Jyslin leaned up against his back andh@uarms around him, feeling her breasts
pressing up against him in a very sensual maniatttiggered a response out of him that he
was glad Rann couldn'’t see.
redou’re really pushing it, aren’t youRe sent with wry amusement, conveying just what h
was feeling on his back to her.
She laughed.wasn't doing that on purposshe assured hiro you want me to move?
Yeah, | doHe pulled her into his lap, which made her gagplangh, then she made a coo-
jang sound when he put his hand on her breast amdlfd her in a very intimate manner.

heard her yell!”

There, that’'s much better.
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You are such a teasshe accused, then her eyes widened slightly, badysnned at him
Oh, baby, now | know how much you calee sent, wiggling her hip against his erect pg

Let me do something about this big problem you ldven here, babyshe offered, assau
ing him with graphic sexual thoughts.

“Rann.”

“Yes, daddy?”

“Go dry off and get some breakfast,” he told higtting him on the floor. “Your momm

and me want a little private time.”

“Oh, okay,” he said. “Can | have pancakes?”
“You can have pancakes,” Jyslin said to him, thea started nibbling on Jason’s ear i
highly erotic manner that never failed to get hislivided attentionHow much time do w
have?
Not much. Ten minutes, mayBason answered as Rann ran out of the bathrodmwtit|
towel. Jason wasn't too worried, it wasn't the ftfitisne he’d run naked through the hou
Ayuma would corral him and sort him out.

Not a problemshe sent lustfully as she slid a leg over hisdag straddled him, her ha
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.to orgasm herself because you barged in and shve Wewere out of time. She’s all hot and
ehisthered now, so she’ll probably go track down & have sex with him so she can or-
tgasm,” he explained, and he didn't feel self-camssiat all about using such language abou
something so intimate with her. He was very clasbher.

“I apologize for that.”

“Eh, she’ll be alright once she gets off,” he slged. “Now what happened?”
y “Hyperspace sensors have detected a large-scafe guimof Urumi space, Jason. They are
on the move.”

“Where are they going?”
h ‘@heir fleet is jumping to three locations, Jasdine first is Arctus. The second is Dra-
econis.”

“Where’s the third?”

“Here. They have jumped an attack fleet to Kaisoah. They are coming.”
séWell, fuck,” he sighed. “How long?”

“They have staggered their jumps so they will alive simultaneously at all three locations
noh six days,” she answered. “the Arctus attacktfreembers 73 vessels. The Draconis attacl

sliding down to gently hold his genitalsthink we can both manage to come in ten minjifeeet is 385 vessels. The force coming here isvigsels.”

And if | don't, well, | can always just get you tfEn go see Tim. What matters is what
need right now, baby. And there’s something dowa tiet needs my attention.

Ten minutes was a very short period of the dayjtbwas inevitable that no matter how
tle time he allowed himself a little good old fased physical pleasure, life was going
find a way to interrupt at that exact moment. Asahd Jyslin had sex in the bath, right ag
was about to climax, there was a sudden and lowtkon the doorGO THE FUCK
AWAY!Jyslin sent angrily, gripping his shoulders as digenothing more than try to ma
him climax as quickly as possible, but she suddstdpped when the door opened deg
her angry warning, and Miaari entered.

“Miaari! A closed door is closed for a reason!” llysnapped at her. “We’reusy”

“You can finish mating later,” she said brusquedjthout batting an eye. “This is impg
tant.”

ydDid you warn Dahnai?” he asked, putting the toaelhis shoulders.

She nodded. “I still have her on the vidlink, arfeée svishes to speak to you,” she said.
it'Shall | wait for you to dress?”

t&She’s seen me naked before,” he shrugged.

idiaari chuckled and went over to the panel, thetivated the holographic emitters on the
far wall. A rectangle appeared, like a panel mapitmd Dahnai’'s face appeared within it.
&Well, | think | pulled you out of something impant... or out of some important girlshe
mead with a wink.“Your dick has that freshly fucked look about igble. You're still half
hard.”

“This isn’t the time to be nasty, Dahnai,” Jasoit sgith a slight blush. “Did Miaari tell you
rwhat she just told me?”

She noddedThe sizes of those fleets are going to help abdat,as you can imagine, this is

“I don't think | can,” Jason said breathlessly. jtist doesn’t work that way with us, Miaarnot going to be pretty. | barely have the forcegdpel what's coming at Draconis. The

Wait for me in the study. | can’t stop now.”

“You must. This cannot wait.”

“It's going to have to,” he said adamantly. “Give & couple more minutes.”
“Very well. But be quick,” she said.

“We might have been done by now if you hadn’t batkdeus!” Jyslin growled. “Really
Can't we get five minutes alone?”

“Less talking, more finishing,” Jason said urgerasttyMiaari backed out the door and clo
it.

“Finish. Yes, finish,” she agreed, lunging down g@ixving him a hungry kiss.

After they did indeed finish, Jason marched in® study wearing a towel and carrying
clothes. Miaari was sitting in the chair by his kleatiently. “I think you really pissed Jysl
off, Miaari,” Jason told her, pulling the towel afhd scrubbing it through his hair, trying
get his breath back. “You might want to apologifterashe cools off.”

“I would not have disturbed you if it were not impant,” she said defensively.

“I know, but she was—well let's say she was beiag/\accommodating to me.”

“I don’t understand.”

“She didn’'t orgasm,” he said bluntly. “She knew w&n't have much time when w

Urumi didn’t hold anything back, babe. They're smgdeverything They don’t even have
any ships left to defertieir own planetsAnd with them set to all arrive at the same time,
can’'t move reinforcements to shore up any one pbihbave to divide my forces and slug it
out with them.”

! “Do you think you can manage it?”

“Yeah, it's gonna be touch and go, but I think vea cepel them. | just finished a little chat
setth Maeri Trillane, and she’s decided that she stoewant to declare independence after
all. I think that might be what caused the Urumigaonch, since they lost the Trillanes... and
they're sending a fleet to Arctus to punish Maerilfackstabbing them. So, | have the Tril-
Hizne fleet added in with the rest of the Imperiumdefense. Black Ops is going over the
1specs you sent, and they might have some hottfixdsen. If not, well, we outhumber them
five to one shipwise. We can overwhelm them wikrstorce of numbers so long as we fight
near the planet, so the planetary defense gridazhto it. Miaari said they’re attackingpu
too, and you may not be able to help us. Is thitf”

He nodded. “They're sending nearly three times asytships as | have,” he admitted. “It's
going to be ugly. But despite that, I'm going toxdea cruiser and three destroyers to Dra-
eonis and Arctus. They'll help you. We analyzed theimi’s weapons, and our ships can

started, but | was in the mood. It was all aboutdieing me an orgasm. She didn’t manag&and up to them. You're going to need that kindefensive option to help you.”
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“Babe. Jason. Do you need reinforcements? If sen tthon’t send those ships, and I'll se
you what | can.”

He shook his head. “We have the same situationdgguinon. As long as planetary defen
assist, we should be able to repel them, so I'fingilto lend you those ships. They help
by helping you. Youare rather imporant to me, hon, and I'd rather nottbeg pretty ass ¢
yours parked in an Urumi prison.” He grabbed thd ehthe towel on both ends and h
onto it. “Did you tell the other governments abthis?”

“I just got this. I'll spread the word as soon agwe done. If we're lucky, they'll decla
war on the Urumi and help us, but I'm not goinglgpend on that.”

“We can always hope,” he said.

“Well, let me get to work here, babes, and let get back to whichever lucky girl it w
you were fucking,’she said with a little leer.

“We were just finished,” he said dryly. “Besidetea this news, Im not sure I'd be in t
mood anyway. I'll dispatch those ships to you by ¢éimd of the day your time.”

“If you think you're going to need them, hon, pleadon’t hesitate to call them back
don’t want you to risk the safety of your houser thvis.”

“We should be alright, Dahnai. Right now, the safdtall of us is what matters.”

“If only we could all think that way,she sighed:lt truly does say much of you that you!
willing to send ships to help Trillane. I'm not suf Maeri will kiss you or curse you for it.’

“She can decide after we beat back the Urumi.”

“Amen. | need to go, hoRleasggive me some way to contact you.”

“I'll call you in a while with a number you can ysde told her. “In the meantime, I'm g
ing to be busy.”

“I will too. Talk to you soon.”

Dahnai’s image dissolved, and Jason could only. 3igll, now they knew what the Urun
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ridere.”

“Still, we can afford to give up twelve ships ob#e classes,” Juma surmised after thinking
segnoment. “And since they have sufficient armor ahiglds to resist these Urumi weapons,
nieey’ll be very useful to the Imperium.”

f “That’'s why | promised them to Dahnai,” he answered

cltWe'll be ready, your Grace,” Juma assured himhdle all naval forces at ready, and now
that we know they’re coming, we can prepare son@exrprises.”

e“What kind?”

“Mines, your Grace,” she answered. “We took a pageof your old Legion playbook, |
think the human expression goes. Myleena desigastk srery effective mines for us, and
pg/e can build about a thousand of them in five dslys.know where they're coming from, so
it's just a simple matter of spreading them throtigé most likely jump destination points
hand in the path they have to take to reach Karis.”

“That should work,” Jason nodded. “Ground forces?”

. I'They're ready, your Grace,” Sioa answered.

“I want to evacuate most of the civilians to haregishelters,” he said.

“Most of the civilians have enlisted in a defens#itia,” Sioa told him. “I'm deploying
rthem to areas that need additional protection.”

“You don't need all of them.”

“Of course not, but they're going to be very helpdefending critical tactical assets, like
our power plants and our communication nodes. Ithdwbld a lottery about it.”

D-“Why?”

“Because everyone wanted to go,” she told him. “Whaers get to serve in the militia.”
Jason chuckled humorlessly. “Usually people domihtito be drafted.”

ni“Well, being in house Karinne isn’'t about beingual”

were going to do. There was no doubt that it waanh&o be a surprise attack, but now thaivell said,” Navii grinned.

surprise was going to be on the Urumi. The hyperspgsecaons had ferreted them out,

ardlright, is there anything else we need to talloabright now?” he asked. “So | can get

now they knew exactly when they would be here. Bagon wasn’t so sure they left their {eiressed and make some vidlink calls.”

ritory as undefended as Dahnai believed. He'd alnbe$ they had defenses there, t
wouldn’'t gamble everything on this attack. If iiléal, then the Urumi would be annihilat
when they were invaded on all sides by the Faeystaa, and the Alliance.

The door opened, and the generals all startedetanfi though Myri pulled up short wh
she realized Jason was nuiée shoulda knockedhe apologizedut Miaari summoned U
and said it was urgent.

“What the fuck, come on in,” he said with a sighheswalked over to the desk and pul
his underwear from the wad of clothes he broughtith him.

“Well, I must say, your Grace, you've made an oldnvan happy,” Navii said with
naughty grin as he pulled on his underwear.

“Keep that happy feeling, Navii,” Jason gruntedot¥re going to need it.”

“That sounds like it's on,” Myrii said grimly.

He nodded. “Miaari just brought me the news. Weehsix days to prepare.”

“I have a ship count of 184 vessels en route toigKaMiaari said. “I cannot give shi
classes in that, however. The hyperspace sensoroaquite that refined.”

“Well, we knew it might come to this,” Navii grurite

“Three to one odds... that's not quite an even fighh our planetary defenses added
Juma noted. “We have a tactical advantage.”

“Not quite. | want two cruisers and ten destroy@eployed to Draconis and Arctus, half

neYot really,” Myri said. “We've been ready for thier quite a while, Jayce. Now that we
ckihow they're coming, there’s not much more we hiavdo except wait.”
“And that’s the hardest thing,” Juma grunted.

eTT

Chapter 4
Vesta, 19 Shiaa, 4400 Orthodox Calendar

Sunday,17 November 2013, Terran Standard Calendar
Vesta, 19 Shiaa, year 1326 of thé"@@eneration, Karinne Historical Reference Cal-

endar

Kosiningi Emergency Response Center, Kosininghtsl&aris

He was dead tired, but he was just too nervouswtwoied to sleep.

Jason paced in the room where Cybi’'s mainframeloeeted. This was the most hardened,
most heavily defended building on all of Karis, ahid was where Jason would be stationec
during the battle. From here, through communiorw@ybi, Jason would observe the battle,

Pable to see everything via the innumerable cam@ndssensors scattered around the plane
and in various orbits. If anything looked out o&gé, which he could identify thanks to the
tactical naval combat knowledge imparted to himthy Kimdori, he’d warn the general

"Staff. He would also play his own part in the kgtfbr he had unique abilities that would al-
lgw him to directly contribute in a way the Urunuudd not defend against.

he KMS was on standby right now, with only abo&#®of the personnel on active duty.

S

ed

a

ptsS

each planet. Dahnai is going to need them. The Uhawe also deployed attack fle
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Everyone else was off duty but still on alert,ifgfteveryone get some sleep and some|mstal attack. It wasn’t easy, that was for surdekieesis was very visually keyed. If he

before the battle. The hyperspace beacons cldsarte had detected the incoming fleet,

oduldn’t see what he was trying to move, it was Imharder to move it. So, trying to affect

now that they were closer, they had a more pretiseline for their arrival. They'd exjtsomeone’s heart waxtremelydifficult. The trick of it, he’'d learned from Cybiwasknow-
hyperspace in—Jason looked at his watch for thid tithe in ten minutes—exactly 17 holirsg it was there That was a very critical distinction, one thagjuied him to memorize de-

and 37 minutesf they exited where Navii predicted they woufdhey entered normal spa|
further out, then it would be shorter, but Navidharedicted that they would come out
hyperspace as absolutely close to Karis as washp®$s minimize any attempt to interce
them on the way to the planet, and that was thereate point that Myleena used to cal
late how much time they had.

But, since they didn't knovexactlywhere that was, what Juma had done was deplo
fleet in an arc along that line facing the physitia¢ction of Urumi territory, with just a fe

ciiled anatomical holograms to come to intimateipw the layout of a human or Faey’s up-
per body. Using that memorized knowledge of theulayf the internal structure of a human
[@r Faey, Jason could attack the organs within witheing able to actively see them.

cut was a use of telekinesis that Jason had nevesidered, but it was utterly undetectable.
To kill with telepathy left telltale traces in timind of the victim, damage to the brain. Even
ytakiang control of someone and making them jumpsofinething or drown themselves and
such also left a trace behind that could be dedeictenedical scans. But to kill with teleki-

ships stationed at the far side of the planet lation to the Urumi’s course. It was certai
possible for them to jump in on the far side of gh@net from Urumi territory, but Kosi
would be on that side of the planet along its athitack. That would take Kosigi and its
mory of weapons out of the battle, but whatlid do was put Kosigi in a position to co
the far side of the planet should they do that.iissweapons could bombard the surfac
the planet from its orbital track if it was necegsao no matter where the Urumi appe
behind the planet, if they did do that, they wolpddin range of the surface-mounted wea

on the artificial moon. Kosigi would give the Urumine hell of a surprise, and make t
scramble around in confusion until the fleet cogeéd there.

That was the shock they’'d get after the mineshatt. The arc of closest entry into nor
space from the planet was seeded with mines, agsheaspproach to the planet. They o
had about two thousand of them, but those mines wetually more like missles, and t
would lock on to any hostile ship, then explodd pustside their shields. The mines wer
conventional explosives, they were torsion minesl those explosions would create a
tial shockwave that shields and armor could nqt,stdhich would deal spatial damage to
ships.

Cybi had an image manifested, and it floated aliolegsim as he paced back and forth.
last five days had been busy, on more than ond.fiidre first matter that had taken up
time had been the virus they'd put in Rahne. It teden Grevix a while to manage to m
it activate, longer than he thought, and what tiiegovered from that didn’t surprise Jas
too much. Rahne was definitely meant to be an assassint wasn’t the Empress she W
sent to Kill.

Her target wa&ellin.

That made just about everyone’s eyebrow raiseoltladvbe much more useful to the Uru
to kill the Empress... and if she could get closeugimoto kill Kellin, then she was clo
enough to kill Dahnai. Killing Kellin might unhingbahnai, but it wouldn't do much elg
and upsetting the Empress wouldn’t really do muomfa military point of view, since th
Empress didn't command the military. That's what bemmand staff did. It really ju
didn't make much sense. The only reason Jason dbiné of was that it was persor]
somehow, but that wasn't Maeri's style. Maeri wasoéd, unemotional woman that did

nlyetic power left no trace behind. Rahne had besndd to be the ultimate assassin.

i His people. That was one of the conditions demaryedahnai when she met with Maeri.
Il his people Trillane abducted were on Arctus nai of them, and one of the conditions
dry which Maeri could return to the Imperium withdasing her house was she had to give
them back. When this was over, he'd recover alptheple they'd taken. It was going to take
radong time to remove the Trillane conditioningrfrdhat many, but it would be worth it.
drwse humans would help Trillane defend Arctusthia toming battle, what they were
egninedto do, but after that they would go home.

That was just one of the conditions. Maeri wouldéeovering from this foyears because
hhnai was pissed at her, and Maeri really hadhoice. She had thrown her lot in with the
umi, but their duplicity gave her nowhere to gd brawl back to Dahnai and beg to be let
dyack into the Imperium. If the Trillanes were throaut, they'd be conquered by some other
overnment... maybe even the Urumi themselves, shed&rumi had done nothing but try
pa-use them to conquer the entire Imperium. It mastretch to think that the Urumi would
backstab the Trillanes and attack them after tlalydontrol of Faey planets, or perhaps use
political pressure and threats to force them ta jihie Collective once the Imperium was
tenquered. Maeri would be paying some pretty hiifiggs, and had probably lost any allies
she had in th&iann which basically sealed Trillane’s fate in a dolit sense. Trillane was
keorned and despised now, without allies, withdenfls, and their political clout in the Im-
@erium was dead. They were a Highborn house, bitiilane ever sat on the Imperial
glsrone, it would be a miracle.

It wasn't about breaking away, oh no. The otherhdimyns could admire Maeri for her
boldness to try to forge her own empire. It wasudlatlying with the Urumi and then putting
rttie Imperium in this mess, where they now facetket fwith superior weapons that, if the
sémperium defeated them, would severely cripple Ithperial fleet. The Faey had a five to
e@ne advantage over the Urumi, but the Urumi hadoama that would make that basically an
@ven fight. When planetary defenses were addeihénf-aey had an advantage, but the bat

stles would weaken the Faey navy.
alThe fucking Alliance and Skaa. They refused to help. They'dadthe math too, they real-
nized the Imperium could beat back the Urumi, buaatost of most of their fleet, which

let her grudges get in the way of her ambition. ®&beldn't throw away a perfect opporiuwvould leave the Imperium in a vulnerable positiomhich might very well be what this en-

nity to kill Dahnaijust to kill her husband.

The means by which Rahne was to kill Kellin waasrprising. The Urumi had train
Rahne, not the Trillanes, and that training revlaeound her telekinetic powers. Rahne
trained to kill with her telekinesis, stopping theart. That training had been excised oy
her by Cybi when she came across it during thésgaducation, but in something of a g
twist, Cybi taughhim how to do it, so he had a powerful defense if Ver eame under pe

tire attack was about, as far as he was concefiredUrumi had to know they were at a dis-
bddvantage as well, but they were coming anyway, taatlled Jason to believe that there
nasre more dealings going on than they could setheoKimdori had discovered.

t Bt the battle wasn’t fought yet. The Urumi, likeeey other race around, were vulnerable
to talent. The Imperium and the Karinnes bothzetili a rather effective tactic when fighting
rnon-telepathic races, and that was to put highdynéd telepaths ifighters Naval ships
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didn’t get close enough for the Faey to attack wétlent, but fightergould Those mind
strikers, escorted by other fighters, would trgét close enough to enemy ships to attach
crew with talent. Given the right combination ottias and luck, a single telepath co
cripple enemy battle plans by disrupting ship opena of the right ship at the right time.
was a battle-tested tactic that was very effectare] that was the main reason why n
other governments maintained large fighter compfemand anti-fighter weaponry, to p
vent a telapath from getting close enough to disthipgs.

That was also why the Faey always had the modhgegtdge fighters, in an era of mass
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[ will make arrangements.]

tieventy minutes later, a quiet, grim Jason Karinrees wn a dropship with his four guards,
Libcorted by four Raptors, en route to the newestra@ger. The ship, being the newest de-
Ktroyer off the line, was attached to thegisescort task force, one of the skirmish ships tha
dsith supported and protected the behemoth. Jassmuwiet, and his guards were also silent,
én full armor, helmets on, and their pulse weapamaed and ready. Aya was unhappy that
he wasn’t in armor, but he didn’t want to waste tinge to put it on. As usual when it was
ivason, he flew the dropship himself, with Aya ia topilot’s chair and Shen, Suri, and Ryn

ships and large-scale naval combat. It was also tvbythe Trillanes hadn't used fightein passenger seats behind. Because of the upcobaitike, fighters were thick in space

against Jason when they attacked Terra... becausmiiti have been a moot point. The o
reason other governments employed fighters wasusecaf the Faey, to try to destroy t€

ndyound the ships, flying patrols, and they woulcheaup along and escort his flight of ships
l&arough their patrol areas and then hand him offiéconext patrol.

paths before they could get close enough to dan@ajgr damage. A Faey telepath could
tack a single pilot in a fighter and not do muchérms of the overall battle, but that s

aHe arrived in the landing bay some ten minutes adiing off, landing lightly near a throng
noé about fifty uniformed crewmen. Unlike any othéaey military, both men and women

telepath attacking the captain, helmsman, or genotan enemy battleshgould Fighterg served on naval vessels in combat roles, and there more than just Faey. Nearly 35% of
weren't very effective against naval vessels exéephe Imperium, because of the plagrttee KMS was human, both male and female, and Higanyi had integrated with their non-

weaponry they employed. So other governments hagst@dnterest in stopping Faey fighttelepathic elements very well. So when he openedhttch of his dropship and stepped
ers, both because of the telepaths and becausedhgons on the fighters were shigldewn to their coordinated salute, he saw Faey woareh both male and female humans

piercing and could do damage to naval vessels.

Armed combat with the Faey wasich morghan just shooting at each other, for the g
est weapon the Faey possessed wasn't technologgsitelepathy.

He too was going to use that tactic, but Jason difragas a weapon, and he would be
as one. When in communion with Cybi, he had thditalib use the biogenic relays
around the planet, and that gave his telepatmassiverange. When the time came, if
Urumi broke the planned line of defense and appre@dhe planet itself, Jason would

staring back at him, saluting him. Jeya and herroand staff of nine officers, one of them a
man male, stepped up and saluted him sharply.

“Permission to come aboard?” Jason asked in the-algenaval ritual.

é@ranted, your Grace,” Jeya smiled. She was a kmant Commander now, promoted
ivhen she was given command, and she looked quastsng in her Captain’s uniform and

Heer shocking pink hair. Nobody in that landing lyegs wearing a Class A; Jason’s visit was
bbeo abrupt. They were wearing their daily duty anifis, which was Crusader armor for all

striking at the Urumi with his own talent, and dpiit from behind the safety of a planetahumans—whose armor helped cover for their lackoditto use an interface—and anyone in

shield. It wouldn’t be quite the same, since heldanly really use communion effective
through the relays, but if he really focused, held¢a@lo what Yana did when they rescued

Legion, blast noise through the Urumi that wouldken& hard for them to think, like bul
horns going off inside their heads. Ndlat would be within his capability, since it wag
very simple trick. The main difference is that Jaseuld have his power boosted by Cy
so that would let him reach far out from the plawedo it.

Jason paced in circle around the primary core @itlund chamber, his earth shoes ma
very little sound, hands behind his back as he ietbyiand worried, and worried some mg
The lives of his people were at risk, and somehefrt were going to die tomorrow. Th
pained him. He was personally involved in the lieésnany of his military people. He g

lany job that might expose them to danger, and datforms for bridge crew and support
thersonnel, like cooks and such. When the time damieattle, thoughevery single member
-of his militarywould be in a Crusader armor system, even himt Giaae every one of his
[geople a personal suit of armor that might helpnttsairvive if their ship was damaged in
lwombat.If you don’t mind my asking, why the sudden visit?

| didn’t get to attend your promotion ceremony ahe christeninghe sent apologetically.
gign’t want to jinx your ship.
r&She gave him a light smile. “Well, would you likeéaur, your Grace? | know this is the first
dime you’ve been aboard.”
t-“Among other things,” he told her.

tended every graduation ceremony. He attended g@rergotion ceremony. He had attendedieya took him on a tour of the ship, showing hirargumajor section, from engineering to

every christening and flag transfer ceremony ofdhigps except for one, and that was
Steadfastand only because he was on Draconis at the tenause of the Urumi mess.
attended marriages, childbirths, and the initiatt@nemonies of Trelle for every child. |
knew most of the officers in the KM&rsonally He was intimately involved with his pe
ple, and knowing that some of them were going &fdi him was both very humbling a
very painful.

No. He couldn't let that lie.

He stopped. “Cybi,” he said aloud.

[Yes, Jason?]

“Have them ready my dropship. I'm going out.”

[Where are you going?]

tthee galley, from the bridge to the entertainmenttee He shook hands with the crew, re-
Heeived some kisses from both Faey and human woamehwas even given a few cards, pre-
dsents, and little trinkets, including a little dad bear to give to Rann. His guards carried the
ogifts, for he kept things like that out of respéat the givers, but he decided to keep the
ntbddy bear himself, carrying it like a child in theook of his arm. He was introduced to
Jeya’s command staff in a private briefing aftex tbur was over, then he went back to the
bridge with Jeya and addressed the ship via interco
“This is Grand Duke Karinne,” he began. “First dff] like to apologize for not being there

for the ship’s christening and the flag ceremonwals on Draconis at the time, and things
were rather messy and it was impossible for mestoagvay. Now, that being said, I'm here
to make up for that. No ship in the KMS serves thhaven’t personally toured, and now

[I'm going to theSteadfastl didn’t attend its christening. | need to tatkeya.]

I've taken care of that little oversight. I'm soritytook so long for me to get here, but I've
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been a little busy, and worried the last few days.
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lievein you.”

“I know you've been briefed on what’s coming. Theubhi have weapons and shields that3ason put a hand on Jeya’s shoulder, leaned dawinkiased her fully on the lips. Jeya
going to turn this into a real battle, not the udt@uncing the KMS expects to dish out |@gueaked in surprise, then kissed him back, andergtchastely. “| believe in you too,” he
everyone else because of our advantages. But, ilvbate an advantage, and we havgtad her, though everyone on the whole ship hearg because the intercom is still orY.du

good command staff. | have every faith in my pedplserve the house faithfully and w
and | believe that we’'ll prevail. All | can say you is that I'm sorry it's come to this.
promised you when you signed on that I'd do evength could to keep you from ever hg

ing to fight. | tried to prevent this and failedhdal can only hope you'll forgive me for it. B
since we do have to fight, all | can ask is that yo your best, watch out for your shipma
and let’s all pray that we get through this togethe

“Now, since | wasn't here for the christening ceosy, I'd like to kinda have a second o
It just doesn’t feel right to not christen a shgp, let's kinda wing it here. First off, as y
know, the first captain of a KMS ship is given tight to name that ship. This ship was d
ignatedSteadfastn drydock as its interim name, and since | wakeite for the christenin
for some reason Captain Jeya didn't exercise thtibm But, I'm here now, so let's g
ahead and get that done. After the battle, welledghe captain the privilege | kinda robH
her of,” he said with an apologetic smile at h&o,' Captain Jeya, what will it be?”

“It's bad luck to rename a ship after he’s beeristhned,” Jeya told him with a wink.
think Steadfasts an excellent name. I'd rather not change it.”

“Alright then. | officially declare that the KMSteadfasts commissioned for active serviq
with Captain Jeya Denalle commanding. May he s&ag and well,” he said, patting t
captain’s chair.

The bridge crew applauded, and Jeya took his handissed him on each cheek. “W
are your orders, Captain?” Jason asked her withile.s

“Let's see. Why don't we beat the shit out of theutdi tomorrow, then have a party
celebrate our victory?”

Jason laughed. “Those sound like my kind of orddrs,told her. “| knew we put a god
captain in this chair.”

“You're not done yet, your Grace,” she teased..”Sit

He did so, sitting in the captain’s chair, thenst@od up and offered it to her. She sat d

hre what makes Karinne great. Not me, not our @olgy, not our history. If not for you, the
Wwonderful people of this house, this house woulchddetter than any other. It's more of an
\rRonor than you'll ever know that you allow me tow&eyou by being your Grand Duke.”
Lt“We would follow you into hell, Jason Karinne,” &ebpreathed, looking up into his eyes.
ed\Vell, let's hope we don't really have to go thérbe said with a grin, which made Jeya
blink and recover herself. It seemed to him Jeyhdwmnething of a crush on him, going by
nthat kiss.
blAya herded him back to the dropship, and he puntba a course back to the island. Aya
agas staring at him the whole time, and he keptafanat her. “What?” he asked irritably.
J, That one would do more for you than follow you imédl, Aya sent naughtily.
ol noticed,he sent dryly.
elfou’ve been tense for days now, Jashe sent more familiarly.think it's about time for
you to go home and resthe told him.There’s nothing more you can do, and if you keej
‘stewing on it, it's going to wear you down before @ven start the battle. So when we ge
back, you're going to go home, get something tparat spend some time with your family.
el'll be alright, Aya.
nel wasn’t making a suggestion, your Graskge sent formallyl. was telling you what'’s going
to happen. You can fight with us about it all yanty that's fine. But in the end, yauill do
nas we say, because you know we're right, and warite looking out for you.

Don't start pulling rank on me, Aydason sent with a little amusement.
tdNe were charged with the defense and well beirigeoéntirefamily of a future husband of
an Imperial PrincessAya told him flatly. That includes your health, your Grace, and you're
ahot doing your health any good by brooding andgetting any sleep. They're going to need
you at your best tomorrow. Don't let the house dodason.

Jason knew a dirty blow when he saw it, and that eligty, he trying to attack him through
bhis loyalty to the housé take it you're going to insist?

in it, leaned back, and crossed her legs. “Alrigioty that the Grand Duke’s ass has warmeaftes.

this chair, it feelgight,” she said as she wiggled her bottom in the clehich made Jasd
laugh delightedly.

“I'm not sure how warm it got since | wasn't inviéry long, Jeya,” he teased.

“It's the principle of the matter, your Grace,” sbaid primly, which made him laugh agai

nAnd here | thought | was the Grand Duke around hleeesent ruefully.

Sometimes even the Grand Duke needs people thirtelhe’s pushing himself too hard,
Ryn sent seriouslyThat is one of the reasons we're here.
n.You guys are as bad as Meya and Mymasent sourly.

Aya gave him a stern look. Sdal notlike him out of a hardened facility, and she wakmawe’'ll be sure to tell them you said that when tgey back from the nebul&hen teased

ing it clear she wanted him back at Kosiningi, véhéle was well protected and hea
guarded.

“Yes, mommy,” he sighed as he looked at her. “Mysemaid wants me to go back to K
iningi now,” he told Jeya.

“She’s right,” Jeya said simply. “This isn’t thani& for you to be roaming around, yq
Grace. | do truly appreciate your thoughtfulnessdming to see us, but now that you've
jinxed my ship, it's time for you to get back to evk you're safe,” she said with a sm

ilightly.

The nebula. Meya, Myra, and 14 others were at Ne@H1848, aboard tt&cimitar which
bhad been restored to being a true scout ship aschesa trying to retrace its course, to try to
find out what happened to the Karinnes who had tswrard it. Nobody really held any
tnope that they'd find any descendents, but theyairdy had to try, they had to look for
Lithem. They'd only been gone for two weeks, and wihre back in another two. They'd
levanted to return after Cybi told them what was gadm, but they were busy, and 16 more

“We all love you, and we’'d be devastated if you gttacked, or hurt, just because you caiarinnes and an unarmed scout ship weren’t goingnde much of a difference, so Jason

to see us.”

“That’s nice to say, Jeya,” he said as she stood up

“It's the truth,” she shrugged. “You’re much moteh a Grand Duke tos your Grace
You care about us, and we care about you. Thatiswéire willing to fight for you. Webe-

told them to continue with their mission.
I miss those twa]ason sighed.
I’'m sure they miss you tofya sentBut I'm sure Jyslin doesn’t miss them.

Jason laughedyslin didn’t mind them. She knew they were jusfiph.
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Jason, if you were my husband, | would have begnyan
You're possessive, Aydason told heidyslin isn't. The games between the twins and K
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to them, it was like the sequel of what me and 8gnda to her, but this time with the video
wapiipment she always wanted to have when sheyfigall revenge on me. That was her

go way back to when they were her bodyguards. ljusidelping them score another pointhing, you see. She didn't just want sex, she watateecord it. Well, she never got that re-

| certainly wish | could have gotten a copy of thldy, Suri sent impishly.

The recorder wasn'’t actually recordindason told hetAnd Jyslinknew what we were dg
ing. They asked her for permission before theyt sgt.

You mean there’s no viddy&uri sent in surprise, then she gave one of thitset laughs,
laugh with no voice, a wheezing souklmi tore Karsa apart looking for something t
didn’t exist? Oh Trelle’s garland, thatdassid¢

cording, so it was like a tweak of her nose to meeand the twins and that viddy camera.
-She screamed for two daygson sent with a fond memory of that prank.

Oh Trelle, we never saw this side of you beféngd sent with great enthusiasm, and a new:
found respect.

anell, | try to act more, you knoWukish he told themBut every once in a while | have to

let the inner spoiled brat out. The twins and Kilghime act like a teenage asshole from time

That was the ideaJason sent lightlyThe twinswantedto record it, but | didn’t want ato time, and it keeps me happy. They keep me ydege all good friends who are more

viddy of the Grand Duke Karinne having sex witleta$ twins floating around on CivNet.

So, was it any good3hen asked mischievousiMen have these fantasies about twins,
know.

We didn't actually have sex, Shen. It was fake. ikamaldn't tell from the angle she col
see when she walked in the room. All she couldveseme on top of Myra. She couldn’t
we were faking it.

I'm very disappointed in those girl§Shen sent seriouslirhey get you naked and betwsg
their legs, and they didn’t every to get you inside them?

Meya and Myra have great disciplingason sent drylyBesides, they’'ve never asked, |
never asked. The three of us just don't seem mtlio take it there. They have their b
friends, and | have my wife and Symone.

And Dahnai,Suri added.

And DahnaiJason agreed.

How long did it take Kumi to get over tha®¥n asked.

About six days. She didn't talk to the twins fanast a month. She accused them of ste
heridea, that was what she wanted to do as revengeHat | did to her.

Oh, I've never heard about that. What did you &liyi do?

It was long ago, when | first fled from New Orlearsl into the nature preserve back
Earth, he related as they entered the atmosphérmi demanded a nude picture of me
part of the payment for delivering some stuff tq beek when she was in Trillane. Wel
found out she showed it around to her friends, tirad got me a little ticked. So, when
mone came to join us, we did basically what methedwins did to her. When she delive
the stuff to us, we pretended to have sex rigffitont of her to get her horny, then we |
stopped. At that time she didn’t know | was a t&llepso what | was doing while me 3
Symone was pretending was leaving my thoughts udegdaand thinking of the nastie
kinkiest, dirtiest things | could think of. So,dt@ff Symone and | come up to her, like |
gonna have sex with her, then | jggtp Then we left. It was like a hammer on her.

All four of them erupted into silent laughtédh Trelle, you got her horny, then you j
stop?

We just stopped deade noddedShe realized we were pretending, and she had tloveh
while we were leaving.

than willing to do all sorts of things with eacthet, andto each other, to keep the jokes go-
yiag.

This is a new side of you, your Graégia sent with amusement.
ldwell, | have all these responsibilities nolae sent soberhyl. love to play, but you know,
edbmetimes | just don’t have the time.

Well, if you ever need any partners in crime, jestus knowShen told himThe Imperial
b&uards adore games like that. And | for one wowddriore than willing to lay naked under
you so you can play a joke on someone.
v8hen, that's not professionalya chided.Well, | wouldn’t either, but still, remember who
pyou are!

You are such a fraudason sent to Aya with vast amusement.

Jason, you haveo ideawhat goes on behind closed doors at the palAga, winked.The
Imperial Guards are very formal, very disciplineahd very professional, but we need re-
lease too, and practical jokes are one way we kaepperspective. We love jokes, just like
hhing Faey.

Faey, as a race, were very... jokish. They didn'tdrjmkes, even when they were the butt
of them. Jason remembered his battle with Jyshfésine squad so long ago, where they
aeemed to enjoy his tricks, even when he did tihéon
aya leaned over and put her gauntleted hand oshaslder.There, now, do you feel better
,now that you haven’t been obsessing over things?

SyActually, |1 do,he admitted freelyThank you girls, you did make me feel a little drett
rethat’'s why we're here, your GracBhen sent seriously.

IsThey returned to Kosiningi, and with the four oéth basically pushing him from behind,
ek returned home. He decided that they were righheeded a little calm before the coming
sgtorm, so he sat in the living room and read Rastogy, then played a game of Candy Land
waish Kyri, Aram, and Zach, then just sat in frorfttbe viddy for about an hour watching
Terra TV, which was showing an episode Béunty Hunter an action series about a Faey
Lisbunty hunter and her human partner who was a ctangenius, who hunted down boun-
ties across the galaxy... proof that Earth really hdly integrated into the Imperium. The
star of Bounty Hunterwas a Faey actress who was pretty famous in thperiom, Zayn
Mahdane, who got wooed into contract witH"2Dentury Fox to produce two movies and a

So that's what the whole business with you rebyffiar for those months after we first gd¥ series. Both the movieEatal andThe Chroniclewere blockbusters, and Zayn Mahdane

here were about?
Yeah,he affirmedl wasstill punishing her for showing that picture of me arduhdid that
to her for like two years, then | finally showedrayeon her. But after | gave in, she lost
terest. After all, for her it waalwaysabout what me and Symone did to her, and she a
to have sex with me just to make me carry throuigih all those things | was thinking at h
when we did it to her. So, when the twins werarggtter back for whatever it was Kumi ¢

was the hottest star in Hollywood right now becaBsanty Huntemwas the biggest show on
TV on Earth and one of the most popular shows & Ithperium, so big that Terra TV
trought rights to simulcast the show Imperium-wide.

W@ course, that was the family friendly Zayn Maheardayn, like many Faey actresses, alsc
edid porn, but unlike the Terran movie industry, feey movie industry didn’t differentiate
idetween porn and non-porn, because of the petigd&af the Faey culture and its very open
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and permissive views on sex. A Faey actor did “drigeh roles and sex roles, which wg
the classifications in the Faey system. Not evagyFactor did work on the porn side,

many of them did, and if you wanted to be a fult-Baey movie star, yohad to work on
both sides. True, there were successful actors deticated themselves to one side or
other, but they were a small minority comparedh® higgest names in Faey acting, whd
did work on both sides of the line. Zayn Mahdane wa exception, but she was much be
known for her porn work than she was her dramatickwHer breakout in Terran enterta
ment had catapulted her to the level of blockbustar, proving she was just as good a
matic actress as she was having sex on camera.

The reason why a star had to do both sides wasibeeH the popularity of porn in the |
perium. The Faey treated it just like regular emfement, and it was laugeindustry. For a
actor to get maximum exposure—sometimes literalypthshe had to be well known, and
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ré&fou know, Symone, what's with this thing latelyualveomen?ason asked.
butve been curiousshe answered honestfyurious enough. Last night, | tried it with Jyslin.
Jason looked at Jyslin with some surprise, bufjsstesmiled and noddetive been a little
thaious too,she admittedl mean, she’s right there when we group with thefmally de-
ailfied to see what it was like to touch her on pegpo
ttevell, don’t expect me to get curious about Jagam, announced adamantly.
nThe women laughedNo, human men aren't like th&8ymone agreed.
dr&o, was it goodTim asked curiously
Good enough to try it agaitgymone answered, and Jyslin nodded.
At least after we got over being nervous and hanimidea what we were doinghe added.
Shit, ain't that the truthWe weren't very good at ishe admitted with a laughswear, |
pfedt like a titless virgin. | was kneeling therdaring at Jys’ pussy, and saying to myself,

of the ways an actor gets that kind of exposure ladoing what was currently populafokay, | know | need to lick her the way the bog& Ime, but | never really watched when

And in the Imperium, porn was just as popular asvdtic acting. Porn stars were tred
like humans would a Hollywood movie star in the Bripm. Not every porn star had the 4
ing skills to be dramatic, but the vast majoritydodmatic actors were good enough acto
be successful porn stars. And the large numbedsashatic actors that did porn gave F
porn actual plots and good acting, which was a ndiféerence from human porn.

tétby go down on Jys... so how diolthis and not look like an idiot?” | look up at heshe
dboks at me, and says “Shit, Symone, | don't haweidea how to do it either. Just wing it.”
slason had to blurt out in laughter at the image¢hat, and Symone smacked him on the
helyoulder.Why don’t you try kneeling in front of Tim and wendhow you suck a cock,
Jayce?she demanded archly.

Zayn Mahdane was Symone’s favorite porn actresstha was her flavor of the monthNo thanks.

And to Jason, it was weird seeing her with herhgeton, because Symone, like a vast
jority of Faey women, enjoyed watching porn, espiicibefore sex. It got her really goin
and made her a wildcat in bethe Chroninclevas the first work Zayn starred in he'd s¢
that wasn’t porn.

That was one thing that made Faey different, hgasgd. In Faey culture, porn wasn't
boo. It was wildly popular and watched by both nagd women, with a porn industry th
had a yearly profit margin that would make a Higimbbouse jealous; hell, some no
houses, like the Trefanis, were heavily investedhim porn industry. Symone was a p
junkie, and she was proud of it. She owned a hibgary of porn of every legal type (ang
few illegal ones), but her library wamthing compared to Kumi’s. Kumi collected porn
seriously as a human might collect coins or stamjith, some of her collection being ve
rare or hundreds of years old, as well as everg &frporn one could imagine, from the m
erotic you'd ever seen to things so disgusting 'theyake you puke. Pictures, holograrn
videos, viddys, paintings, sculptures, you nam&itni had it. Walking into her house w
like walking into the history of sex. And it wad abrefully catalogued, with some of H
rarer and most valuable pieces even insured agiansage like a work of art.
And Jason’s picture was in that collection. Shetkiejp a frame on the wall facing her beg
enlarged to the size of a movie poster, and shayaoved to joke that it was always rig
there and ready for her when she wanted to mastyrba she had something to look at
would get her horny.

And that picture was why he still pranked her friome to time. So long as she wouldn't
it go, he was going to continue to get her.

Jyslin, Tim, and Symone came in and flopped dowthencouch with him, and saw he w

m@eward. Anyway, | floundered around a while, thenoalmed down and took a break, then
dried again. It went better. Jys actually got mectone,she sent with a little pridé&ow that
p@re won't bite each other’s clits off by accideng want try some threesomes.
We've done threesomes befarason statedVe did one just last week with Jys, and me an
taim did a threesome with you just a few days agmdbe.
alNot when me and Jys would do it with each otblee, amended.
bl©h. | wouldn’t mind that.
prile either, Tim agreedA lot of human men have fantasies about doingth two women
that way.
a¥eah, I've heard about thaflyslin sent with a smile at Tinit wasn't bad thoughshe
rgdded, leaning over Jason and touching Symoneeowdlst fondly.You're going to have to
bigach us to do it the right way, boys. We need gmatical training. It took me like nearly
nisalf an hour to make Symone come.
adVell, | sure as hell didn’t mind her tryin@ymone sent with an audible lauglgot to lay
dghere and get licked, and it fgloodwhile she was learning.

That sounds like it was terribly one-siddiin sent blandly.
pdNo, it wasn’t. Symone went first. While she wasrdthere trying to figure out what to do, |
jtas laying there with my legs spread, and all Ildothink was “holy Trelle, right now
Hhere’s agirl down there licking my twat, and when she’s donedbnna do the same thing
to her,” she sent ruefullyl wasreally nervous, but | was enjoying it towards the end;eon
I&ymone figured out what she was doing. We stoppettirik more wine, and when we
started again, it was my turn. | was calmer by themd the wine was getting to me a little,
abhe admittedand | was able to perform. For the strangest readdound doing it much less

watching TV.I'm glad you're taking it easyTim sent seriouslyYou've been so tense theervewracking than having it done to me. Isn’t thedl?

last couple of days. Not that | can really blame that is. I've been pretty worried too.
I know, but Aya basically forced me at gunpointeiax a little.

Well, she was doing the right thin§ymone agreeds that Zayn Mahdane?

Yeah. I'm watchin@@ounty Hunter

It was probably the windim teased
Possibly. Now that that awkward first time is ofittee way, though, | have to admit. | don’t

feel too nervous at the idea of a second try.
Me either. So... talking about it has me up for aapthy, Symone sent, her sending satu-

She looks better nakeBlymone scoffed.

rated with sexual innuendo, as she reached oveslahtier hand up and down Jyslin’s leg.
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Want to watch us, boys?
Actually, want to show us what the hell to diy8lin askedYou can teach us how to dg
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in the morning.”
itHeh, and | looked at the clock,” he grunted. “legs I'm too worried to go back to bed.

the right way, then we can thank you propedyslin sent with a dirty image under h&vhat's our status?”

thought
As fun as it sounds, | think I'm going to haveaketa passTim sent.You mind flying solg
Jayce? I'm still working through those reports Miasent me. I'm just taking a break.
Well, Aya wanted me to rela¥ason sent wrylyAnd | could never say no to my two favo
ladies.

Good, you can show me how to make Jys c8ympne sent brightly.

That's easy, Symone. You just take your dick aitjtaip, stick it in her, slide it out, the
repeat as necessary.

Symone and Jyslin exploded into laughter.

That. WasUnbelieveable

Our status is the same as it was when you retifgdywour wife, your Grace,” she told him
,with a gentle smile. “The fleet is deployed andhat ready. All planetary defenses are online
and ready. Hyperpace beacons are tracking the Umamdi thus far they are exactly where
ritee expect them to be, and they’ll be here in efightrs and seventeen minutes. The planet i
under martial law, but no instances of unrest stulbances have been reported. Everythin
is quiet, your Grace, as it should be. As far &KMS goes, the personnel are on standb
eright now so they can get some sleep and be readpiorrow, though | doubt that every-
one is sleeping. | would hazard to guess that quitew are working off some nervous en-
ergy right now,” she said with a quirky smile.

“So I'm a bad boy, | admit it. You caught me slewpiwith my wife,” Jason shrugged,

Jason drifted awake some hours before dawn, andtest was still eight hours and so

hich made her laugh.

change before the Urumi arrived. Jylin and Symoeesveprawled on top of him, tangled fo-| must confess, I'm also a bad girl. | finishedintp that with my husband some hour or so
gether, and all he could do was dreamily reminiabeut a very sexually charged, v¢Ag0,” she said freely. “Faey women are, anxious iyeght say, before combat, and we al-

erotic, very intense evening.

ways seek out our men when we feel that way. Tlaéy ¢is down, burn out the nervous en-

One thing was for sure, and that was those two wereervous about their second time} 89y, and help us focus on the battle to come s do our best. A night with your hus-
was an intensely erotic thing, he admitted, balsidaching his wife how to perform ordpand before a battle reminds you just what youfigteing for,” she said pointedly. “And it

sex on another woman, themtchingher perform oral sex on h#snu dorai Then teachin
his amu doraiand watching her perform oral sex on his wife,idsly watching the twq
women in his life go down on each other.

God, that warotic. He never thought he’d get so excited, so arouded] seen lesbial
sex acts on porn tapes before, but heggerbeen that excited by watching it as he had
night. He'd had sex with both of them at the saime thefore, but it was nowhere near
same. Before, they wouldn't touch each other, antidd intercourse with them by turns,
that time they were touching him and each othehwgual fervor, performing sex acts
each other in addition to him, and it was one efrtiost erotic experiences of his life.

He blew out his breath when he felt his penis teiagjust the memory of it, and forcefu
pushed it out of his mind. There was no reasonetohgnself hot and bothered when th
was nothing he could do about it. They were aslarg,he wasn’t going to bother them. |
sides, he’'d been out of communication for neajhehours, and he needed to talk to
people and find out what was going on. The faod was it fun—distraction was over,
now it was time to get back to reality.

He moved carefully to extricate himself from thdgivithout waking them, and he just h
to look down at them and marvel at their beauty tmedmemory of what they’'d done |3
night. Jyslin murmured and reached out, found Syantimen pulled her close and snugg
up against her back, an arm draped over her. Sysighed and rolled over on her back
wards Jyslin, who threw a leg over hers and gripped shoulder with the hand alreg
across her body.

God, they werdeautiful

But it was time for the unpleasantness. He gralzbezbe and pulled it on but didn't belt
as he used his interface to call Myri. He didn’t tyyri, though, he got Admiral Shey Z
banne, who was Myri’s primary aide. Shey was likeviN a retired Imperial Navy officq
who specialized in tactical naval combat, and ssésted Myri in that regard on top of be
a fantastic administrator. Shey ran Myri's offie@d that office ran with perfect efficiency
“Where is Myri, Shey?” he asked in a low voice ting) his robe.

ybolsters you to be the best soldier you can be.”

“l can't argue with that,” he said, glancing behinigh. He'd fight tooth and nail against a
giruzi for those two women laying in his bed. “So, isttabout it?”
h She nodded. “l suggest you go back to bed, youc&mest if you can, and we’'ll brief you
[y in the morning, when the General Staff is ban duty. But I'll be sure to call you if
tHeere's any change.”
bul appreciate that, Shey.”
onl know you worry for us, and that makes us fealyveleased with you as our Grand Duke,
your Grace,” she told him simply. “I am sure thatddi Trillane or Semoya Dorrane
lyouldn’t bat an eye over the well being of theadps.”
crévlay God strike me dead ifdverdo that,” Jason said with total conviction.
BaAnd that is exactly why we follow you, your Gratshe said to him seriously. “You worry

Sfﬁé us, so now let us worrfpr you. Go back to bed. Rest. If you can't, wake ep Brace

d have her put you to sleep in the ways only mavocan.”
“I think | kinda wore her out,” Jason said withlagkt smile.
adWake her up and find out how wrong that statemsyitShey challenged with that same
 §puirky smile. “Now go to bed, your Grace. We'lllskie here in the morning.”
ledhlright, Shey,” he sighed. “I'll check in later.”
tol will be here.” Her image vanished as she cuttta@smission from her side, quite point-
ly.
d%ﬁe went over and sat on the edge of the bed, gtatithe clock. Eight hours and fourteen
minutes until the Urumi arrived. Eight hours, faeh minutes, and sixteen seconds.
itFifteen. Fourteen. Thirteen.
i-He blinked and scrubbed his face with his handsielfwas going to sit there and count
revery second, he’'d drive himself crazy before hietgasix hours. He looked back at the girls,
d realized there was no way he was going to leetalyo back to sleep.
Take off that robe and get back in b&g¢mone sent softly, to avoid waking up Jyslin.
| can’t sleep he answereddnd you should go back home. Tim’s probably lonely.

“Asleep, your Grace,” she answered, and Jason lyuickned the volume down. “It's thre

eTim’s still in his office workingshe answered, opening her eyes and looking at Y.
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know something?

What?

I'm totally spoiled now. I just hope it’s just agénse with Tim as it was with you.

Tim’s braver than | am, I'm sure he’ll live up toyr expectationsJason admitted, since
was the truth. Tim wasiwuchbraver when it came to their sex lives, more aigjonore will-
ing to try new thingsAnd I'm the one that’s spoiled, honey. That wag-wjmv.

I'm so glad you liked it, lovelyslin sent gently, as she stirred and raised litfea looking
up at himWe did it foryou.

Pardon me?

We knew you were tense, nervous, and ufsebone told himWe know how hard this
on you. We wanted to give you something very spetmething to completely take yq
mind off today. We knew you had a secret fantasytals like that, so we decided to ¢
you that fantasy, give you something reafhgcial So, did you like our little present?

That's a stupid question, Symone. And how did yaudut?

Tim told us. He was in on it with uyslin confessed.hat’s why he backed out last night

Why that dirty bastard, he promised never to saytlding, Jason growled, then he laugh
audibly. I don’t know if 1 want to punch him in the nose give him a hug for being
thoughtful and understanding.

Well, it may have been done for you, buedlly enjoyed it,Jyslin sent honesthAfter we
got over being nervous, that was fun.

I'm, well, girls... | don't know what to say. You didht just for me?

Just for you, lovelyslin told him.

Just for you. | hope you don’t mind that | startedlly getting into it, thoughSymone sen
which made Jason laugh.

That just made it better.
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They'd managed to keep his mind off today for amotifiree hours and two minutes, so he
was looking at 5 hours, 9 minutes, 37 seconds thwilshit hit the fan. Symone was in the
shower, and Jyslin stirred, sat up, and then wrdyge arms around him from behind, kiss-
ing his neck lovinglyGood morningshe sent with a playful tillappy birthday.

Jason had to laughthink I've burned up every birthday, ChristmaadaNew Year present
| was due for the next ten yeahn® told herJyslin, llove you.

It was nothing, hon.

Yes, it was. You've never had a single homosekaight in the entire five years we've
been married, and you go and do something like justfor me. | can'’t tell you how hon-
ored | am..
uwell, I've had acouple she admittedwhen we threesome with Symone. I've caught myse
iveondering what it would be like to be with her whilatching you make love to her. You
know, touch her and be touched by her. So | wasntitely repulsed by the idea when she
brought it up. She didn’t have any problems at &klin sent, a bit jealoushll the prob-
lems we were having at first were becausm@fShe was very patient and very gentle.
e®ymone is Symone, love. She’s hard to shock, haydemtrol, and you don't really want
@o do that anyway.

Demir's sword, no,Jyslin agreed impishlyshe’s been having those kinds of thoughts for
while now, and she’s been acting on them the lagple of months.

Yeah,Jason realizedNow that | think of it, she’s been awfully... grabbigh you lately.
Grabbing your butt, squeezing your tits, and | dasv stick her hand in your panties last
week. There was something different about it. §&en her grab all kinds of things on you
,during threesomes in play, but it never seemed|, wekual even when she’'d grab your
pussy. She was just playing, being herself. Butnvdme stuck her hand in your panties, it
was like shevasbeing sexual.

Oh, that’s nice, then. We need to work on a fengshithoughshe sent, giving him a criti- That was both teasing and her acting on some irepudbe’s had latehdyslin corrected.

cal look.Really, hon. You've had sex with us for years, v pop seconds after buryi
the bone in me? | was totally floored. | think 1 Bys somewhere girls really don't like to
bitten, | was so surprised.

Youdid, she sent with an accusatory undertone.

He blushed a littlel was looking at the most erotic thing I'd ever sée my life, Symong
I'm sorry. | made up for it, though, didn’t 1?

I'll have to think about that, I'm not sure I'm rdg to forgive you yeshe sent with an ou
rageous grin.

He just needs more practice, that's ayslin sent with a wink.

| think we can give him some mo8ymone sent, reaching down and carassing Jy$lirts
then sliding her fingers down out of sight, whiclade Jyslin’s breath catch a littland if
he’s too tired, well, he can always watch.

No, he’s not too tiredJyslin sent with a giggle as the front of his rabse noticably. Sy
mone and Jyslin both reached over and untied bis amd pulled it opemNow get over herg
she commanded huskily.

He had to admit it.

He lovedthose two women.

It said a lot about them, really. That they woukd\alling to do something like that just
he could fulfill a secret fantasy, something he&lerbring up, well, he wasn't sure that w
somethinghe could have done.

Tim, though... first Jason was going to punch hirenthe was going to shake his hand.

ngoticed it and was just laughing it off, but | thithat's when | started thinking about it. So,
hehen all this Urumi shit started and you got sosershe came to me and told me about you
fantasy, and | agreed to do it. I'm not unhappy @ibid | did really enjoy it, and I'd like to
explore this and see where it goes.
2. Well, be carefulhe told herlf you and Symone have some kind of lover’'s spatgonna
disrupt things.
t-Oh, Jason, don't be sillyshe sent with an audible laughyou didn’t know, this is kinda
normal. Me and Symone have had intimate contacydars, sharing our men, doing three-
somes, so on and so on. We've reached a point whe're getting sexually attracted to
each otherbecause of your attraction s This kind of thing happens among telepathic
women, because of all the sending we do. I've gattevhere your attraction to Symone has
imprinted on me, and I’'m developing attraction to her tas hot too much of a shock to
-me. Like | said, this does tend to happen betweeples who have been together a long
time.

| didn’t know that.

It happens often enough for it not to be a big dslaé told himAnd it's not entirely perma-
nent. If your desire for her changed or faded,ddd change in me as well. My attraction to
sher is actually based oyour attraction to her. And it might just fade on itwrg you never
dow.

Why doesn’t that happen to me and Tim?

Because you're meshe answeredien are wired much differently than we are. Thisdki

He was sitting on the edge of the bed, elbows erkhées, staring at the clock. 6:23:47

bad thing is very rare in men. Anyway, if this fadesits own and | decide I'm finished with
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girls, we’'d never punish you two for what's betwesnWe’d just go back to the way thin
were... though | think Symone would keep at me imWwerway. She’s much more interes
in me than | am in her. For one, she’s not as ginaias | am, and she never has been.
the other, she’s a much weaker telepath than weaaré the attraction you and Tim have
me has really embedded itself in her.

What would happen? She’d still be trying to hawewih you?He looked back at her, a
she noddedwhat would you do?.

I'd let her, she sent with a shrug, which slid her breastsnagdiis back sensuallyd be
done with sex with her, but it doesn’t cost me laingt to lay there and let her do whate
she wants.

And if she wants to sit on your face?

We'd have to negotiate over that pashe sent primlyBut | don't think it's going to be a
issue. The idea of Symone sitting on my face gewxaited right now. As long as it gets
excited, | don't see a problem with it. Symone just have to keep me interested in hg
and if you didn’t notice, sheigery good at that kind of thing.

Too true,he agreedSymone could make a rock horny.

Symone sauntered into the bedroom, with a towepped around her wet hair, but
wearing much of anything but a griklorning, lovers,she sent with utter contentmeBb,
how do you feel?

Worn out,Jason answered, which made her laigit, besides thathank yoy Symone.
really, really appreciated it.

No prob, babyshe grinned.

Jason stood upVell, ladies, as much fun as this has been, I'rmidfthis is pretty importan
day. Let me get a shower, and then we need to@ahm

Move over,Symone sent, sliding into bed with Jyslin, sittiog the edgeNow what wa
this | heard about you letting me do whatever | ikan

We were talking about what might happen if | wagntérested in you anymordyslin told
her.l was explaining what happens when two women haga bharing husbands as long
we have.

Yeah, | figured. I'm just glad it happened to yoa.tl was really nervous, cause | wante(
have a go at you, and | wasn’t sure if you'd slag m

| almost did a couple of timedyslin admittedWhen you stuck your hand in my panties
tried to finger me, | almost slugged you.

| couldn’t help it,she sent honestlyi.he last month or so, it's been all | could manag
keep my hands off you. That's why | kept wantimgetbomes. | wanted you naked in
with me, so | could steal feels while you were bwisly one of the boys.

Why didn’t you say something?

| didn't want to risk changing things between she admittedIt's not just us, Jys. If
pissed you off, well, you might stop letting meJsesmn. | was afraid if | admitted | was hg
ing lesbo thoughts about you, you’d back away fnoen It took Tim telling me about Jaso
fantasy for me to work up the nerve to break tiea idith you.

Well, you don't have to hold back now. And you'eeygpur work cut out for you to keep
interested enough in you to fuck ydyslin challenged.

It's going to be such a chore keeping you hoBymone sent wickedly as Jason picked
towel, then she leaned back and laid back acredin $ylegs.Care to help me armor up?

Sure, honeyJyslin agreedYou can help me when | get out of the shower,tfirdo jump
in with Jayce. Where’s your armor?
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gsithout bothering to put anything on, but that waanything new or different in this house.
tddson’s house was a Faey house, and public nudgyperfectly acceptable within his home.
Rymone and Jyslin weren't the only ones that tendedander the halls naked. Jason hac
foaught Ayuma more times than he could count agahed the fridge in the dead of night,
naked as a jaybird, and Surin had a habit of gdiomgn to the laundry room naked so he
ndould wear what was in the dryer. Then there waddht that back home in Karsa, Sheleest
tended to go everywhere naked... that girl was a Ibodist. The truth was, Jason was the
only one that really didn't wander the house naiiedome time or another during the day.
éte was so conditioned to put on a robe or someslorsomething before going out, it was
automatic.

Jyslin joined him in the shower, so they scrublfeshtselves clean, he helped her wash he
rthick auburn hair, and they took turns drying eatter off when they were done. Symone
rhad her armor scattered all over the bed when tlagye out, and Jyslin helped her sort
through it.I should have paid more attention when they gavthissarmor,Symone admit-
ted.l haven't practiced with it as much as | shoulanIsorry for being a pain.

No problem, hon. You're not really a soldier anymarou know.
otf'm not anythinganymore, Symone admitted’m a housewife. Tim’s on Miaari's staff do-
ing whatever he does.

He’s an analystJason told her as he pulled his armor bigt.goes through the information
| that Miaari brings him and tries to puzzle out thath. He'svery good at it. Miaari tells me
she’d be lost without him.

You spend all your time studying engineering witflddna and Jasor§ymone sent, look-
ting at Jyslinput | kinda don’do anything.

Well, pick something you want to do, tell me alip@nd I'll set it up,Jason told her cheek-
5ily as he stepped into the codpiece of his armor.

I'll have to think about it. Okay, so we start witte bottoms. Which part’s next?

The door opened, and Rann, Kyri, Aran, Zach, ang $an in, all of them naked. Ayuma
agms behind them, wearing a frilly see-through rtita really didn't hide anything at all, and
behind her was llia, Sheleese, Min, Yana, and Zalaof them were already armored up.
| lDaddy, mommy said you havarmor just for us!” Sora said breathlessly. “Where 1 lit
wanna try it on!”
arid/oah there, pumpkin,” Jason laughed. “It's overdybi’'s bunker. You're going to put it
on there. So go get dressed, all of you.”

e “Aww, | wanted to wear inow,” Rann sulked.
petl can see that,” Jason told him, eying his nakthtt Ibody critically. “Now go put on your
jumpsuit. Ayuma, can you make us some breakfast?”

“l already have it in the oven, your Grace,” shiel toim calmly, picking up Kyri. “I'm mak-
ing breakfast burritos.”
v=0ooh, | love burritos!” Kyri squealed.

N'$Then come with me, kitlings,” Ayuma called. “Letget you in your jumpsuits and get
some breakfast, then we’ll go once your father&lye”

méAyuma herded the children out, and the ex-Marire®e in. Yana started helping Jason
with his armor, while the others started helpinglilyand SymoneSo, you manage to get
Lprey sleep last nightZora asked.

Some, after | wore them oymone sent with a dirty tilt to her thoughtken again, that's
why | was here. | didn’t want Jason to have a nasvbreakdown, so we were keeping him
busy by giving him something new. He said it was hbttest night of his lifeshe sent
pemugly.

Tim brought it last night. It's downstairs. I'll gget it. She got up and went out the d
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She’s good at distracting méason agreed blandly.
It sounds like I'm gonna be dredging for gossieleese grinned as she held up the b
plate of Symone’s armor and helped her lock ith® breastplate, then she put it over
head and settled it on her shoulders.

Wasn't much to it, hon. He had a secret fantasyualb@o women who'd touch each oth
so me and Jys gave it to him.

Oh, that’s all? That's not so big a de&heleese sent, a little disappointed.

This from the squad’s b¥Zora tauntedIt's a big deal to us straight girls. It would ta
something pretty big to make me stick my face legh@aother woman'’s legs.

Jason was worth itSymone declared.

Was it any goodBheleese asked, giving Jyslin a sidelong glance.

That’s not your businessyslin sent primly.

Cheater.

I need to call in to Shey and see what's going Jason sent as he looked at his pa
monitor as Yana helped him lock his breastplate backplate together around hir8he|
didn’'t send me a single status report.

Myri gave orders for no one to bother you unlessah emergencyin explained.We all
saw how stressed out you were yesterday, so Mgni'tdivant anyone disturbing you. Y
needed some rest.

| swear, this is starting to sound like a conspyrac
When your sanity’s at stake, yeah, we’ll plot agayou,Symone told him.

Alright, alright, | get it,he acquiesced.love you guys too.

After the girls helped them get into armor, theynivdownstairs. Nine kids were around
kitchen table, his five and four from the squadnland Bryn's girls, Meza and Zin, sto
next to burly Yon, who was the son of Myri, andidesthem was Sheleese’s daughter,
mischievous Irri. Jason greeted them all when tmeecen, both his kids and the children
the other Marines, and took the plate Ayuma offdriad while she took his gauntlets. Thg
were no chairs in the kitchen, so they all stood gathered around the serving table.
kids were all chattering excitedly, because to thkis was not something to be afraid of
was almost a game to them, something new and eliffer

If only he could feel that way about it.

“What's the plan, Jayce?” Sheleese asked.

“Not much of one. Everyone stays in the bunkerlitrgi over. Did they stock it?” he aske
Ayuma.

She nodded. “Everything on the list, your Gracdolblechecked this morning before
kids were up.”

“Good.”
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tended family, and that was the mothers and thiglrelm, Symone, Ayuma, and his guards
aeknt once they finished the five minute elevatderdown into the bunker. Jason didn't go
heith them, though. He went to the fouth sectiom, tbre holding Cybi’'s mainframe. He en-
tered the circular room and found a single chéiingi by the biogenic core, a chair for him,

araiting for him. He sat down in it as Cybi manit$ther hologram, and she floated arounc

the chair and in front of hinfls all ready, Jason?khe asked.

[We're ready. Let's do it.]

gVery well. Commencing core evacuation.]

And so, Jason Karinne rode with Cybi as the CBIMated its most serious task, and tha
was to evacuate the core thas Cybi into the upper mantle of the planet itselé félt it in

his stomach as the room began to descend afterasdnemvyclangsthat heralded the shaft
below opening and the clamps releasing. The romuateed for nearly fifteen minutes, for
it descended rather slowly compared to an elevatat,then the whole room shook as they
diisthe bottom, and the fifteen separate sets abihereinforced blast doors and ten inde-
pendent teryon shield pods in the shaft above atetily placing a powerul barrier between
the core room and any possible attack coming déwrshaft from above. Cybi put a ghostly
hand on his shoulder, and three separate hologappeared before him, three windows into
pthe activity above. The left window held Myri's facThe center window was a three dimen-
sional representation of Karis and all Karinne taily assets, represented by dots, triangles
squares, and flashing stars. The right window etilyeshowed the living room of the bunker
holding his family, where his wife, Ayuma and SyrBymone, and the ex-Marines were
helping the children dress in the armor he had nfieadéhem, an additional layer of protec-
hien to keep them safe. They couldn’t see him,that window wasn't for them. It was for
pldim, so he couldeehis wife,seehis childrenseehisamu doraj and know they were safe.
tHEém in position, Myri,” Jason said as he grippétetarms of the chair in his gauntleted
dfnds. “Time?”
ereA little over two and a half hours,” she answer&the Urumi are right where they should
Ibe. The fleet is going through drills right now amdking sure everything is operational. We
.Had a breakdown on one of the defense satellitdh@expected combat side of the planet
but the techs are on the job right now and theynase it'll be back in operation in thirty
minutes. The mines are all in place and are waltiinge activated. There's not much to do
now but wait,” she admitted.
pd'God, | hate waiting,” he sighed.

“That's life. Are you ready?”
h&All biogenic relays are operational,'Cybi said aloud:l have full coverage. When the
time comes, his Grace will be able to use my ndtwmattack the Urumi with his talent. But
the range of the attack will be fairly limited. Theumi will need to be within the second pe-

Jason hurried everyone along and into the bunkes. Rimdori had heavily reinforced theimeter for him to affect them.”

control building holding Cybi, and done some extemsemodelling and construction arou
the underground compound beneath it. The bunkemeasa shelter for the children and

important people in Jason’s life, as well as theelymancy command center. Myri and

command staff were already inside, and had beer $hey had confirmation of the Uru
attack.

The bunker was separated into four sections. Tisé dection was the command sect
where Myri commanded the KMS from within a heawdlynored facility to protect the cha
of command. The second section was the hardenexstfacility, where the most importg
objects and computers were held that containedsitamd data that they absolutely could
afford to lose. The third section was the livingabuilt for the Grand Duke and his ¢

ndGood. We're counting on that, if they break theeyulefense,” Myri nodded.

h&Cybi, bring up Dahnai,” he asked.

nefter a moment, a fourth window appeared in froithe other three, and Dahnai’s face ap-
peared. She was wearing armor, for some strangemeand in what looked like a command
center. “Dahnai, how are things on your side?”

ofiRight now on schedule,” she answered. “We have foures deployed and ready. The
ilrumi are gonna be in for a shock when they drapobhyperspace,” she grinned. “There’s
r& little news for you.”

ntéOh? What?”

pxX*Well, it seems that after you warned the otheregaments, the Urumi ambassador was
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sending some pretty desperate messages back @otleetive. From what Denmother tg

me, after the news that we knew they were cominghgre, that energy thing that was r
resenting the Consortium left.”

“Left?”

She nodded. “Packed up its office, fired its stgfft on its ship, and left. And the Urumi g
notwant it to go. Zaa managed to get her hands etreiscommunication between the H
Elders and the Queen. It looks like the Consortisrabandoning the Urumi. They're n
coming back, so no more arms. They have to buidntlif they want more, and that tak
time.”

“Well, that's good news, | suppose,” Jason grunted.

“It'll be better news when | get my hands on thesgmapons,” she said hungrily. “I hal
troop pods set up and ready. When they get haregting to try to board and capture
many Urumi ships as | can.”

“Dahnai, don't get people killed over somethingtttievial,” he protested.

“It's only trivial for you, babes,” she snorted. “Those weapons are a cueahar MPAC
technology. And if this Consortium ever shows uphwits own fleet looking for a fight,
want to be ready for them.”

Jason had honestly never considered that posgibiifore. If the Consortium sold the
and sold them to a government that was trying tmyaer the Imperium, then he guesse
was a logical conclusion to think that the Consmrtimight try to attack the Faey themsel
using ships that were at least similarly armed amdored to the technology Miaari had
covered. In fact, it made a kind of sense, now ltleathought about it. Send the Urumi in
the Consortium could get an idea of Faey tactibditg, weaken them in a fight with th
Urumi, then march in and attack themselves oncé&Jtheni were beat back.

He'd considered that the Alliance and the Skaa tiighdoing that very same thing... |
ting the Imperium and the Collective fight it othien swoop in and attack them when t
were weakened.

“Alright, I'll concede that one,” Jason deferred.

“You know, none of this would beecessanyf you'd have helped us,” she told him with
stern look.

“Are you ever gonna give up on that, Dahnai? Nou ¥oow damn well why | won't sha
Karinne technology, we'd had enough fights aboir the past. | will help you as much &
can, but will not give you our secrets.”

“Once we get the Urumi tech, it won't matter.”

“It will matter to me” he said adamantly.

“Alright, alright, don’t get your shorts bunchedshe said in a mollifying tone. “My con
mand staff predicts a victory with roughly 47% lass our side. The Urumi shields wo
stand up to plasma weapons for long, and they dmivanced armor. Once we bring dog
their shields, we can take them out. The only issutheir weapons will be able to
through our armor, so we expect some significamatge.”

“Well, be careful, and be safe.”

“We will be. Anything to report on your side?”

He shook his head. “We’'re basically on schedule.”

“Care to introduce me to that hologram there begae?” she asked with a wink.

Jason silently swore. He didn't realize Dahnai hathmera angle wide enough to see
“It's called Cybi,” he said. “A hologram our comgutuses as a user interface.”

“My designation is Cybi, an interactive interfacétbe tactical command computerCybi
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Id*Ah, we have some mainframes that use that toolifaasaid with a nod.
priNice cover.]

[Thank you,]Cybi communed, maybe just a little proud of hdrsel

“Well, | think we're both busy. I'll call you if aything major comes up. Contact us when
ifs over, | might need you to back us up.”
vé'm already planning on deploying my ships to yibyou need them,” he assured her.
otThen I'll make sure to call you. Keep a line ogen.
e8They should have one down in the command center.”

Her face vanished from the screen, and Jason hathgdo do but wait.

But his time was kept busy. Myri and Miaari gavenhgonstant status reports, and he de
veided to contact each and every ship captain ast thiem luck, thank them for their ser-
age, and remind them that he was thinking aboetrthThen he just made a general trans
mission to the entire house, thanking them forrthard work and wishing them luck in the
coming conflict. Then he talked a while with hisfevand children, then he was interrupted
by Myri as she reported another problem with a wedesatellite. They ran a repair team out
there quickly, and the problem was fixed in twemiyputes.

He was so busy, he was honestly surprised whenrRéidace appeared on his right win-
hdow, replacing his family. “Jason,” she said. “Theimi have arrived.”
d‘iBut it's another thirty minutes til they get herége said in surprise, checking the timer un-
vder his tactical display.
i“They exited hyperspace prematurely, just insidedbbital track of Karis Il. They are now
sooving under standard engines. It will take theghaen minutes to get here.”
e"“But that'sfasterthan hyperspace!”

“Do not forget, Jason, they were jumping hyperspadh the relativity delay,” she re-
btninded him. “When they exited early, they broke tleday. They can get here faster under
nstandard engines from where they are than it wbalk taken for them to get here if they
remained in hyperspace.”

“Yeah, you're right. Why did they come out so fat®’

dThey are sweeping with sensors, determining ospakition and state of battle readiness
They will not jump in and get surprised, but givaay are so far out, we can begin defensive
eneasures. They jumped out so far that they aredenisie range of the hyperspace missle:
blased on Kosigi.”

Damn right they were. Those missles were actualiytie defense of the system’s perime-
ter, the missles they fired to destroy probes #mteared on the edge of the system. The!
were missles with a hyperspace jump engine on thinthat kind of engine wasn’t very
nprecise and could only be used once. It hasramumrange, since the engine couldn’t drop
niut of hyperspace immediately upon entering, sontissles had a minimum and maximum
vaperational range. They would have been uselesssigae fleet if it jumped in as they
ythought it would, but since they jumped in far doside the orbital track of the next furthest
planet from Karis—which was really officially callearis Prime, they just didn’t bother—that
put the Urumi inside the operational range of thigshas.

Myri appeared on the left window. “Jason, they'vepbed out of hyperspace just inside
Karis 11,” she told him quickly.

“Miaari just told me,” he said to her. “If they’'going to give us that much space, then we
Heave to make them pay for it.”

“You bet your ass we will,” she said with an evilrg “They're in the strike range of the
hyperspace missles, so let's send them a littletoyg Juma, let's start pissing them off!
Launch the Kosigi missles!”

stated in a surprising monotone.
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“Aye, Myri!” Juma said with a nasty tilt to her va@. “I'll send down the order!”

Jason saw it on his tactical. Kosigi, which wasibelthe planet in relation to the incomi
fleet, had a swarm of white dots appear aroundhibse were the missles, armed wit
teryon warhead and a shield puncher, a nasty titthdce on its tip that disrupted coher
energy patterns it struck for that split secondessary for the missle to penetrate. His ta
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those missles were equipped with plasma warheads tteose shields were suddenly as-
nsaulted by the same metaphased plasma fired frod@dRand used in plasma torpedos, a
htype of plasma energy that overloaded shields.

eritason saw ship after ship lose its shields, asdsg@nerators were overloaded. He even sav
\eticouple of sudden puffs of red on some Urumi shipshose shield generators explodec

cal display zoomed out, and his right window pickgda visual image from a hyperspaf®m the shock.

beacon nearby, as it looked into normal spacéditved a huge fleet of Urumi ships of ev
class, including three massive behemoths that dvéd@ tommand ships, all of them movi
visibly.

Then the missles appeared.

They jumped out of hyperspace in a sudden swatmgdredsof them, and they immed
ately locked on to the Urumi ships and dove on thdmmi guns opened up in every dirg
tion, firing on the missles, who actively triedegwade that fire. Explosions erupted all aro

eripamn clever, ladies! By blowing shield generattingy were forcing some of the ships to
repgage without shields, because he’d bet moneystraé of those ships woutabt get their
shields back up in the sixteen minutes it was gtontgke them to get to Karis!

But those were the only tricks that Myri threw la¢mn. The Urumi fleet put on even more
ispeed, and to his delight he saw three more shipsdt of formation. Then he saw on his
ptactical display the sudden appearance of a fremdip behind the Urumi. He quickly
Iodanged views, and saw a single destroyer backenthery had first appeared, where the

the fleet as missles were destroyed, but they wenging too fast and there were too madgmaged Urumi ships sat, obviously trying to gpaines done and get moving.

for them to get them all. Shields bloomed to vigipias the missles struck then drg
through, and violent gouts of flame and flashekghit erupted on many ships as the mis
struck and damaged Urumi vessels.

The Urumi fleet pulled in, began to tighten, justthe next wave of missles appeared.
other salvo of fire and blossoms of light, and tlerther round of fiery detonations a
good quarter of the missles got through and sttirekni ships. Jason watched as a destr
suddenly detonated in a savage fireball, sprayelyid against the shields of nearby sh
and two other ships fell out of formation, one saggnto the formation, forcing ships
scramble out of its way, as the other began to stalling behind as the ships around it
gan to increase speed.

Then came the third and final wave. Again the Urtned to shoot down the missles, |
they were unable to get them all. Their formaticaswocked as more ships were hamm
by explosions, and much to Jason’s delight, he maavof their battleships have its entire
guarter explode, as a missle must have hit songttdther important, and the remain
ship was driven forward by the force of the blagstnming into the smaller cruiser that w
leading it, shredding its aft quarter and twistingideways, then grinding it amidships. T
cruiser drifted away from the battleship as theepthips evaded it, fires erupting from h
breaches and white streaks from other breaches ciiiaer was basically dead.

After the smoke cleared, Jason took a tally. He $&wJrumi ships that had either be

vét was theSteadfast

5ldsturned and opened fire on the crippled Urumpshishearing through one of the crippled
cruisers with its particle beam. One of the dedrsyfired back at it, a beam of glowing
Mlackness, but it struck tigteadfast’shields and was repelled. The destroyer swungtabo
sgaiickly and hammered the destroyer that fired awitlh white blasts from its pulse weapons,
bipkasting massive holes in it, then the ship expliojst aft of amidships, its two pieces spi-
ipalling away from each other. Ti&teadfastrove right through more fire from the cruiser,
tits shields still strong, and unleashed its patibeam against the cruiser. The Urumi
beruiser’'s hull melted away under the devastatirgpalé, as the beam cut into the bow anc
halfway up the keel before it winked out. Fires axgblosions fountained out of that lethal
patit through its hull, atmosphere venting into spdd¢® other two destroyers turned and tried
btedflee, firing strange reddish blasts at the Kagirdestroyer that went right through its
afhields and struck the destroyer on its port wing,theSteadfastut the further ship in half
ngith its particle beam, then closed and devast#tednearer ship with a barrage of pulse
ageapons fire, causing nearly a quarter of the dgstis starbord side to blow out into space.
hehe lights on the vessel shimmered, and then wetntieaving the vessel dead in space. The
Uteadfasthen closed on the battleship, turned, and drae@@e of particle beam into it like
a fisherman throwing a spear, hitting it experthgdarecisely. The emergency lights on the
drattleship went out instantly, leaving it dead jiase. That done, the destroyer jumped out

made dead in space or were out of formation witjomdamage; the battleship, a heavgturning home.

cruiser, 2 cruisers, and 10 destroyers. That ekttt down to 170 ships they had to face,
nearly a quarter of the ships that he could seedaathge of some kind. Fires, pitted, bur
holes in their hulls, and one destroyer’s bow haenbblown off, but it was still operationa

Then, to his shock, he saw tAegisjump in behind the fleet!

Before he could even scream at Myri about whathiglé was going on, he saw tiegis
open fire, unleashing an onslaught of missles. & nexs a virtuatloud of them, and behin
that camoflauge of death, Jason saw thatAbgis had jumped right back out, before
Urumi could even bring their weapons to bear againhat wadrilliant! It had jumped in
outside of the range of its beam weapons, firedsless then jumped back out before
Urumi could bring their weapons to bear againsThe Urumi opened up against this n
barrage of missles, but these missles were muclesprauch faster, and they were my
less able to destroy them. There was a savage @fawlosions that went across the en
Urumi fleet, but those explosions were againststhieldsof the Urumi ships; these missl|
weren't equipped with a shield-piercing device. Baton realized that that was the pg

arifihe Steadfasis uploading logs to me, technical data about éht@sion weapons. Jeya
hexports moderate damage Sieadfast'ort wing, loss of primary power, and the port gin
.pulse batteries are down. No fatalities reportegt, b6 casualties are in the infirmary. As we
feared, our shields and armor cannot stop the targiuns, but it seems they have a limitec
range, shorter than the range of our particle beaRwlaying that to Myri.]

d [Well, thank the Lord for small favorsjason sighed.

h&he Karinne fleet massed in the path of the Uramd they approached at full speed. Jaso!
watched the progress as they closed on Karis,eaKMS shifted the mines so that they had
the go through them to get to the fleet behind, Bactould only watch with his heart in his
eiwoat as the Urumi fleet became visible to pldreted cameras. It was a huge, formidable
dleet, three times the size of the Karinne fleet, the Karinne fleet hugged the planet, daring
tilee Urumi to approach, forcing them to come witteach of the planetary defense grid in
emrder to engage the defending fleet.

inthen the pulled up and stopped.
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Jason wasn't the only one that was a bit surprisethat. Myri looked confused, and Cy
had a blank look on her face. “What the hell aytHoing?” Jason asked. “They have
reason to wait, unless they're tyring to get tisbiields repaired.”
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blason blinked, then realized Myri had ordetnéd, and he obeyed. Cybi got Dahnai back on
ha right window, and she looked relieved and hagpsyce, | was about to call you! The
Urumi retreated babes! They jumped-"

“Maybe that’s what they’re doing,” Myri grunted. th\biggie, theAegishas enough missleés‘l need my ships backow” he told her, almost hysterically. “We’re undetazk by the

to bring them back down,” she chuckled.

Cybi looked back and to her right reflexively, theime swung around and got in front
him. [Jason, hyperspace beacons are picking up shipsngafrough hyperspaci real
time,] she stressefiThey are moving this way.]

“Real time?” Jason asked quickly. “What ships dohage out? Is it th&cimitar?”

Jason didn't hear Cybi answer. His left window aggld its image of Myri with a view
the planet, Kosigi taking up the left side of theage. Beyond the moon, a series of flag
heralded the appearance of ships dropping out péispace.

They were of no design Jason had ever seen beftwy were black, with a cresce
shaped bow facing outward, like bull's horns, a t@gk, and a heavy, blocky aft secti
with thick spine-like wings protruding from the afctions. They all had the same basic
sign, and all of them were the size of a Karinnevyecruiser.

Cybi put a count up on the screen. There were 31fTem.

“Jason,” Miaari said, appearing on the center strékason!”

Miaari wasafraid.

He didn't have to hear from her, he already knesvttiith. There was only one way thd
ships could have moved in real time through hypersp
They were from th€onsortium

Now it was clear. The Urumi had come out of hypacgpfar away and drew the Karin
fleet to one side of the planet, and then the Gdioso, who could move in real time throu
hyperspace, jumped in once the Karinne forces wepoyed to stop the Urumi and ha
clear path straight to the planet.

It was a trap.

Jason summoned up exactly the look on Miaari’s feitke two words.

“Oh, shit”

Chapter 5
Kaista,20 Shiaa, 4400 Orthodox Calendar
Monday,18 November 2013, Terran Standard Calendar
Kaista, 20 Shiaa, year 1326 of thé"9@eneration, Karinne Historical Reference Cal-
endar
The planet Karis, capitol planet of House Karinne
It was insanity.
Jason was shunted aside as the command staff @élapdeaction, and he could only wat

and listen and nearly have a seizure. With a faealy seven times bigger than the Karip

fleet appearing behind the planet, on the daytiche, ®#nd an Urumi fleet still threatening

the nighttime side of the planet, Myri, Juma, Siaagd Navii quickly assessed the situaf

and took quick and decisive action.

“That fleet is hostile, people, they're raisingedtds and charging weapons! All forces cpn

verge on Kosigi and repel the second fleet!” Myairked. “Planetary defenses prepare tg

pel the Urumi! Raise the planetary shiettnediately Recall our ships attached to the Imp?—

rial fleet! Bring the Kosigi GRAF cannon online! @md forces on full alert, prepare fo
possible land invasion! Jason, warn Dahnai, thdrregly to attack when the Urumi gef]
range!”

Consortiunt’
dbahnai paled, then she turned and looked to her‘@®ét on the comm and tell the Karinne
ships to get back to Karigght fucking now she screamed. “Jason, is thamy way we can
help you? Any at all? You bought a stargate, igpi® Can you link it to us and let us gate
in?”
pf“No, it's not up, and there’s no way you can reashDahnai. Jugiray.”
h&swill pray for you, my love,” she said with a &ken look, kissing her armored fingers and
holding her hand out to him. “How long will it take jump a fleet to Karis?” she demanded,
nteoking ot her left.
priTwo days if they jump from Makan,” came a repli.Hat’'s the closest point we can reach
bg-stargate.”

“Thendo it” she shouted. “They may need reinforcements bglth

Jason cut the transmission as Cybi wrapped aroimgdhiecause he saw on his tactical that
the Urumi had surged forward. She floated behimad d&und put her hands on his head, and h
felt the electric feel of her semi-solid holograou¢hing his skin[They approach, Jason,
s@ad we must repel them. Now, my Duke, my friendwib show them the power of the Gen-
erations,] she told him, with surprising vehemeng#oin with me. Together, we will protect
our home.]
néle closed his eyes and leaned back in the chair,opened himself to Cybi. The CBIM
nbonnected to his mind through direct communiorheand Cybi joined minds, joined souls,
lleecame a single consciousness. The cameras amisseaattered around the planet becam
his eyes, the pulsing of the power plant below becthe beating of his heart, and his body
became the computer core that pulsated with ligitingl the chair holding his flesh and
blood body.

The combined being of Jason and Cybi opened its agd looked around, able to see eve:
rywhere around the planet and Kosigi in an instastsensor data and camera views wer
processed with the speed of the CBIM mainframethlt eternal instant, Jason used his
knowledge of military tactics to assess the sitratiThey were not in range yet. They
watched as the Karinne fleet raced around the plawen as the Urumi surged ahead, anc
then the mines activated and charged the Uruni. fldeere was a cacophony of detonations
as the mines detonated just outside the shieldheofUrumi ships, unleashing a torsion
shockwave, a wrenching of space that would deaitidratructural damage to anything in the
?fast wave. As the light faded, the ships in theffont of the advance were burning debris
cHéering the path of the ships behind, which coaéd forward, plowing through the rem-
nants of their fleetmates with their shields.
: nhey spared a second to assess what was going the ataytime side. Kosigi flared with
?lght, as the GRAF cannon was charged. It wassidnrcannon much like the torsion weap-
ons the Consortium used, but the difference wasslRAF used torsion to generate a bear
_energy. GRAF stood for Gravometric ResonancerAtlition Force, which used a har-
onic torsion pattern in the cannon'’s core to fomod release a massive blast of pure kineti

(@)
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[Torce. What the cannon fired was, quite simply,epkinetic energy. The advantage of the
éRAF was that it had an unlimited effective rangg;long as there was a physical straight
path between the cannon and its target, it couilkksit.

And that range was used. The GRAF fired, illumingtihe surface of the moon as a white-
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hot bar of pure energy blasted forth, streakingssrthe thousands of miles between|ttenter of all three command ships, and growingt lagipeared, as the three ships prepared t
moon and the attacking ships, and slammed intaéing center of their formation. Much tdire massive-scale energy weapons against the tplgnghield protecting the planet.

Jason’s eternal relief, he saw that the GRAF tiashagedthe ship it struck. The sustainpdNow.]

pulse struck the ship’s shields and brought themvngdand then blasted right through th&hey struck. The combined mind of Jason and Cybdubke biogenic relays scattered all
narrow bow section, out the back of the crescdmn tslammed into the aft section grdound the planet to attack the Urumi with taldason’s talent, boosted to exponential de:
ripped a gaping hole in the vessel. The vesseMizdsntly deflected in its forward course pgrees by Cybi and the biogenic computers that ndergigh them, was unleashed on the
the impact, spinning up and out of control, tumiplaway. The light of the GRAF faded, gridrumi in the form of a psychic cacophony, a mestakam that was so loud, so painful, that

then slowly began to build again. The weapon caully fire about once every twenty s
onds, and at the rate those ships closed, Jaso@wrcalculated they would get six mg
shots before Kosigi was in range for them to finettoee moon and try to disable the canno
But that was not their concern at the moment. Tthayed their attention back to the Uru
as the satellite weapon platforms opened fire. Audlof plasma missles filled the sky, r
ing towards the enemy fleet, and the ships opemedh the missles to stop them from

ting. The entire Urumi fleet was swallowed up inaging inferno of plasma detonations,
every single ship in the Urumi fleet was struck rnissles. As the plasma storm fad
though, it was apparent that the ships with shibkt weathered the attack well, with mi
mal damage, but those ships whose shields hadewst tepaired before they arrived H
been completely destroyed. The Urumi then retufiredlaunching a salvo of missles ba
towards the planet. The gun platforms opened firehe missles, destroying about half

i-incapacitated every single thing within the atleay had attacked. Tens of thousands of se
neentine Urumi aboard those ships all screamed im grad fell to the floor, writhing, blood
noozing out of their earslits and muzzles. The shipdonger had any control, any guiding
lands, and they continued on doing whatever thag deing when Jason and Cybi attacked
them.

nitfhe three command ships, who had begun a firingessaze, were vulnerable. With no con-
awllers to control those weapons, they charged,dmarged, and charged. They continued tc
echarge, long past the point where they should lised. They continued to charge, even as
nikeir weapon systems overloaded and overheatedingpautomated safety measures to kick
adto prevent the ships from exploding.

clkhe center ship shuddered, then its light suddéatgd, and then vanished as all power on
tfe ship was disrupted by the safety systems, kngabut its power. The command ship on

them, but the survivors locked onto satellites fibitoaround the planet and tried to destrtye left was the next to go dead, but the shiphenright’s light suddenly began to dim.

them.
He would have paid money to be on the bridge ofaftose Urumi ships when they s

Someone on that ship had managed to fight throagbrnJand Cybi's attack enough to abort
pthe charging sequence. But Jason and Cybi did etoupd. They intensified their attack;

the brilliant, scillinting shields that flared intasibility around those satellites when tfhaearly, if someone could still function over thettlgey weren't putting enough power behind

missles hit them. The satellites wobbled in orbinf the explosive impact, but the shig|
held, and the platform engines returned them tiw greper orbits.

Now the Urumi knew they had to close to use beampwrs to destroy the satellites, 3
they were going to open themselves up to the autahmdefenses to do it. They rushed
ward, opening their formations as the slower or agea ships were outpaced by the la
ones, but the faster ships found out quickly thehing forward only made them the fi
targets.

For they had come in range of the particle beartfigslas orbiting the planet.

Brilliant white lines of light erupted from the stlites, shearing into the lead ships with j
as much power and efficiency as thieadfashad shown in his attack. The lead ship, a
tleship, was literally cut apart by a plethora afticle beams when it came in range, and
ships behind pulled up and fired those black beatresery source of origin of the parti
beams. The beam platform shields bloomed into ilitsipand the particle beams simf
fired again as soon as they recharged, dissectinther ship that had just come into th
range.

Jason and Cybi simply waited.
The Urumi ships came to a halt just outside thgeasf the particle beams, then they rus
forward in unison. The particle beams sliced itteirt formations, cutting 6 more ships ap
and crippling a seventh, and they got close endagtire their torsion weapons. Redd
beams of light struck the defense satellites andtwight through the shields, as spa
warping damaged the weapons, either making thedo@emr rendering them inoperable.

Still they waited.

lits The blood started pounding in Jason’s earsptheer spiked in the core room as a high-
pitched whine heralded the demand for more powet,raore power, and more power. The
geénerators reached 100%, and still Jason and Cahitaned their crushing attack, tearing
@t the minds of the Urumi with their psychic screairiving the sound of it through their
gery souls. The raw power and fury behind it wasugh to drive the weak-willed among
reéhe Urumi insane, as Jason and Cybi attempted twtlong less than kill the Urumi through
the use of Jason’s telepathic powers, augmentedgonential degrees by Cybi and the bio-
genic systems of Karis.
usthe attack served its own purpose. It incapacitdttedJrumi for critical moments while the
Izt platforms redeployed, putting the pulse weaponange of the attacking fleet.
tBait the hardware could not match the determinadibtine software. The generators kicked
imto emergency mode, robbing Jason and Cybi optiveer they needed to Kill, scaling back
Ithe assault from lethal, to crippling, to incapaiiitg, and then to higly disruptive. The tele-
gathic members of the Urumi could shield againstditack, and through them the Urumi
slowly started regaining some semblence of comvel their vessels. But by then, it was too
late. The redeployed gun batteries orbiting thegtiavere in range, and a shimmering arc of
heengry white balls of energy erupted from them, titasinto the Urumi fleet like a deadly
avalanche. Dozens of ships were either outrightrogsd or mangled so thoroughly they
aliere dead in space, and dozens more, hammeredabyeflentless assault, were heavily
lidhmaged, listing, drifting out of formation as t#iretic energy introduced into them by the
impacts and explosions knocked them out of fornmatio

[We need the generators back onlingglson and Cybi thought in unison, for they cogld s

The Urumi surged forward into a chattering blaspuolse weapon fire, weathering a pou
ing from the incoming fire as the three commangbstin the back began moving forw.

nithe truth. When the remaining Urumi ships regaioedtrol, they would fire on the gun bat-
teries, which would not survive their torsion cansoThe orbital weapons weren’t doing

the ships in front of them moving out of the waygtee them a clear field of fire. Within thenough damage, and with the planetary shield @pgtbund-based weapons couldn't fire on
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the Urumi. The shield would stop it.

Then, it was a miracle.

They jumped in behind the Urumi fleet, twelve tgaftar Karinne vessels, and they w
being led by th®efiant They moved in a tight formation directly into theart of the Urum
horde, and their particle beam cannons lit up thessky as they attacked, striking at a fl
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The Urumi ships seemed to flail about wildly, agan realized that they had crippled the
chain of command. The remaining ships had no lsadebody telling them what to do, so
btieey were losing their cohesiveness, fighting aslkection of ships rather than a coordinated
itask force. They wilted under a furious assaulti®/10 remaining Karinne vessels capable
et firing at them, for now th®efiantwas listing, its lights flickering, and it was akly out

more than ten times their number with almost saicfdarlessness, moving into the areaaifthe battle. The Urumi ships seemed to turn ildwiandom directions, as two more of

Jason’s attack with impunity, for the Faey on boduase ships were protecting their crg
from the less-intense attack Jason was managimgatatain on them. Dozens of brillia
beams of white slammed into the three command shipsaring deeply into their heatr
crippling them, then the ships drove through thengttion of Urumi ships, firing on abs
lutely any ship they could hit. The Urumi crews westill under assault from Jason, 9
barely able to think because of the soul-shattestrgam echoing through their brains,
their inability to react quickly was fatal.

The Defiant and Washingtonled the destroyers through the Urumi fleet, platiceams
shearing, pulse weapons blasting, trying to do ashndamage as possible before Jason’
tack ended. They withered the center of the Urleeitfas the orbital gun batteries contin
to mercilessly hammer at the ships on the leaddgggebut then the generators finally r

wiem exploded from relentless pounding from orhtake batteries and particle beams, anc
rnhe remaining ships fled. The Karinne ships did matsue, they instead rushed to rescue th
terippled destroyer and thBefiant grabbing them in towing beams and pulling them tc
psafety as the 53 ships left of the Urumi attacktfiited back towards deep space, trying tc
tdlet far enough away to jump into hyperspace aretfick to Urumi space.

nnthat side of the battle was won, so Jason and IGgked to the other side.

And they found hell.

The Karinne fleet had engaged the Consortium shgas the moon of Kosigi, whose sur-
Sfade was pockmarked with columns of hellish firae TGRAF cannon was destroyed, as well
18g many surface batteries, but the remaining liestetill fired on any of the black ships that
Plrere in range, even as the Karinne fleet held iadsr frenzied defense against the Consor

lined, and went offline. The core chamber went darka moment, and then emergengyim vessels, chasing after them as they rushedrtissthe planet. Twisted, burning wreck-

lights kicked on as the backup power took over pawethe facility. Jason and Cybi we
out of it until the main power plant cooled offddi diagnostic, and put itself back online.
The Urumi ships burst into action. The Karinne ship the middle of them were attack
from all sides by dark streaks of energy and rddbisams, and they turned and fled by

I&ge littered space around the pitched battle, anthson’s horror, he saw that there were
more Karinne ships littering that graveyard tham&wtium ships. The battleshifictory
8das burning, slowly turning on its keel in spaceady out of commission, and thegis
dtad sustained heavy damage to its bow and port Regitor fighters swarmed around the

ing through the Urumi and running towards the plaRedestroyer was hit in the aft stablack ships of the Consortium, but the Consortitad ho fighters of their own to fight them.

bord, and then ship’s lights went dead and the Estigd fatally to port, a slow spin that,
left on its own, would cause the ship to slam itite planetary shield. A volley of reddi
beams pounded tHeefiant causing a rupture in the armor on its top, gaubtack smokg
and atmosphere into space. The ship seemed to kesloggish, but then all three parti

ifThat advance slowed somewhat when the Consortiips gjot within range of the orbital
Shefense platforms, for they opened up on the ataclpounding the lead ships, and Jasol
Fsaw with some relief that these unkown ships weteimvulnerable to Karinne weaponry.
Liehe particle beams sliced right through their stigind sheared through their armor, digging

beam projectors bloomed to life, eviscerating tieavy cruiser that moved to block thgeep, crippling wounds in the black ships, andpthise weapons punched into the sides o

Karinne ships. Th&Vashingtonswooped in over the injured cruiser like an angfetleath,
pulse cannons ripping through an Urumi destroyat ttas moving in to fire on theefiant
and causing the entire ship to explode in a bniliaferno, but then Jason saw one Ur
cruiser fire, not towards a Karinne ship, but or @i its own. Jason zoomed in and ¢

the ships and exploded, ripping savage holes mitiBit they didn’t stop advancing, even as
the ships near the shield exploded from the cnessitween the defense platforms and the
{Rrinne ships behind. A single Consortium ship ngabto breach the perimeter, and Jasol
&¢uld only watch as it struck the planetary shieéldt, did not rebound off from it. He saw a

fighters pouring out of the destroyers, and redlittee telepaths were attacking the Ur§iglidden cloud of objects drop from its bow, and ziegnin showed that they had launched

within the vessels in the classic Faey tactic thidized their greatest weapon.

Their telepathy.

It was total chaos. Any semblence of cohesiveestsabroke down when the fighters ca
into the equation, as Faey assaulted Urumi witmtafrom close range from fighters, and
Urumi launched fighters to put a stop to it. Navassels fired on each other in a wild, ¢
otic melee, as the nimble Karinne vessels contirtagalish their way out of the Urumi fg
mation towards the planet, but spreading out, bingalkp, to make it harder for the Urumi

robotic fighting vehicles that looked like twentgpoft six-legged praying mantises, with

scythe-like frontal arms. They looked oddly lik&&zik. They entered the atmosphere, and
MAason and Cybi could see that they were on a coutaed on Kosiningi... but it was a moot

th®int, for now that they were inside the shield gnound-based weapons could fire on them
ha-barrage of missles rose up from the planet sarfad hammered into the landing craft,
'but much to Jason’s shock, those landers surviedattack. A plasma bolt, plasma being
tthe only weapon that had that kind of range in tlmoaphere, streaked up and hit the leac

fire on them without risking hitting their own skipFighters danced in the space betweenihigot squarely in the belly, but the robot's armdthstood the strike, just like their own ar-

ships, weaving between pulse blasts, particle behtask streaks and reddish beams f
Urumi weapons, creating a complete brawl. Wdashingtonturned on the last of the b
ships, a heavy battleship, and raked it with plariams in a continuous blitz. TAerora
andDevenngoined the cruiser, adding their single partickaims to the three of the cruis
and the two destroyers and cruiser systematically the battleship apart. They didn't s
until someone hit something vital and caused thi#eshow section of the battleship to ¢

@fibr. Those mecha continued a controlled descenlsigields drawn up and covering areas
1&f them, which opened like wings to reveal blacktaheveapons mounted to their backs.
They descended confidently... until a squadron oft®agntercepted them.

€The lead Raptor fired pulse weapons from belovikisg the lead mecha in the belly. A

Qfaping, smoking hole appeared in the belly of tredtcit turned in the air, and then broke
Papart in the air friction. The Raptors unleashddrius volley of pulse fire against the land-

plode in a hellish blast of reddish-green fire.

ing crafts as they tried to scatter away from igatérs, but the Raptors were built for high-
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G atmospheric maneuvering where the alien mecha wnef;, and that allowed them to s
tematically blow them out of the sky.

The ship that had launched those ground units degpldn a hellish blast when the hea
cruiserOlympiasheared through its primary power generation phatht a particle beam.
[Where is that power?Jason demanded irritably.

[Patience, Jason. The maintenance robots are caimpleepairs. Until then, have faith
your people.]

Jason took stock. Though there were 17 Karinnesship of commision out of a total for
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yercepted and destroyed before they got anywhexethe planet’s surface.

Why had they done that, anyway? It didn’t reallgreeto make much sense... unless it was
wvthing but dest

Jason could do the math. Now that the GRAF canras destroyed, the Consortium could
just sit back there and wait, maybe call in reinéoments. They had the advantage out awa
rfrom the orbital weapons, and the Karinnes didavénthe numbers or firepower to drive
them off.
ceThe Consortium ships drew in, forming a tight, attpacked formation. The lights flick-

of 63, Cybi showed him that 163 Consortium veskal$ been destroyed or crippled, maryed, and the main power came back online, juthatsformation charged straight ahead at

of them the victims of the Kosigi weapons. The Q@uotism had lost nearly a third of thg
fleet in their assault on Kosigi, because they éngubsed themselves to thendredsof par-

ifull speed!
In seconds, Jason was again part of Cybi, andwbeof them struck at the black ships

ticle beam and pulse weapon batteries on the maumface when they closed in to destrofiarging them. They unleashed their power agahesstrange-minded beings within those

the GRAF cannon. In the no-man’s land where tharikas had no support, they had 5
fered significant casualties, but with the Conswrtiwithin range of the orbital guns, nq
they were the ones taking heavy casualties. Thgisshad superior armor and shields ¢
pared to the Urumi vessels, but even that was matigh when put up against the Karinn
devastating particle beams and teryon pulse weapgors Karinne shields were resistant
their dark matter guns, leaving their only recoursese the torsion weapons, which hag
inferior range compared to particle beams. Theytbacbme into harm’s way to deal da
age, and they paid for it with lost ships. The Kads had seemed to work out that range,
were now actively running from Consortium shipsepi@g them in range of their partic
beams, but stayingut of range of their torsion weapons. The changeadtids helped, by
the KMS kept losing a ship to every three it defdatand at that rate the entire fleet wg
be destroyed quickly

[The crews of those ships are resistant to tale@ypi noted impassively as reports trick
in to Myri, which Cybi monitored/Our mindstrikers are having no effect.]

[Get our power back on and we’ll take a shot atthé don’t thin k they can resigs, since
we don’t work the same way the mindstrikers do.]

[True]

Things changed quickly, however, when the Karirieetfbroke off, retreated back beh
the orbital platforms and regrouped, right up agathe shield. Consortium ships tried
chase them down, but they were driven back by #neabe of fire from the orbital platform
That close to the shield, the Consortium had nacehbut to come into the range of the
bital weapons in order to get in range of the shipsl more and more orbital batteries w
getting there, en route from around the planetjredchore and more firepower, as well
the Washingtonand the 9 destroyers left that had ambushed thenlJhaving finally cir-
cumnavigated the planet and joined the Karinnd.fleavas a desperate stalling tactic, try
to make the Consortium back off, giving Myri ance tgeneral staff a critical moment
think things through and try to come up with sorihto salvage the situation, becaus
wasn't looking too good at the moment.

The Consortium still had 152 ships, where they vadenen to 46 ships. That was still a th
to one advantage, with only the orbital weaponfptais evening the odds. The Karinn
had superior firepower if the Consortium attemptedttack the planet or Kosigi, but so Ig
as they just sat out there, out of range of Karweapons, there wasn’t much they could
about it, not with such a huge disadvantage in reismibThe Consortium had had no chg
when they went after the GRAF cannon on Kosigie ¢ke cannon would have just pick
them off one by one until they go out of line afldi or retreated, and erred when they s3
ficed several ships just to get one close enoudtytto launch ground units, which were

whips, but found them to be resistant to the téhépacacophony, very disciplined, very
wstrong.

bk fundamental truth hit them in that attack. Thesads... they werénsectoid These ships
atsay not be from the Consortium. These were not the mirfdsetngs who existed as pure
tmergy. These were carbon-based, and their thowgdnts filled with hatred, a hatred so
strong, so powerful that they could sense it aalpgble thing, a black aura around the minds
myvithin those ships.

amdtead of resisting, the Karinne ships scramblgdbthe way as the black vessels chargec
leght through a withering storm of fire from thebdel platforms, their weapons firing in a
tconcentrated arc before them, blasting away thfoptas. Jason realized that the ships were
uhging to reach the shield, and Myri had wisely enetl her ships to get out of the way. The

Karinne fleet raked the attackers with particlerbsabut they did not fire back, or even try
d@d dodge. Dozens of enemy ships were sheared apgfgded, or listed out of their forma-
tion as they charged the gauntlet of orbital platf@nd ship fire. Of the 152 ships that had
made that insane assault, only 77 survived to rédaelishield. Those ships struck the shield,
drove their bows through it, and then launchedré,daminous cloud of surface attack units,
descending towards the planet’s surface like desadlty
nd heir landing craft deployed, the ships then turaed fled, again being hammered by
tarinne ships and orbital weapon platforms.
s.‘Prepare for a surface attack!” Myri's voice toudhleis ears. “They’re heading for Kosin-
angi! Redeploy Gladiators to reinforce the island!”
ergason watched the alien ships. They lost even fnone their fleet as they retreated back,
dmit then the 66 survivors slowed to a stop andedaibutside the range of the orbital plat-
forms. But they turned and redeployed when therkarifleet came screaming out from their
myotective nook near the shield, clearly more thdling to take on the alien fleet with the
toumbers they had now. Thegisled the advance, its massive size shielding thallem
eshiips as a cloud of fighters darted ahead of thalneessels.

The battle in the atmosphere was more of a duc&tghan a battle, but it was no less des-
grerate. A swarm of Raptors attacked the mantisdikeha as they descended, blowing then
et of the sky, but there were too many for the tBiapto destroy before some of them
mgached the ground. They dropped through the clams slammed into sea, creating
dplashes hundreds of feet high, but mere mometss tleey appeared on the beach, scrab
ibbng forwards on their six legs as the cannonsheir backs deployed.
ednd then the Gladiators were there.
iclihey were led by a sleek black Gladiator, pilotgdSergeant Kyva, and they pinned the in-

rvaders down at the beach. Red pulses of light tasion weapons sizzled in one direction,
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and blazing white bundles of teryon energy raceithénother. The Gladiators took cover
hind a dune by the sea, firing over it and thenkihg back down out of sight, but Ky
ghosted forward on her gravometric drive, coastibgve the sand, and she vaamazing
He'd never seen anyone pilot a mecha with suchegrskill, and artistry! She weaved
tween red bolts like a dancer, ducking, slidingsting, almost looking like a ballet dandg
lost in the glory of her expression, and she inddthe enemy formatioalone He thought i
was suicide, but then she deployed the monomolediiéades from the forearms of h
Gladiator, the last-ditch close combat weapon, fndealized what she was doing. She
in the middle of them, and she had the reflexesa @hat. Every mecha that fired on

missed, and most of them ended up shooting onleedf dwn comrades. In such close qU
ters, using their weapons only did damage to theraseand she danced within the cente
them, her monomolecular blades ripping throughrthenor like paper. Robotic appenda
flew with every lightning-fast slash of the Gladids arms. She slid out of the way of a

beam that struck the mantis she’d just dismembeareking it detonate, and then she
turned fire from her forearm-mounted pulse canrmowing meter-wide holes through

entire body. The wreckage sagged to the sand, sme@kid burning. She parried the slas
another mantis’ scythe-like front appendage likenedieval swordfighter, sliced that 3
pendage off, then stabbed the mantis through tly lwdth her other blade. It dropp
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peff the sandy beach and onto solid ground. It seethat they could not try to burrow in
drom underwater or from the beach; only the medtz teached solid ground made the at-
tempt.

el took nearly half an hour. Thousands of mantisiaehad reached the surface, and it was
gritched battle all over the island. Gladiators &agbtors attacked anything that moved, while
Jason focused on destroying the mecha that gottipast and had managed to burrow into
a@he ground, killing them before they could reach tlunker and directly threaten him, Cybi,
aaed his family and command staff. The mantis megithered into defensive mobs and tried
&y cover the ones that were burrowing down intogitwind, which was a fairly effective tac-
dgic. But it became apparent to them after abouttérutes that it was going to be impossible
rfof them to reach the underground bunker so longpaen could kill them before they could
pjget close, and they were basically surroundedpédpand helpless. They had no aerial sup
gubrt, they had no way to retreat, and they weresmded on all sides by savagely protective
r@efenders, by Gladiator and Raptor pilots who wWgkting with intense resolve, for they
tavere defending their Grand Duke’s very life. Natiagle Faey or human among the defend-
neyk did not believe that the attack on Kosiningswaything but a direct attempt to kill Jason
pkarinne.

edT he result were almost fanatical defenders who twful chances, but were so angry that

twitching to the sand, its legs quivering spasmaltiic and Kyva fired a blast of pulse fi
into the mecha that had come into view behind iit &sll. Another mecha turned to fire
her, but its entire front half exploded when a Rait it from above with a pulse blast,

réhose daring assaults were actually successfulakad to be the perfect example of that,
for she was absolutely fearless, willing to attackarge mob of mantis mechbg herself
miny time Kyva showed up to attack a concentratibrmantis mecha, that formation was

the remaining mantises tried to push in from thacheas more Raptors opened fire on themickly broken up and scattered from the sheer @frjper attack, her deadly aim, her un-

from above.

Other mantis craft landed on other parts of thanid) but those who landed on solid e
instead of attacking, instead leaned down and Bde kind of coherent energy beam fr
a plate in the chest of the mechas, which meltealitih the ground.

They were trying to burrow down into the bunker!

Myri realized that herself, almost immediately. €pre trying to reach the bunker!” s
shapped. Stop them no matter what it takeshe screamed.

But Jason realized something. They were close. Tverg very close. He could see thg
and he was connected to Cybi, who boosted histtalggonentially.

That included hiselekinesis

He struck like a hammer. One mantis mecha, whol&aded right by the emergency
sponse building holding Cybi’'s core, turned and etvtowards the building, but then

canny combat skills, and her amazing reflexes tadataking damage in return.
rth, took nearly thirty minutes, but in the end, &g tarracks by the emergency building
dmrned and firefighters and damage control dealh weveral fires in the emergency re-
sponse building itself, the last of the mantis naeelere destroyed, and a sensor swee|
showed that the island was secured.
neThe defenders had beaten back the attack, buiaithkgew that had Jason Karinne not beer
there and been able to attack the enemy with késttathey would have won this battle, but
tost the bunker and everyone inside it, which woliédre been the most crushing defeat
imaginable... the death of the Grand Duke and hisljam

Jason turned his attention to space, and foundndasisituation. The KMS had been en-
@aged in combat with the invaders the entire tiamg, what was left of both fleets continued
tb do battle. There were only 31 Karinne shipsdgirational, but they had managed to take

stoppeddead the mecha shuddered, and then it dropped torthénd, smoke oozing frofra much bigger bite out of the invaders, who onlgt b8 ships remaining. Th&egiswas on

its open ports. Jason found that he couldn't affeetarmor of those things, but he co
shred them from thimside attacking their much less armored interior wogkin

ulide and motionless in space, heavily damagedttimibattleshiprelle’s Gift, the last of the
large ships operational, rallied all the remaingigps around it as they pressed the attack

He laid into the invaders like an avenging angaetuking on attacking any mecha that
not under attack or was too close to the compolfahtis fighting mechas dropped to
ground, destroyed from within, all over the islaael Jason joined in the defense, usin
vastly amplified telekinetic powers like the weapbey were. The Gladiator pilots see
quite baffled by what was going on, as mecha thegeted just dropped dead of their o
volition, with no visible indication of what was fy@ening to themGladiator pilots, the
Grand Duke is attacking the invaders with his tilekis,” Cybi called aloud, which wg
transmitted out on the command gravband frequeheave the smoking ones be, they h
already been neutralized.”

“I knew | loved that man,’Kyva mused from the beach, where she was nowgbam ele-

vabe black ships of the invaders were broken froeirtformation and trying to regroup, but

tiiem to spread out even more, until most of theairimg ships were isolated.
etiVe've got more ships coming out of hyperspace!”rMsaid in fear, then she laughed.
Whhey're Kimdori! They’re coming to assist!”

Jason felt a wild surge of elation asaamadaof Kimdori warships approached the planet
st top speed. He then saw, to his horror, one@ktiemy ships turn and accelerate, aiming
pive crescent bow right at tHeelle’s Gift It was going to ram!

The battleship saw it coming. Particle beams slietim®ugh its aft section, causing its en-
gines to explode, which blew the entire aft sectipart. The bow and neck spun away from
tet explosion wildly, bouncing off the battleshighields. Jason saall of the enemy ships

’%hhe battleship drove into the center of them asdibstroyers and cruisers pressed, force

ment of 14 Gladiators that repelled the amphibiassault, as the mantis mecha tried to
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turn and try to ram the Karinne vessels, in sonmal kaf final, suicidal attempt to take j@sim. “There’s been some damage here, and I'm afyaigd vacation house was destroyed.
many Karinne ships with them as they could. Manyheim were destroyed, but he gaspBdsides, | want to get you to a secure locatiod,FEoxwood is secure enough.”

when he saw one of them ram the much smR&&solutedriving the smaller ship in front of“l can do that,” he told her. “Did you tell Dahnae made it?”

it like a bulldozer, but th&esolute’sarmor withstood the unbelievable force of the inipa She nodded. “She jumped a fleet to us, but it wgetthere for two days.”

The Defiant which had somehow repaired itself enough to terethe battle, raked the"Alright. I'll make a declaration when we get honaand lift martial law.”

ramming ship with its particle beams and pulse oasnblowing it apart, which pushed thélis children were quite animated and excited onflilgat home, but Jason was quiet and
Resoluteeven further as the concussion of the explosibrit.nAnother black ship tried topensive. A thousand dead. tAousand He would recognize the names when he saw th
ram theResolutdrom the other side, but a swarm of fighters pathi with their weaponry,roles, and each one would pain him. They wasgeople, his precious people, and they hac
and they must have hit something vital, for thecklgessel suddenly veered to port, veeridgd in battle to protect the house, and in a w@protect him. Those aliens—he wasn’t sure
away from the destroyer, as fire and a sudden sipicerupted from its aft section, just fpifthey were Consortium or not, though they celltaimere using the same weapons the Con

ward of its spike-like wing. The destroy®an Diegdired pulse weapons right into that g
ing wound, which caused the entire aft sectionhef $hip to erupt into a massive fireb
shattering the neck and bow section in a cataclysigionation.

One by one, Jason watched the KMS destroy the emeafiyas they tried to ram, until t
last vessel was destroyed. Then there was a mowohesilence, until Myri’'s voice came |
over the command channel.

“All forces stand down,” she called. “Begin damagatrol and recovery procedures.”
There came a cheer from the command center behiyrd but everyone knew it wasn
over yet. The battle was over, certainly, and thagt won. But now came the painful ch
of picking up the pieces, and finding out how manhyheir family they had lost.

When the core was returned to the surface frorhatshiding place in the planet’'s mant

there was a large procession there when the latebesin place and the door opened. Jy
and his family rushed in and hugged him, and heensanle to kiss Jyslin and every Mari
child, and Symone at least twice as he let higfré¢tiey were well flood into him. He toq
Myri’s hand solemnly, then pulled her in and hugbed.

“How bad?” he asked simply.

“Not very bad,” she said with optimism. “We donave the information in yet, but what
do have in gives me some hope. We had twenty-dpsdbst in total. Seven were co
pletely destroyed, and nineteen are beyond hopsalohge. The most heavily damaged
going to spend a few months in drydock, but they lsa returned to service. The Kimd
are helping us tow our ships back to Kosigi totstapairs, and they've taken up defeng
positions around the planet in case those basjamysin another fleet.”

“Casualties?”

“Light, given the ferocity of the battle,” she arexwd. “They’re still picking people up fro
space. Putting everyone in Crusaders matagedifference, Jason. We had a little ove
thousand killed, five times as many injured. Thmar really, really made a difference.
had survivors from ships that were totally destchymecause of the armor.”

“That’'s why | did it,” he said, both saddened t@hef a thousand deaths, but glad...
cause it could have beemuchworse.

“The emergency compound took some damage, butngpthve can't fix,” she said. “I'
have the solid numbers for you as soon as we hawenglete tally.”

“And them?”

“No prisoners,” she told him. “They’re some kind ioectoid race, and it was clear t
those that survived the battle killed themselvéiserathan be captured. We can probably
vage some of the technology from the debris, arideii@oking for some intact computers
we can try to get some information on them. I'veatly got some teams out investigating
“That sounds good,” he said.

portium sold the Urumi—had made a direct attemphiom and his people had beaten them
pblack. He felt... vulnerable now. The presence ofdbkal Guards in the dropship was actu-
ally a comfort, for with them nearby, he felt sigaty safe, and he wouldn't let Jyslin and
n®ann get out of reach of him. He kept tight holdhef hand, and kept Rann on his lap, keep
nng his family close, as if their proximity remirgi@im that they were safe and well.

When he got home, the first thing he did was gimeopen address to the house. He tolc
them that they had persevered, lifted martial lamg then gave an account of how things hac
"unfolded. And much to the surprise of the peoplelofise Karinne, the Grand Duke Karinne
pbeoke down in tears when he told them about thaattiss. But then he wiped his eyes, told
his people howdamn proudhe was of them, and assured them that the Kinftewi was
|@rotecting the planet, and they would be safe enaugle the fleet put in for repairs.
sithanything, the emotion the Grand Duke showed alo@ loss of his people made them
heven more loyal to him.
kOnce home, back in his study, he sat down anddastacted Zaa. She appeared as a holc
gram behind his chair, in the middle of the roomr, hands behind her back, a look of con-
cern on her face. “Cousin,” she called. “Miaarieallly contacted me, and told me you pre-
veailed. | am pleased that you are well.”

n-Did she tell you everything?”

afea nodded. “We have no contact with this racey®re unknown to us.”

brivwhy didn’t you help us sooner?” he blurted out.

ivé got the fleet there as quickly as | could, causshe told him calmly. “When the second
fleet arrived, Handmaiden Miaari called me. Butdsaunavailable when she called, and it
took her nearly five minutes to get in touch witk.rshe explained the situation, and | mobi-
Hized our fleet to reinforce you, which, as you know, is @aot instantaneous matter. | took
fthem about ten minutes to organize and jump, ard they had to travel there. It takes
vieearly sixteen minutes of continuous hyperspaceekrior them to reach Karis from Kim-
dori. It is along way there from here, cousin.”

beSixteen minuté&s he gasped in surprise.

She nodded. “It is usually done in stages, becatiske dangers of that much hyperspace
exposure to the crew, so in actuality it takes Iyethirty minutes to get there. The fleet only
made one brief stop to relieve the crews from hypa&ce exposure, so they arrived in
twenty-two minutes. | ordered our fleet to assistsaon as | was warned of your predica-
heEent.”
sal-didn’t know it takes that long. You always justem to get here so fast,” he said in won-
S@er.

I am quite resistant to hyperspace exposure,”sshiged. “I, and manyndividual Kimdori,
can tolerate such a long journey safely.”

“Now then, your Grace. | want you and your peopledturn home, to Karsa,” Myri to

d“Well, I'm sorry then, Denmother,” he said conthitel didn’t mean to accuse you.”
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“I am relieved to hear that, cousin,” she said tstige“And be assured, | know it is a he

that mourns the loss of those you care for thakespo anger, and | take no offense to it.
| am most pleased with your house, Jason. Theygted Karis from a major threat with
outside assistance. You have truly come into your.b

“Not without some deaths and a lot of damage,”igbex].

“I know, but does the knowledge that your peoplk beé safenot relieve you?”

“1, I guess it does,” he admitted. “We had ourltbg fire, and we passed it.”

“Truly. I will look into the matter of these unknaowvereatures. That which is unknown to
Kimdori unsettles the Kimdori. We will find the ttuof this matter.”

“You need to keep me posted.”

“We will. I will leave you now and see to this nettpersonally.”

After speaking with Zaa, he contacted Dahnai. Sio&kdd almost emotionally relieved

see his face, sniffling and clapping her hands.afitiTrelle!” she said explosively. “You
command staff told me you were okay, but | wantedeeyou, love!” she called. “Are yo

alright?”
“I'm alright,” he told her.

“I have a fleet en route to Karis now, love,” sbilthim. “Are you going to be able to hg

your defenses until they get there?”
“We'll manage,” he told her. “It was a short, vergsty fight.”
“What happened?”

“They tried to killme” he told her bluntly. “They penetrated our defefhisnd landed figh
ing mecha on the planet, and it was abundantlyr ¢lest they were coming after me. N

ground forces literally repelled them from my ddeps”
“Oh Trelle!” she gasped. “Is everyone alright? BnR okay?”
“Everyone’s fine,” he said, “and thanks for askihgeally appreciate it, hon.”

“Hey, you're family, and | happen to love you, ysilly boy,” she told him with a gloriou

smile. “What kind of damage did you take?”
“It wasn'’t pretty, but we're still viable,” he tolder. “Thank God, casualties were light,
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aoress herself here, it would keep the Faey on thest behavior.
Budne thing was for certain, though... he’d have tbZek to pull her fleet out before they
ngot here.

“It won't be today, Dahnai,” he acquiesced. “Wouldh, sixteen hours be alright? Well, it
better be alright. 1t's more of a ‘take it or leateproposition. Right now, | just can’t spare
anything to come after you.”

“I don't like it, but I'll live with it,” she saidflintily.
th took a little doing with Zaa. He called her baakd told her about what Dahnai had done
and she wanot happy about it. “She cannot know of our involvemsith you, yet the pres-
ence of her and her fleet will hamper our assigang/our recovery and jeopardize things,”
she said, her hologram pacing back and forth irstidy. “But there is nothing to be done
tabout it. My fleet will assist with the recoverydapalvage until they must leave, and then
rthey will leave. You must convince Dahnwt to leave any ships or assistance, Jason, n
umatter how much she demands or how sincere shéoemalo do so would only hinder you.”
He could agree with that.

From Foxwood, Jason monitored the clean-up andvezgoMyleena launched to start go-
lethg over the wreckage of the enemy ships, both Wamd the aliens, and Miaari and Tim
went with her. Jason wanted to go, and so did @yblit Aya gave him a withering glare

when he brought it up, which cowed him into remanat his house. But he wasn't alone,
that was for sure. After he left his study, evesy@ame to see him, and all five of his chil-
-dren were kept there by the Dukal Guard, keepiegethtire Dukal family together so they
gould protect them or move them if another fleepesgyed to threaten the planet. Myri
checked in every half hour to give him updated repon the progress, and Myleena kept in
constant communion as she combed through the wgeckaa Gladiator, escorted by Ser-
geant Myka. He spent quite a bit of that time vatimeone on his lap, be it one of his chil-
dren, his wife, or Symone, as they kept close to. hilis children didn't really understand

what was going on, but they could tell that Jasas wpset, so they kept close to him. Jyslir
pahd Symone did fully understand what was goingsonthey kept near him to comfort him

my fleet got its ass pretty much well kicked. | Hdrave a single ship that didn’t take dajras Myri kept updating the casualty lists, and Jdsept recognizing names, KMS personnel

age of some kind, and I lost nearly half my fleet.”

“Well, | have an armada coming to defend you will get your ships back in service,”

told him.
“We might have to negotiate about that,” he told he

he knew personally that were either dead or injured

h&he diminutive Captain Travka, the Makati captafithe Defiant was killed in battle. Cap-
tain Jeya of th&teadfastvas injured. A torsion weapon went right throubh bridge, and
she was directly struck. It had ripped her left affpand she’'d be in hospital a while as they

“Bull SHIT are we negotiating!” she shouted. “I don’t givedlamnabout your secrecy andrew her a new one. And they weren’t the only oiié& captains of 17 of his ships were ei-

your technology, you asshole! | amt going to give those Consortium bastardSHANCE
to hurt you again!”

Jason laughed as Dahnai’s face twisted in outthge, she glared at him. “Well, it's nice

be loved, but I'm not really going to need yourpshiDahnai. | have enough defense hel

protect the planet.”
“When | get there| will be the one to decide that,” she told him hiotl know you have
some way to get back and forth between there aladdbdis in real time, so come and p|

me up, Jason! My fleet is coming, andill be there to greet thenAnd make sure thelye-
have themselvé's

“I take it you're going to be serious about this?”
“Either you come get me or I'll declare war on ybsihe said with savage conviction.
Jason considered it, and decided that it mighbbéhe best. Karis was compromised. Th

ther dead or injured, people he knew personallgethwith on a regular basis.

So much damage, but again, he could only sighlief tat it hadn’t been much worse.
taOver the course of the afternoon and into the niggdon watched. The damaged ships wer
d@dwed to Kosigi and put in drydock, where Kimdarews joined in with his human and Faey
workers to start repairs. Crews were on Kosigi afi, wepairing the damage its surface suf-
fered in the attack, but the base within the maselfiwas undamaged, fortunately. Kimdori
clessels began the formidable task of sweepinglupeivreckage, saving it so both they and
Myleena could pore over it, to study it. While Mglea went over the alien technology,
Songa performed autopsies on the insectoid cremg,tlae Kimdori towed in a crippled
Urumi command ship, quite a prize, and took theisimg Urumi prisoners that were cling-
ing to life aboard the wreckage of the ships tlzat been destroyed in the battle.

eftt looks like we could salvage this thingTim called over a radio when Jason asked wha

was no doubt about that now. And Dahnai knew framiier that his ships had some way

was going on with him, Myleena, and Miadithe only real damage is they blew out their

move about in real time, so that wasn't giving &img away either. Maybe, with the Efrmain reactor and it fed back and blew out theirirenpower system. We have just about alll
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of it, Jayce, even the crew. At least what's lethem.”

“What do you mean? | thought you said the shiptadh”

“Most of the crew is insane,he answered] touched on their minds, and well over half
them are totally mad. | think they couldn’t hanglteur attack. Anyway, after they went m
they started fighting each other. That's where nudghe damage came from. It was a S
full of insane maniacs, driven to violence by yattack on them, and they didn't give
damn about trying to shut down the overload andimgeipower back online. The sane o
just barricaded themselves into sections of thp ahd tried to hang on.”

“Well, I'm not going to shed a tear,” he said cyrtlYou find any sane officers?”

“Yeah, we got the captain of this ship, he’s sade's got some telepathic ability, so
managed to shield himself well enough.”

“Take him to Miaari so she can arrange to have someénterrogate him. Have them t
the ship into orbit and weed out the sane fromirtkane, then drop them on one of the
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sighed.I'm so glad we came through it alright. | wasn’t reallyowied until after it was
over, though. They didn’t eveell us that those things tried to dig down to the kunintil
cfter the battle was done. When | heard that, Iagihhad a heart attack. That was the first
ditne | really feltscaredfor Rann. And it was after it was over, of all ¢isn

hipknow how you'd feel, love.

8y sunset, when Jason felt drained and exhaustgd, Md come to see him as Ayama
newmde dinner for him and the family. She took a @lacthe table, sighed, and put her helme
on the floor by her chaifrelle, what a dayshe sent with mild understatemerthave the fi-
nal tallies and a full report on the damage andaiep needed, Jayce. | sent it to your panel.
h&hanks, Myri. You need to take a break.

| still have a lot to do yeshe shook her headls you can imagine, it's a mess back in the
psommand room. We're trying to pick up the pieced gat things back to something that
paright someday be considered normal.

ren continents with enough food and water to lasirt a while, til we ship them back to thé know how you feel. Everything changed todwysent grimlyWe faced our first armed at-

Collective.”

“That's a pretty good idea. We won't have to woatyout sticking them in jail cells. Aft
all, if we dump them in a desert with food and waidnere are they gonna go?”

“Exactly.”

“Jason, can you go to a screen pleaseé®inga called over the link. Jason went back tc
study and brought her up. She was covered in gyess her gloves smeared in it up to
elbows.

“What is it, hon?”

“I'm done with the necroscopies on the enemy deall¢’ told him, as a human aide wij
her face for her. “They’re not too exotic that i&sything to report about. They’'ve got phy
ology I'd expect to see in an insectoid speciethefr size, and | found no microbes or ¢
eases at all that they’re carrying, which | thowgds a bit odd. Just like Terran bees or g
all of the bodies I've examined are female in genlat they're also sterile, unable to rep
duce. But, | did find two rather interesting thitigs

“What?”

“Well, first, these things are adapted to a low+&ieonment,” she told him. “Their phys
ology is almost delicate in ways that they wouldpét if they matured in a normal grav|
well. | don't think they could even survive moraatha few hours in the Karis gravity we
They're like the Menoda that way.”

“Yeah, that is a little weird,” Jason agreed. “Whdlhe other thing you found?”

She reached out of view, then pulled back a snilattry device. “One of these was i
planted in the brains of every single one of theshg answered. “It's not working right no
none of them are, so I'm not too sure what theyldent one to Myleena so she can st
it.”

“I'll have her check it out. You should send a cleupf them to the Kimdori as well.”

“I'lll make sure they get some,” she promised.

He returned to the living room, where Rann and Kyere playing a concentration ga
with Ayama that helped teach them the Faey alphainet sat down beside JyslWwhat did
Songa want?

She reported on what she found dig. relayed to her what Songa had discovdradnder
what those devices do. Maybe those were why the ¢eaddn’t affect them with telepathy.

tack, and now we can't hide anymore. They know e/her are, and we have to be ready for
it

| know. | hope Kosigi gets that interdictor built.

It has complete priority, even over repairing thaps, Jason told herThe Kimdori are
lbisding us more workers to repair the ships so ame get both done at the same time. I'm
heot going to sleep well at night until that intecttir is up and running.

Me either.

How long until the Imperial fleet gets here?
edhirty-one hoursshe answeredhe officer in command of the Kimdori fleet alreaghve
she his schedule for withdrawal. They're going tdl put in stages starting in about four
iBours and mass up near the blue sun on the far gideat minimum hyperspace jump dis-
rigs)ce. That way they're a fast jump away if we rtbed.
roAnd the star’s radiation will hide them from Faegnsors,Jason nodded in approvénly
Kimdori or Jakkans could keep a fleet that closthstar,he sent with an audible chuckle.

| swear to Trelle, they have one hell of a racrahiunity,Myri declared with a grin.
i-How do things look for the future?
tywell, 1 think we’ll be alright,Myri told him. We didn’'t lose anything we can’t replace
lequipment wise, and our casualties were almostculously low, thanks to all the cash you
dished out putting all of us in Crusaders. We lafew damn fine ship captains, though.
They won't be easy to replace. On the bright swde captured intact Consortium weapons
nand shield generators from that Urumi capital shgmd | think Myleena’s tearing them
vapart as we speak to see how they work. That waslgrize, but forgive me if | don't like
Lithe price we had to pay to get them.

AmenJason agreed soberfjtay for dinner?

She nodded.haven't eaten since this morning.

Jason slept heavily that night, and awoke the mething a little groggy, but feeling a little
meetter. The rather wild night the night before hadjiven him real sleep, just exhaustion-

induced sleep, and he made up for it with ten hotideep sleep. He threw his legs over anc

rubbed his face, then used his interface to bringhe vidscreen on the wall, a screen he
used very rarely. Given it was in his bedroom, héy @llowed them to initiate contact to
speak to him in emergencies. Shey’s face appeaneit, and saluted to him in greeting.

That's possible. They could have been somethirginggle as implants to let them comr

nicate with each other, too, or something that Jigdits up when they need light. Don't ju

ntWhat can | do for you, your Grace?”
pHow are things?” he asked.

to conclusions until we knowhe teased with a wink. Then she snuggled aghinstand| She gave him a slight smile. “Things are under mdnyour Grace. The Kimdori are with-
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drawing their forces, and are almost complete. $hace around Karis has been larg
cleared of debris, and the larger pieces have plsed in orbits near the Alpha Station
they have access to it. Repairs to Kosigi are tvedigle, and our ships are currently un
repair. TheAegisand Trelle’s Gift had their engines repaired sufficiently to alldvern to
jump, and the Kimdori have taken them back to tbeitks to effect repairs. THgreameris
in close orbit at Kosigi for repairs to its engirsesit can jump out as well.” Those ships w
too big to fit through Kosigi's doors, so they hadeither be fixed in space or taken bac
the docks where the Kimdori built them. “Medicapoets are favorable for all our injure
Generals Myri and Juma are off duty, currently gieg. General Sioa is on Kosigi, Geng
Navii is on the Kimdori flagship coordinating withem. And | am here,” she complet
with a slight smile. “And, your Grace.”
“Yes?”
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elyexpect her to try to dominate your time, lovee Sbesn’t get to see you often, and | know
sbe’ll want to capitalize on the fact that you'nedlly bringing her toyour home. You know,
ddre sent slylythis will be her firstrealchance to meet Symone, outside of an officidhgett

| didn’t think of that. | expect that should be asimg, he chuckled audiblySymone won't
be afraid of her at all. That should be refreshfog Dahnai.
ergll your girltoys gathered in one place. How wilevever decide how to share yahe
temsed, leaning over and kissing him playfully loa ¢hin.
d.That's thelastthing on my mind right now.
ralVell, you'd better get it into your mind. Ykoow that Dahnai will not pass up this chance.
ddfully expect you to be sleeping over with herigbty so much so that I'm spending tonight
with Tim and Symone.

It's Tim's turn, eh?

“As much as | enjoy getting to look at you nakedrhaps next time you should wait umti¥eah, he’'s really looking forward to ghe winkedSo am I.

you're fully awake before you call me?”
Jason looked down, then laughed ruefully. “I guessuld have put on a robe or son
thing,” he agreed.

“Oh, not for my benefit,” she smiled. “These, untemed, conversations are what
might call a perk for working the hours | do.”

“You're a bad girl, Shey.”

“We already established that fact last night, yGuace.”

“So we did. | guess I'll let you go back to beinady’

“Of course, your Grace. I'll send you a detailegae about my evil activities as soon
I've completed them.”

Jason laughed as Shey terminated the call. Thatwdrad a very subtle sense of humor

Well, have fun.
ne®h, we will. Symone already can't sit still at tth@ught of it. Last night before | came to
bed, she caught me in the kitchen and kissed aledst thought you were kissing me for a
bmenute, it wageally hot. Then Ayama came in and caughtshe sent with a laughthought
| was gonna die of embarrassment, but she justesdirdék me and told us to carry on. And
Symone didshe sent with a memory of the sensation of Syngpakbing her in all kinds of
places| swear, if we wouldn’t have been in a house ftibeople, | think Symone would’'ve
sat me on the counter and went down on me rigint &imel there. You have no idea how hard
dtswas to come up here and go to sleep after stad, complainedut | knew you were tired.
You should have gone over to their place.
No, | didn’'t want to. You always sleep better whienhere. | wanted you to have a good

He put his elbows on his knees and considered ghidg’d go get Dahnai today, in ab
five hours actually, and then probably spend tis¢ @€ her time here keeping her under g
trol. Aya had already organized her visit, and Wwhiould probably be much to her eter
shock, she was going to be put up in the guestehous on the far side of the swimmi
pool. It was a cozy little five room house with thedroom in the loft, where people w
came to visit him but couldn’t get home stayed oigitt. Aya wouldn’t permit strangers
stay in his house, and that included the Empresspiie the fact she was an Imperial Gu
she was attached to ti&rand Duke Karinngand in that role Aya could not consider B
press Dahnai to be safe enough to run around hisehonescorted. After Dahnai was her

night’s rest, and besides, there’s always my trosfyNumber Nineshe sent with a dirty un-
adertone.Ten minutes in the bathroom with a dildo fixed tatblem

ndbid you have to dust it off first?

nghe laughedt wasa little surprised to see me when | dug it outhef drawer,she winked.
hBetween you and Tim, | haven't been without a martvhen I'm randy for like two years.
tol must haveeally been out of it if that didn’t wake me up.

ardpu were, but | felt the edges of you reaching@ute when | was close to comisge told
rhim. | think | triggered a sex dream for you.

b, Iityou did, | don’t remember ihe told herlI’'m a little jealous now.

was going to be touch and go. He was still tryindc¢ep up on how things were going, an@f a dildo? Oh, push off, Jaycshe sent with a laugh, grabbing a pillow and snmckim

he’d most likely spend most of today driving hiafétrazy with incessant calls and requg
for information.

Jyslin stirred, then he felt her hand slide actisdower backGood morning, love. Sleg
well?

| slept like a rockhe answered.

She sat up and put her hands on his shoulders,ptiéad him down. He let her lay hi
down with his head on her legs, and she looked daiviim with a loving expression, strg
ing his hair.You needed it. What did Shey say? | heard yountalto her as | was wakir
up.

Not much, just her telling me where things starfdrgot to put on a robe before calling,
she had to make a joke about that.

I'll make you Faey yeshe teased.

You're well on your wayhe drawledYou know that Dahnai’'s gonna really disrupt wha

pdtsthe face with it.
Now I'll always wonder which one of us is betteg, sent with mock regret, pushing the pil-
pbow away and looking up at her slyly.
The only thing you're missing is a variable speettisg remote controlshe sent with a
naughty grin.
mJason sputtered in laughtétotally forgot you had that. | haven't seen ityiears. | guess |
khought you threw it away.
gBaby, a girlneverthrows away her sex toydyslin told him with twinkling eyes.
Jason grinned.guess that means you're stuck with me.
sd’d never throwyou out either, but you do have one thing going for gaer Number Nine.
What?
At least | don’t have to worry about your PPG faglitight at the good part.
it’dason burst into laughter.
Bantering with his wife never failed to put him @angood mood. The clock told him that

already pretty crazyhe warned.
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Rann would be up any time now, and in their hotisat meant that he'd be barging intdyslin hugged Rann, bouncing him up and down inldgr“Ohhh, that's my big boy! You
their room any time now. Rann didn't do it everydaut whenever he'd had an exciting dégard usending baby!”
the day before, he did usually do it the next mmgnRann’s habit of barging in on his par4 did?”

ents had caused him to walk in on them quite atfees while they were having sex,

ndYou did, honey! I'm so proud of you | could burst!

when he was having sex with Symone, and when Jy&® having sex with Tim. But evern'lt sounded kinda funny,” he said seriously.

at the tender age of five, Rann had somethinghzfsic understanding of it, that it was so
thing that mommies and daddies and very speciahdis of mommy and daddy did wi
each other, and that while it was okay to bargenithem, it was also the right thing to dg
leave them alone so they could finish. Nothing lyeapset Rann, and by then, Jason

Jyslin were used to Rann barging in on them. Tleetamly wouldn’t continue having sex
front of him, but it also didn't send them divinghind the bed either. Sex acts were ¢
mon fare on any channel on Faey viddy, and Faaytdiitde their children from it. So whe

Rann realized his parents were having sex, whatdheays called “private time,” he kne
to come back later.

And he was right on time. Rann opened the doorandnto the room, then came to a sf
“Private time?” he asked, seeing his parents intytbahim, would look like an unusual po
tion. Unusual positions were private time in hischi

“No, not private time, sweetie,” Jyslin grinned.d& morning!”

“Morning mommy!” he said enthusiastically, climbing on the bed and sitting on his
ther's bare stomach. “Can we go see Cybi today?”

“You saw her yesterday, sweetie,” Jyslin told hieaning over and kissing him. “B
someone really special is going to come visit tgtslye told him.

“Who?”

“Empress Dahnai,” she told him. “Remember her?”

“No, but Surin shows me pictures of her,” he sdidn’t she the mommy of the girl I'n
gonna marry?”

“That'’s right, she is,” Jyslin told him. “She’s camgy to see us today, to make sure we’re
okay after what happened yesterday.”

“That'’s nice of her,” he bubbled.

“I guess it is at that, kidlet,” Jason told him,uncing him a little on his stomach, whi

ayslin laughed. “Well, you'll get used to it,” skénked at him. “Now, since my Rann is be-
tboming a big boy, we have to get him some breakfastl after breakfast, you and me and
ttaddy are going to sit down and talk about it. Rever what | told you about what would
dmabpen when you could hear sending?”
in“Yeah, that | have to start new lessons and s$off, know what I'm doing.”
pridust so, sweetie,” she grinned.
n“l don't want to do new lessons.”
wWYou'll like these lessons,” she told him.
“You will, kiddo. They're very fun,” Jason agree€@ind you get to learn how to talk like
dhe adults, too.”
s5i<Does that mean | have to do private time?”
Jyslin snorted, then burst out laughing. “No, deat,til you're older.”
“Yay! Private time looks all icky!”
fa“You won't think so when you’re older, son,” Jasomuckled. “Now go get dressed while
Ayama goes and borrows some eggs from someone.”
Lit“l get to talk like grown-ups!” he shouted in exaitent as he jumped out of bed and ran ou
the door.

Jason put his head back in Jyslin’s [@pey grow up so fashe lamented.

Now that bitch Yana can’t lord it up on me tter daughter’s talent is awakdyslin sent
nwith surprising heat.

You are so competitivhe teased.
alif course | am. I'm Faey.

He’'s his mother’s son, that's for sure. Five yeald, and his talent’'s awakening.

He's better than his mommy. | wasn’t active untilds seven. He beat me by two yeahg
cbent with vast pride in her though&Bveryone, Rann’s talent is starting to awakéyslin

made him giggle. “You're gonna have to be extraejfmr her, you know. She’s a very ifrsent openly with impressive power, probably wakinite a few people up, given she had a

portant lady. You know, top-button good.”

“I hate top-button good,” he pouted.

“I hate it too, believe me, kiddo,” Jason chuckled.
Rann climbed off his father's stomach and crashd Jyslin's bare chest, making H
breath escape her inméhuff “Careful, sweetie,” she said a little breathlgs8l wasn't ready
for that.”

“Sorry, mommy. Can we have french toast?”

“I'l have to ask Ayama about that, sweetie,” sloddthim. “Hold on.” Ayama, are yo
awake?

Of course | am, my Lady. Is Rann up?

He's up. He wants french toast. Do you have whatnged for it?

I’'m out of eggs. | can go get some if he can wait.

“l can wait, mommy.”

Jyslin and Jason both gave him a surprised lookntR Did you hear that?” she ask
quickly.
“Yes, mommy. Ayama said she’s out of eggs.” He gaveonfused look, then looké

range of a good twenty mileSo send with care for the next few days, alright?

Wow, and he’s only five! Congratulations, Jayce dpslin! Sheleese sent immediately, and
it was followed by an onslaught of people addin@beleese’s congratulatory message.
eNow that's the son of a Marindlyri added at the end.

I'll start arranging the party Surin sent privately to both Jason and Jyslin.

Oh, would you, Surin3yslin answered

It would be my pleasure. Despite his age, a chifdpl/ cannothave his talent awaken
hwithout a passing party.

A passing partyvas a Faey custom for children whose talent awedkelh was a celebration
of a child beginning to mature into an adult, pagsinto a new phase of his or her life,
though it usually was held for a child in his or beenage years, also entering puberty. Fo
normal children, it was something like a Jewisdr mitzvah the celebration of adulthood,
but Rann was not a normal child. Jason was faurhg shat Surin would arrange something
ditke a birthday party for him, a grand and fun beddion that he and all the kids could enjoy,
while the parents and adults celebrated the chdt¥pping into the next level of Faey soci-
bdty. At one point in the party, when the parentsoituced the child to the adults attending, it

around. “I didn't hear it with my ears, thoughwias like Ayama was talking in my head.”

would be the first time that any adult other thha thild’s parents would directly send to
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them.

What day would you like it on?

Any day will do, Surin. We'll make sure to work amd your scheduleJason told him.

I'll set it for Chiira afternoon, then, your Grac#&lay | borrow from petty cash?

Surin, you'll get a blank checlyslin declared.

No need to get quite that outlandish, my La8lyrin sent with amusemenfust need to bu
a few things we don’t have on Karis, that's allvant it to be special for Rann.

Like what?
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plained. “But just think,” she said, leaning fondaand whispering. “When you learn what
we teach you, you'll be able to hear your brotteard sisters thinking. They won't be able to
lie to you anymore, just the way we knew you wegiad when you said you didn’t break the
lamp.”

Rann’s face took on a slightly evil grin, and Jag@mve Jyslin a surprised look. “I will,

ywon't 1? They won't know how to do that! They'll mer hide my Brody doll and tell me it's

on the roof again!”
You just opened a can of worms, Jysliason sent with both amusement and surprise.

Well, | thought we’'d get them some of those infllgumping houses they use on Terra 1l make sure he doesn’t abuse stie winked.

play on in addition to the usual games and acteithe pondered.

As much as he bounces around? He'd be thrilledon sent with an audible laug@ut we
can make those.

No, | want to buy thengurin saidl want it to be a celebration, not extra work, mien
how much work is facing us right now. Just let raedte it, your Grace.

Alright, Surin. You can dip into petty cash all ymeed to.

I'll get to work on it right now.

Take all the time you need, Surin. Consider yofimelspecial party duty. That's your or
concern.

| can handle the party and my other duties, LadslidySurin sent with amusememow
stop trying to turn this into an Imperial Ball.

Jyslin blushed, which made Jason laugh delightéligted!Jason sent to both her and
rin.

I’'m gonna bust you, busteshe sent with an ugly, snarky undertone. She tgothe pillow
and started beating him with it, causing him toesolis head with his arms and laugh lik
little kid.

Jyslin was just too good to be true sometimes.

After breakfast, they sat down with Rann and exgdithings to him. Jason was impres
by Jyslin, because she was obviously ready to lgivethat speech. She explained how ta]
worked in ways Rann would understand, then expthinbat he would be learning in t
coming days, being very particular to stress howdrtant it was for him to learn how
close his mind.

“What happens if | don’'t?”

“Then everyone around will be able to hear what'rgothinking,” she told him. “Ang
you'll hear all the thoughts of the people arourdi yvho don’t know how to close the
mind, and they’ll be so loud that you'll have tréeibhearing your own.”

“Oh. That doesn’t sound good.”

“No, it's not,” she winked.

“Wait a second. | have to learn how to do thisht®j

“Right.”

“Doesn’t that mean you could hear me thinking faik time?”

Rann wassharp that was for sure. Jason had to suppress a laumgh,Jyslin gave him
withering glare. “Wecould have, sweetie, but we adults just tune you out¢ ®Id him,
“That’s another thing we’re going to teach you.”

Rann seemed to mull that over, scratching at luisdbrange hair. “That’s how you kne

broke the lamp, isn't it?”
“That's right,” she said with a sly smile.
“Oh, okay | guess. Why didn’t you teach me to doefore now?”

“Well, it's about time for me to go,” he said retfudly. “I have to go get armored up, then
go pick up Dahnai.”

“Oooh, can | go, daddy?” Rann asked excitedly.

Aya gave him a stern look and shook her head.

“I'm afraid not, kidlet,” he told him with sincenegret, reaching over and ruffling his hair.
“Miss Aya says no, and as you know, she’s the bdsm it comes to keeping you safe.”

“Awww!” he complained.
lyTell you what, Rann. While your daddy’s pickingthp Empress, why don’t we go to the
boardwalk?Aya offered, sending openly, andt sending in that special manner she usually
used that allowed children to hear her, a typepghosending similar to the technique they
used to allow the humans to hear their thoughts.
SUThe boardwalk?yay” he squealed in delight, jumping up and runniogards the kitchen.
“We're goin’ to the boardwalk, Ayama, we're goi the boardwalk!”

“Just think, you won't need to do it the hard wany@nore,” Jyslin said to Aya with a wink.

e Bhank Trelle. That always gave me a headashe,grunted mentallysemari, pull out the
cart, we're taking Rann to the boardwalk.

The boardwalk was the proof that Karsa was a livbrgathing city. It was an entertainment
sacka like the old Atlantic City boardwalk back oarth, a boardwalk filled with games, mu-
ait, festive shops selling all kinds of colorfuldanseless trinkets, and a few small rides,
hmainly for kids. It was the place where the pareitkarsa brought their kids for some fun
tand entertainment, and luckily for Jason, the bwatki was only about two miles from his
beachfront compound, on the western edge of Karsa.

Ryn, Suri, report to the Duke’s dropship. You'reating him today.

On our way, commandeRyn answered.
irMyri, it's time for me to go. What have you got?

| have five destroyers, a cruiser, and a heavysauthat are repaired enough to do the job,
she answered.

Haveall of them readied to leavéya commandedThere’s still a threat that the Consor-
tium might attack. Will not risk putting his Grace and my Empress in a sirglig with no
escort or protection.

Do it, Jason agreediya’s right. I'm not worried about me, but | wiibt leave Dahnai ex-
gosed like that. She needs a full escort.

I'll have them exit Kosigi in fifteen minutes.

Which heavy cruiser is it?

v It's the Arabax

Uh, you better tell Sevi to keep her mouth shut.

I'll make it abundantly clear to her that keepingrtchair depends completely on not piss-
ing off Dahnai.

“Because your mind isn’t ready to do it the righayauntil your talent wakes up,” she ¢

xThat should work. | think she’d marry that shiglile could.
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| think she has sex with yri sent flatly, which made several people in Hmise laugh
Captain Sevi's... attachment to her ship was welvkmén the KMS, so much so she turr
down command of th€relle’s Giftto stay on thérabax

After being ferried up, Jason got a look at thepshiand saw that just one day was
enough to make them look new. All of them showeatsérom the battle, and the destro
Fuji had an obvious patch that ran nearly seventyafereiss its bow. But despite the sign
combat, all the ships were steady and strong icespand looked more than capable ¢
short trip to Draconis.

They landed in the main bay of theabax a heavy cruiser commanded by Sevi Ava

l

Sevi was a discipline problem in the KMS becausetsd a mouth and didn’t have enofi§n
self control to know when to keep it closed. Busgite that, she was one hell of a good ¢&s
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. A tall, handsome human telepath? You must be \agylar.

eGometimes | wish | were gaye sent with honestly, which made Suri and Ryricein
voiceless laughtehere aren’t many men serving on these shipsiassb those of us who
s@tie usually have quite a few girls looking our vedier a couple of weeks of exercises.

ydim sure you don’t mind.

- dfdidn’t at first, but it gets kind of silly after while,he explainedAnd they love to tease us,
{ap. At the end of our last rotation, the engindapt selling the passcode to my door to any
girl who'd pay, so | installed a zapper on my keaygla\When the engineers came down anc
disabled it, | called them into a meeting and ded&thhalf the profits. That just took all the
out of it for themhe sent with a chuckléMy friend Wilson had &ne of girls standing
side his door after he got off duty, just lingtlas happy as you please, waiting their turn.

tain, and when the chips were down, a fellow cottilde in better hands. She and the cpfhwas all a big joke, though.

mand staff of her ship greeted them in the landiag. Sevi was a tall, rather flat-ches
Faey woman with hair the color of pampas grasst ikep short pixie style, and she was

of the rare Faey he knew with a tattoo. She'd goniTerra, a swirling pattern tattooed
her right ear, from the lobe to the pointed tipsalaalways rather thought it made her |
quite striking. She saluted him sharply, then hdghgien when he stepped up. “It's good
see you in person, your Grace,” she said honeslyaking aloud for the benefit of one
her two human staff officers. The male, Patrick ahs, was a human telepath, a Baro
the house. “Are your kids okay? Did they come tigioalright?”

“No problems at all,” he said gently. “They dideten know it was a battle.”

“Thank Trelle,” she said sincerely. “| have a cré@ing what they can to convert one of
guest cabins to be suitable for her Imperial Mgjebktt I'm afraid it won't be what she
used to,” she apologized.

“Don’t even bother doing that,” Jason told herll‘take her to one of the normal guest ¢
ins. | want her to know she’s not quite so spegtan she’s imyback yard.”

Ryn and Suri gave him a surprised look, but Sest Jaughed delightedly. “We can
that,” she winked. “Would you like to come to thedige, your Grace? Or would you like
go to a cabin?”

“I'm kinda tired, and | need to call Myri, so yoart put me in a cabin for now. Sorry.”

“No offense taken, your Grace,” she grinned. “lufigd you might be too busy to grace
on the bridge while we jump. But | had to offer. \Weéknow you love being on the bridg
butting your nose in our business.”

“It's how | keep you girls honest,” he told her bdHy.

She laughed. “Take his Grace to a guest cabintémaunt Abrams.”

“Certainly, sir,” the human male said, stepping ‘Ufpyou’d follow me, your Grace?”

Jason, Ryn, and Suri followed the tall, rather ts@moe blond man as he took them thro
the passages of the ship. Jason knew this offiterwas the second officer on tAeabax
and had some very good scores. He was one of ficersfcurrently under consideration
command... and with the battle costing them so méaxy dfficers, he very well might g
his chance.

It must be rather interesting for you on a shiphméb many FaeyRyn sent in the mann
that allowed humans to hear her.

It's interesting enoughAbrams sent in reply, which made Ryn miss a skep.sorry to
startle you. Everyone aboard knows I'm a telepath grinned back at hdrforgot to intro-
duce myself.

That's one hell of a secrethe sent with a silent laugh.

telf sounds funny to me.
yndell, they learned the hard way you don't pisstieéf guy who's in control of the laundry.
dNter the line stunt, every girl on the ship gotk&er underwear, two sizes too small.
hdkven Jason burst out in laughter after that dlwavthat'srevengelJason sent admiringly.
tyeah. | thought it was pretty damn clever. Hereavee your Gracehe said, opening a door
g the passage, showing a rather large guest caitina window on the far walllf you
hwauld, please strap in once you're inside. The aiptvill be jumping any minute.
We will.
| like him, Ryn sent cheekily as they entered and broughtheujump seats, which were re-
tigessed in the wall by the bed.
sl think he has the right mettle to be in commalason pondered openly as Ryn helped hin
lock in. He has a sense of humor, and that'll help him deih Faey, but he also has
s@nough sense of authority to make them cut thelitdnd obey him.
Is he in line?
jdHe’s one of the ones under consideration. | thilhkave a talk with Myri.
toJason talked with Myri about the repair progresthasships prepared to jump, then brought
up Abrams with her, telling him she needed to takgood look at him. The ship jumped
moments later, and he continued his conference Mjtti as the ships approached Draconis.
fie then called Dahnai, who appeared in her apattrtegiess, with Kellin behind her hand-
ang something off to a maid. “Hey babes, we're iggtteady now,” she told him. “I'm bring-
ing Kellin and Shya and my guards, but no one dls@ant Shya and Rann to get to know
each other,” she grinned.

“That's fine. We're approaching Draconis now. Weédt you come up in a dropship, just
have your pilot approach the largest ship. Oufitrafficer can guide you in.”
ighgot a visual on them now,” she said, lookinghter left. “Shit, babes, you weren't kidding
when you saiall your ships were damaged.”
orYeah,” he agreed. “Dahnai.”
ht'Yeah?”
“Are you topless because you're getting readyust jo show off your tits?”
brShe laughed, holding up a stained piece of clotheinhand, which had been out of view.
“Shya spilledoyejuice on my shirt,” she explained. “She’s beenriming all over the place
since | told her she’s coming and none of her leattand sisters are.” Shya came into view
behind her, her platinum hair flying behind heshe ran across the room without outer robe
as one of the grooms chased behind her, shakinglieein his hand and calling after her.

“I see,” Jason chuckled. “We should be there, m,fmld on.”Sevi, how long?

About fifteen minutes.

It's no secrethe scoffed.
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“Fifteen minutes.”

“We'll be ready,” she said as a maid handed heew shirt, and she shrugged it on. 1
maid started buttoning it up for her, but she stapper hands away. “Oh, and here, just
you, babes,” she said, opening her shirt and timgi$er breasts out boldly.

Jason laughed. “Now that’s Dahnai,” he grinned €'8eu in a bit.”

“We'll be there.”

She’s gotten so bidRyn sent, a bit wistfully.

She’s going to be a heartbreak&uri addedl could see it when she was born. She hag
mother’s face.

She better not break my son’s heart, or I'll thiether, Jason sent forcefully, which ma|
the two guards grin at him.

Jason and the two Imperial Guards were just patheflarge, hastily assembled ho
guard that met the Empress’ rather large dropshigy were all in their Class A’s, wi
Captain Sevi and her first officer, Commander Braditanding just behind Jason. The d
ship came into the bay as the Raptors flying edaoded on each side of the dropship,
the hatch opened. Dahnai’s Imperial Guard, neaBlyo#ithem, marched out of the hat
looked around, then nodded back to the ship ansbsab attention. They saluted as Dal
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“I knowI've seen you before,” she said persistently, iogkher up and down. “Have you
[le@er seen me in person before?”
féves, your Majesty, when you toured tAeanna | was at the helm when they showed you
the bridge.”

“Ah, | remember,” she nodded.

“I'm flattered you remember me, your Majesty,” Seaid with sincere amazement.

“I remember because you looked about ready to wetself,” she winked.

I#evi blushed deeply.

“She’s come a long way since then,” Jason saicerdiifig the honor of his captain. “She’s
dene of the best captains | have. That's why shefs.h
Sevi beamed at him.
ndiwe have a guest cabin, Empress,” Jason told R&te tan catch up as Sevi takes us
fhome.”
oftead on, Jason,” she said with a dazzling smile.
aricthe Imperial Guard escorted them through an emasgage to the guest cabin, which was
chlose to the main landing bay so guests didn't Havgo far, and four guards took defensive
rnEositions in front of that door. Dahnai seemedtkelunderwhelmed when she was led into a

came out of the hatch and down the stairs, whicised everyone in the bay to snap to afteery plain guest cabin, but Kellin didn’t seem tee notice. He took Shya from her and

tion and salute the Empress of the Imperium. Shenivavearing robes like Kellin and Shy
she was wearing that simple button-down shirt apaia of soft brown pants, with slippe

on her feet. Jason bowed to her as she approamheédhe just laughed and rapped the f
of his armor. “So you'retill afraid of facing me without this,” she teased.

“l kinda didn’t bring any other clothes,” he adraitt with a wry smile. “It was armor
standing here naked.”

We don't allow his Grace to enter potentially dar@es situations without full protectio
your Majesty,Ryn sent respectfully, bowing to hénd visiting you carries its own uniq
forms of danger.

Dahnai laughed loudly, then reached out and clapyeedand on Ryn’s armored should
“I've missed you, Ryn,” she admitted. “I really regattaching you to Rann’s guard.”

We miss you as well, your MajesRyn sent with simple elegance.

“Your Highness,” Jason said, bowing to Kellin aslé@& Shya out by her hand. “How ha
you been?”

“Busy, your Grace,” he chuckled. “I've been takingrrespondence courses through
Academy. They fill up my free time.”

Shya pulled free of Kellin’'s hand and hugged Jasdeg. “Unca’ Jason!” she said exd
edly. “We gonna go see Ranny?”

“We are, your Highness,” Jason nodded, reachingndamd taking her hands, then pick
her up and kissing her on the cheek, which madgilggie. “Have you been good?”

“I've tried,” she said honestly, which made Dahlaaigh.

“Try being the key word there,” she added, taking Stgm Jason and bouncing her on
hip. Since Shya didn't yet live with Dahnai, notliishe was ten, Dahnai was very intim
with her when she did have her, liking to hold &ed keep her close.

“Your Majesty, may | present Captain Sevi Avanrammanding officer of thé&rabax” he
said, motioning at Sevi. “And this is her firstioffr, Commander Bralla Aeyenne.”

“Your Imperial Majesty,” Sevi said, saluting, thbawing very deeply to her.

“You look familiar to me,” Dahnai said criticallyputting a finger on her chin. “Have v
met?”

dpok her over to the table, setting her down irhaircand pointing out the large window,

rstarting to name the continents of Draconis for her

rotwell, | see you like to keep me in my place outsaf the public eye,” she said with a look
at him.

Drlt keeps you grounded,” he said dryly as he madbifior her to take a seat on the couct
facing the window. “You could do with a little hulity now and again. It helps you keep

nyour perspective.” She sat down beside him, ancaShy over and climbed into her lap.

IBahnai kissed her daughter on the cheek fondlyedinkcame over and sat on the chair by
the couch.

efAlright, straight up, hon, how bad was it?”

“What | told you earlier,” he answered. “My peoffiave cleaned up most of the mess anc
we’re working to repair the damage.”
\véDid you capture any of them?”

“We got some of it, mainly an Urumi capital shigh& answered. “We have quite a few
tdeumi prisoners to ship back to the Collective, tugt didn't take any of the others alive.
When they realized they were going to lose, thégdtto ram my ships. The ones that
itwveren’t killed killed themselves. I'll have Miaamake up a report you can take back with
you to your intelligence people. We have to sharaesof this, you have to know about it.”
ng’'m glad you realize that,” she told him serioustiow are the kids? Did the attack scare
them?”

“They never knew what happened,” he told her. “Theye in an underground bunker, and
hirey never saw any evidence there was any figliting.
at8Well, that's good. How long is it going to takewdo get back up to strength?”

“It shouldn’t take too long,” he said after thingirabout it moment. “To be honest, we
won't really need your fleet there, we can protaatselves. The planetary defense grid cam
through without much damage at all, and they'rdiggtthe ships back up as quick as they
can.”
ve'l told you, babes, | won't buy that until | seenityself and I'm satisfied you're going to be
alright,” she told him adamantly. “You can hold yself apart from us all you want, but at
the end of the day, yaare part of the Imperium, anddo have a sacred duty to protect you. |

“Uh, n-no, your Majesty,” she stammered.
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will not leave any part of my empire hanging with tits waggling in the breeze, just waiti
for someone to come along and grab them.”

“Well, | appreciate that, hon. What are you doibguat the Urumi?”

“I have a task force attacking Skralla as we speakll, they've already captured Auriga]
she told him fiercely. “Most of their fleet is ethdestroyed or in hyperspace, retreating
to Collective space. I'm going to beat the shit olitheir border systems, then mass my
tire fleet in the Aurigae system and demand a p&aegy that forces them to give up Ad
gae to us. I've already got a stargate en roufeutigae.”

“Be careful.”

“Aurigae fell in two hours, and Skralla V surrendérwithout a fight,” she said dismis
ively. “They’re attacking Skralla IV right now. Theystem was totally undefended, all it K
was planetary defenses.”

“You know, it makes you wonder what the Urumi wehinking,” Jason mused alou
“They stripped all their defenses to attack usntiey turn around and retreat from Dracd
and Arctus without firing a shot.”
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ngThey'll be returned free of the conditioning Talte put in them,” she assured him. “They
better Maeri came a vulpar’s whisker from losing herrtéR”

“Why didn’t you take it, after everything she did?”
p,"Because it would have caused more chaos thaniedgroblems,” she answered. “I'd
&elkve had to integrate Trillane loyalist commoner® iother houses, and the Imperium
eloesn’t need that kind of destabilizing influenight now. Keeping them all together and in
r& house that’s now a social and political paria¢pisethem under control.”

He couldn’t argue with that kind of logic, so hedded.

“Oh, don't worry about Maeri getting off the spbid time,” she said with narrowed eyes. I
gaked her over the coals, and the whole Imperiuowlsnwhat she did. If anyone in tBgann
ayer talks to her again, it'll be a miracle. Rigiaw, all Trillane wants to do is slink into the
deepest hole they can find and hope the Imperiugete their treachery sometime in the
chext three hundred years.”
nf®unish her all you want, I'll just cheer you omg told her bluntly.

Your Majesty, your Grace, we'll be jumping in a ptauof minutes. Could you kindly strap

“Maybe the Consortium promised them help, but wttexy broke their relations, they nén please?Sevi sent politely.

neged and left the Urumi hanging.”

“Alright, let’s get ready,” Jason said as the gsaodtside entered the guest cabin, and Jasc

“Possible. But still, that's odd,” Dahnai notedf the Consortium broke off with the Urumishowed them where the jump chairs were. There Wezaough for everyone, only eight in

why did they attackou? And if they really were allied, why did they raitack Draconis an
Arctus too?”

“They came afteme personallyDahnai,” Jason told her. “For some reason, thesGdium
wanted to kill me.”

“You are a rather important person, babes,” she winkedrié8sly, you're about the onl
person who can speak to half this side of the galand they’lllistento you. Demir's sword
| certainly couldn’t do that. Maybe this Consortilkkmew you have that kind of influeng
and tried to kill you.”

“I guess that’s possible. Right now, though, jusb@ anything is nothing but conjectur
He glanced at Kellin. “They tried to do the sammghto you, too. Or Kellin, more to tH
point.”

“I still can’t believe that,” Kellin said.
“It doesn’t make any sense at all,” Dahnai saideaby, tapping her chin with a finge
Shya reached out and tapped the other side of Daluién with her finger, which made h
laugh and kiss her daughter on the cheek. “Why evthay try to killKellin? If this assassi

dhe chamber, so the six guards in attendence dkeith®ng themselves which two would be
using the chairs in another cabin. Ryn and oneaifriai’'s guards left the chamber, and Ja-
son watched as the guards expertly helped the latgamily strap in, as Dahnai told Shya
about hyperspace, and how it would be really crbmy,nothing she saw or heard would be
yweal or could hurt her. The guards checked the Esgprthen Kellin, then Shya, and then
,even checked him, then they locked themselves é@mselves.The Imperial family is
estrapped in and ready to jumiine commander of the guards sent through the ship.

“Is it really like a dream when you're awake?” Stagked Kellin as Jason felt the ship turn.
0."Yeah, it is, honeybear,” he told her. “| usuallpge my eyes. | don't like it, really.”
e“You big chicken! I'm gonna keep my eyes open!”

“You're braver than me,” he told her, tightly clogihis eyes.

“Someday you're gonna have to explain how your slegn jump hyperspace in real time,”
Dahnai told him, quite seriously.
er‘l guess you can always hope | will,” he told herly.
h “Bastard.”

could get that close to us, why not targef That would be much more effective. Kill me;Your one and only.”

and the Imperium goes bonkers.”

“That's what doesn’'t make any sense,” he agree@datNas we can figure, the Urumi
Trillane or whoever sent Rahne wanted to drive dgeebetween you and me, but leave
in control of the Imperium.”

“I'll have to ask Maeri about that,” she said irdangerous voice. “Clearly, we're missi
some really big pieces of this puzzle. | jdstnotunderstand what was going on over th
with the Urumi and this Consortium. There’s too manings that just don’t add up, do
make sense, and just plain old confuse the fuckbote.”

“I've been trying to figure it out for a few day®w,” he told her with a wry chuckle. *
doesn’t get any easier over time, believe me.”

“l do believe it's time for me to take a pretty sificant contract out with the Denmothe
Dahnai mused. “Oh, by the way, expect to have yaaple start returning home by the ¢
of the month. Maeri submitted a schedule. | forveard to Secretary Kim for you.”

“That's great news!” Jason sighed explosively.

After jumping, Dahnai demanded that she be givaressto a screen and cameras so sh
aould survey the system. He allowed it, and sharses the area as Kellin stood behind the
yoouch, his face quite rapt in wonder. “It looks afhthe same as the pictures in the histon
books,” he breathed. “I can’t believe I'm lookingkaris.”
ngTo you, it's history. To me, it's home,” Jasonddiim, controlling the view, then zooming
éne “That’'s Karsa right there, the capital city.dfls where we’re going. | live on a house on
nthe beach. It's a little warm for me, but Jyslinnthat little argument. Besides, | can tolerate
the heat as long as I'm living by the sea.”

t“l see your people have cleared the battle debsts"noted.

“We have the bigger pieces in orbit by one of asearch stations,” he told her, showing
I fier the space station and the twisted wreckageegarkorbit near it.
el hope you won't keep all that hidden behind yeuall,” she said dangerously.

“Dahnai, my oath makes me protextr technology. It has nothing to do witheirs I'll be
giving you almost everything we learn about thehtexdogy the Consortium gave to the
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Urumi, because now that the Urumi have it, you'oeng toneedit.”

Dahnai gave him a bright, glorious smile. “Well,uypust avoided about six days of n
ging,” she told him with a wink.

“I'm soglad.”

Jason rode with Dahnai in her dropship, betwas the one flying it, as a squadron
Karinne Raptors joined the two Raptors that hadecarith the Empress on the trip down
the planet. Her dropship handled like a pregnardaleyhand he was a little rusty flying
hand, so it was just a touch unsteady there whéwdeght it out of the bay. But by the tin
they entered an entry vector, the ship respondédawvith delicate certainty. Dahnai was
the copilot’s chair to look out the windshield, rhuo her guard’s objections, and he poin
out landmarks and features to her as they descandbd planet. “That’'s Karsa right ther
he said as the city came into view as they descende

“There areso manypeople!” she said in surprise, looking at the wamity of Karis, a block
of civilization surrounded by green, on the onlgem continent on the planet. “Where
they all come from?”

“From the Imperium,” he told her. “| have Faey, fars, Makati, and Kizzik here. | ev
have a small tribe of Parri,” he added. “I had agesut in the Imperium, looking for th
right kind of people who could come here and starmething new. When they found the
people who didn’t mind rolling up their sleeves amaluldn’t be too worried about living is
lated from the rest of civilization, I'd bring thelnere, grant them some land, and let themn
to work. And every month, | bring more and morewas reclaim the planet and maks
green again. As soon as we finish terraforming & section, people move in and gef]
work making it thrive. They build communites, buesses, schools, parks, they build ev
thing they need, and then they make it liVheybuilt all of that, Dahnai. Karis is a thrivin
economy now. | have industry, agriculture, art,eetainment, education, research, evq
thing you'd find on any other planet. You can ga oo Karsa later, and you would
know you're on a planet that's separate from ciaifion. The only difference is, we mg
almost everything we need here, by ourselves, dosalves. Hell, we've even started trad
with the Imperium now, through a series of shelhpanies and fronts that hides who we

|
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Dahnai laughed, then she sighed. “I feel like I'mck on Prius, stuck in that hotel,” she
gomplained.

“There’s no room service here,” he told her. “Andaive only two servants who are usually
too busy looking after the kids to be gophers.olf want it, go get it yourself.”
divhat?” she asked, looking scandalized.
télt’s what | do, and you're on my planet,” he tdhér evenly. “My planet, my rules. Wel-
bgome to being aormal personDahnai.”
nel'm starting to hate this trip more and more,” shdked.
iffTry it. You never know, you might find it's notlahat bad,” he chuckled.
tetl like being waited on, thank you very much,” she saigtfty. “I amthe Empress.”
p,"Then you're in for a very rough couple of days¢ told her straightly.

They landed lightly on the big pad behind the hoasel a group approached the dropship
flanked by the Dukal Guard wearing Crusader arrhat had been chrome plated, making
didem look very flashy and impressive. He saw Jysliymone, Tim, Miaari, Myri, Kumi,
Navii, Myleena, Ayama, Surin, and all of his chédrdown there, all wearing formal dress
brobes or Class A uniforms, or in Tim’'s case, amafe gray suit with a fedora. The Imperial
&uard opened the hatch and marched out, surroumidéngropship, then the commander of
rthem sent that it was secure of the Empress tontiaek.
p-Jason led Dahnai out of the dropship, and shedtedia moment on the last step, before
sfetpping down onto the paved landing pad. “Wellyh@an say I've visite@gverysystem in
tihe Imperium,” she smiled.
tdhey stepped up to his friends and family, whobalved to her, but Dahnai pressed for-
eyyard and gave Jyslin a warm hug. “Jys! You neechtbme more!” she complained.
g“I've been very busy, Empress,” she said, huggiegbdack. “But it's good to see you!”
eriVe haveso much gossip to catch up on,” she promised.

't“Jyslin,” Kellin said, giving her a chaste hug. “¥ee looking well.”

kél've been doing good, Kellin. You still playing tedi?”

niellin laughed. “I try, but the other teams area@drto play physical. | guess they think that
afehey bruise me, Dahnai will have them arresiBuht takes a lot of the fun out of it for me,

from the rest of the Imperium. Down there, Dahigmthetrue heartof House Karinne. I'np half the fun was the checking and tackling.”

much more proud of what you see below you than lo&mnything else. Those people
what make me get out of bed and wonder what | catoday to make their lives better.”

“You're a good man, Jason,” she told him seriou$nd you’ve been busier than | thoug
you were.”

“Maybe now you see that | wasn't kidding all thasees | told you | was too busy,” |
said.

“I think | owe you some apologies,” she winked.

“That’'s my house there,” he said, pointing to steibas they turned to make a landing.

“That? Jason, you live in@oset” she protested.

“I'm a simple man, Dahnai. That house is all | néed

“Well, where am | staying? | don’t think you haweom for me in that thing!”

“If 1 live in a closet, then you can think of it ase stuffing you in a gown bag,” he told |
with a chuckle. “l have a little guest house behiinel pool for people who stay over. It's
one bedroom cottage, but I'm sure we can work sbimgtout. | didn't really expect you
bring Shya. | think we can put her in with Rann.”

“They need to get used to sleeping together anyvizghnai chuckled.

“Well, let’s wait til they know what to do with ehmther before we start locking them i
room.”

aréHe’s an animal on a batchi field,” Dahnai laugh®dou’d never think it, looking at him.”

“You remember Symone and Tim?” Jason asked.
hDahnai reached a hand out towards Symone. “Sorgdhe othelamu doraj” she said.
“We have to talk.”
€“About Jason? Do you have a few extra months?”

Dahnai laughed. “Well, the sooner we start, thensoowve can start comparing,” she
winked.

Oh yeah, Dahnai was Faey to the roots of her hair.

“There’s my Rann!” Dahnai said happily. “Come harel give me a kiss!”

Rann stepped forward shyly, and before Dahnai cceddh down, Shya came out from be-
hind her. She took his hand boldly, then kissed aimthe lips. “Ranny!” she said happily.
&y our hair changed!” she said in surprise, lookatdis hair.
dlt keeps changing color,” Jyslin said with a lauglh started out orange, then it turned red,
aow it seems to be going blond.”

“Are we getting married now, mama?” Shya askedkilogp up at Dahnai.

“Not quite yet, baby,” she answered. “Not til yaaiiboth twelve.”

n &Can you stay until Chiira, Empress?” Jyslin ask#&ann expressed, and we’re having his

passing party.”



Insurrection — Subjugation — Book 2 - By James'‘Beallloway

“He expressed, and he’s orflye? Jyslin, I'm proud of you!” she said happily. “Gyatula-

tions!” She made a face. “I didn’t know, | didn'tibg any presents!” she groaned.
“Just being there is present enough,” Jyslin asshee.

“Oh, no, my son-in-law’s big day can’t go withoutgents,” she said adamantly. “I'll ha

to get something.”
“You can go buy something in Karsa,” Jyslin shrudygdust don't get too exotic, that's
| ask.”

Dahnai scooped up Rann and spun him around. “Ranrso proud of you!” she told hin

with a broad smile. “Only five years old! You realalked through Trelle’s hair!”

“Aww, it was nothing,” he said modestly. “But novwhave to go do more lessons,” he cq

plained.

Dahnai kissed him on the cheek. “Those are the ignopvlessons, which tells everyo
how much of a little man you are, honey!” she toioh. She put him down, then gave N4g

a critical look. “Sathis is where you went, Navii!” she said in surprise.
“They made me quite an offer, your Majesty,” shevegred. “I got to build a military fro
scratch. It was a very satisfying experience.”
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people who lived in it. “Really, Sava, think abdautwWe're the first visitors to Karis. | don’t
think there’s much here to threaten me,” Dahnal tbe commander of her guards with a
laugh.

véVe are protecting you from all threats, even thesothe Karinnes themselves may pose
Sava sent flatlyAnd we can't protect you if we can't be there.

hll*'Sava, Aya is arimperial Guardas well. She might be attached to the Grand Digtd r
now, but shds one of you. When she pensions, she’ll go to thesiomer’s wing just like
nyou will. She’s fully aware of things, and I'm swsbe’ll keep me well protected.”

Well... alright,Sava acquiesced, bugryreluctantly.

n®nce that little spat was settled, Dahnai compthigeite a bit about the little cottage that
Jason had put aside for her, but Kellin and Shga'tlseemed to mind it at all. Dahnai gave
neer husband a withering glare when he looked ar@mdsaid that it seemed quite cozy anc
\domfortable, and Shya immediately moved into Ramoésn, making herself at home. Rann
didn’'t seem to mind her at all, and they were @ré¢hplaying as Jason changed out of his ar
nmor and into a pair of jeans and a tee shirt. Dabaae to his door with Sava behind as he
pulled the tee over his head and pulled it dowhis'la closet!” she complained. “There’s

“You said you were bringing people here, Jasong Islughed. “I see you were raiding myowhere to put my things!”

military as much as my general population!”
“I was retired, your Majesty,” Navii said primly.
“But it seems you retired just to take this jotheschallenged.

“No, your Majesty. | retired in good faith from tidarines. His Grace workegery hard to
lure me here. He can be very persuasive when hésvaime,” she said, giving him a slig

smile.

“He can at that. You're looking well, Miaari.”

“l enjoy an assignment that matters to me, thapkewe with friends,” she shrugged.
makes me content.”

“I guess it would. You about ready to come back apkyleena?”

Myleena flushed. “bBmhome, your Majesty,” she said simply, touching gestalt delibert

ately. “This is my home. It always was.”
“Well, | can’t compete with that,” she said ruefull This is Eleri Trillane, isn't it?”

“Have them stow it in the garage,” he told her.stltake what you need and put it in the
cottage.”

“I need it all!”

“I really doubt that,” he said dismissively. “Alloy really need is a couple of changes of
llothes and your toiletries.”

“You mean just piclone or twathings to wear?” she asked, sounding scandalized.

“Do you needa full closet of clothes, Dahnai?”
“It'Yes! | may change my mind!”

“Then think ahead to what ydenowyou’ll want to wear, and keep it out.”

“Babes, women just don't do it that way,” she laedh

“Well, go work it out,” he told her.

“This is your room, eh?” she said, stepping in &wking around. “Well, | recognize that
wall, but the rest of it is new to me,” she chudkld expected something, well.bigger”

“DuchessEleri Karinne, your Majesty,” she corrected primhowing to Dahnai. “I'm the “Bigger isn’'t my style, hon,” he told her.

brains of this outfit. | keep this place in thedid
“God help me, but she’s not lying. It's a miracle’'ve not using rocks tied to sticks.”
“Hey!”

After the Imperial Guard investigated the three d®oaompound that made up the cer

compound of Jason’s house—his house, the cotthgegadrage, and Tim and Symon

She came over and sat on the bed, putting her randtsand bouncing a little bit. “I see
you have a nice strong mattress,” she said witlghtsmile.

“It gets a lot of exercise.”
tr8he laughed. “I can imagine. I'm looking forwarddoing it inyour bed, babes. I'm not
gxssing up a chance to spend the night wittamy dorai So pick a night you can arrange it

place—they allowed her to move about the areayfr@dle Guard had something of a fightith Jys and let me know.”

with Aya when they wanted to post guards insid@dashouse, but that wasf limits. His
house wasot patrolled by armed guards. The other guards pettagheoutsideall they
wanted, but there were no guards postsile There were guards in his house at all tin
however, but not officially posted in defensivedtions. They were the personal retinue
interacted with the Dukal family on a direct levahd they were commanded by Aya. T
didn't just defend the Grand Duke and his familyeyt also helped watch the kids, te
them, and helped the family in their daily routine.

Aya and the other Imperial Guards had a very hedéddite about it, until Dahnai stepy
in and forced a compromise. Her guards would eistalal perimeter and control all moy
ment on and off the grounds, but they'd leave ttsidie to Aya and her guards, who alre
had an established pattern and were fully awail dfe little nuances of the house and

“Tonight’s fine. Jys is gonna stay over with TimdaSymone tonight. She already kinda
planned for this.”

net,knew | liked that woman,” Dahnai chuckled. “I'fend Vizzi to stay with Kellin in case

It gets horny tonight. She likes him, and he thstea's really hot. He’s attracted to buff
ngirls,” she laughed. “And Vizzi's the most builtaud in the palace.”

hciWell, look at how built his wife is, and you would be surprised what he finds attractive,”
Jason told her.

eBhe smiled, flopping back onto the bed. “You kn@msthing?”

e*What?”

adi his isn’t at all what | expected to find. But naat | look around, | realize that this is
thvbnat 1 shouldhave expected to find.”
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“Remember where | came from, Dahnai. This is waml”

“And that’s just fine with me.”

“I'm so glad you approve,” he said, sitting dowrdamfolding a pair of socks.
She laughed and slapped him on the side, the putdre on his back and rubbed it ag
put on his socks. “You wanna talk business novaiar?”
“You just got here, Dahnai. Let’s relax a while. \Wan go over business later. Wanna
down into Karsa so you can pick up a gift for R&nn?

“Sure, after | decide how I’'m gonna set up thasetoyou put me in,” she complained.
“Just look at it as a chance to see how your comait@ens live,” he told her blandly.
“You're just ruining this trip for me.”

Having Dahnai around was both very disruptive amibeisly pleasing.

To say she disrupted Karsa wasumderstatementThe Imperial Guard tried to cordon

blocks of the city where she went shopping, andcttieens of Karsa tried to swarm arou
to see her. It was a fracas there for a while,hast®th shopped at quite a few stores
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would never want for anything, Jason would malenn sureof that. No family whose
members paid the ultimate price to defend Housénikiarwould ever face a day of hunger or
want. Songa was making sure that the wounded wairgg lwell tended, and they were all
favorable. She kept a detailed progress reporveryene of her patients

Then they talked about promotions. Jason madetsyseint out Patrick Abrams as a solid
gandidate for a destroyer command, and they wenugf the current captains to decide
who was going to move up to replace those who hidnf When they were done, six de-
stroyer captains were moving up to cruisers, ongser captain was moving up to a heavy
cruiser, six first officers were taking commandtioé ships on which they served, and two
other officers were jumping over the first offiqgawsition to take command.

After they were done, he spent some time with Ramh Shya, who were playing with Kyri
hand Aran. It was almost funny watching those twbheyl knew they were going to be mar-
féed, so Shya kept trying to boss Rann aroundRaun proved to her that she wasn't all that
41igh and mighty when she washis house. They did get along fairly well, though,hzel to

filled the trunk of the hovercar she came in, aiticiite a bit of sightseeing. He showed
around the city, showing her the satellite collbgked to the Academy, the business dist

hagmit. Despite trying to be bossy, Shya was a guagmate, not even complaining when
iftann beat her in a Faey child’s game caBeden Circleswhere the kids moved little rings

the Twin Lakes Park on the north side of town, and of the new schools for the childfd#? @ notched pole after spinning a number whegihdrto get their seven rings to the top
that had come to Karis. He let her tour a moledxdaics board manufacturing plant, one| Bfst Aya watched over them with quiet smiles asytimoved on to playing with some of the
the businesses that sold its wares to the Impetiwough Kumi's front system, and thefolls and stuffed animals Rann had. Rann had adbspectrum of toys, because Faey
they ate cotton candy and played carnival gamesdmwthe boardwalk. Shya baited RaMPmen kept giving him dolls and things Jason wawddsider to be girl toys, like play kitch-
into riding the loop-the-loop coaster on the sthipt she paid for it when they both stagggre@as, While Jason made sure he got the full rang®gs toys; construction sets, toy trucks,
off and fought for space at a trash can so thejdabwow up. his own batchi stick and football, and the like. kd plenty of toys that both genders en-
After the tour, they returned home and just relaxashile. Jason did keep getting constdfiyed too, like kites and painting sets. So, whageScame over, at least they had plenty of
reports from Myri about the state of repairs anel tbdeployment of remaining forces, ah@ys-

they started going through the medals and awaatswtbuld be given out for valorous agt$ometimes Jason felt that Rann had too many tayslobking around the room, he saw
during combat. Jason had already made it abundaletiy that Sergeant Kyva was gettjiigat nearly half of them were actually his brothensl sisters’ toys. They kept bringing them
the Dukal Medal of the Champion, the highest mediailable, in recognition of her braz¢®ver when they played and left them behind.

almost insane attack on the landing mecha duriegahd battle on Kosiningi. That singldPinner was a huge affair, so big that Ayama coulde'it all herself. She had to order out,

young lady was a very big reason why Jason anthhgy were still alive. What came wi
that medal was induction into the noble house withtitle of Zarina, promotion to the ra
of First Lieutenant (whether she liked it or nat)yearly stipend, and he decided as well
the black Gladiator she piloted in the battle woldttomeher property She would own it
and while the KMS would maintain it and upgradastnecessary, it was hers to keep.
would also receive the Crystal Cross, the secoghdst award, in conjunction with the

Gladiator pilots that had faced off against vastiperior numbers and initially held the

vaders pinned down on the beach, which bought gusdime for the reinforcements to

rive. The captains and crews of all the ships #itt@cked the Urumi by surprise while Ja
tried to take them out with talent would be givee Crystal Cross as well, while the crg
on board the KMS ships that attacked the last @fGbnsortium fleet would receive the (
der of Sora, the third highest medal, and virtueligryone that participated in combat wo
receive both the valorous duty medal and the nrigiie service award.

Kyva was going to walk out of that ceremony witlufaew medals on her chest, office
bars, a noble title, and her own personal Gladiator

rnd Dahnai was introduced to the joys of a Ternalimary delicacy... pizza. Ayama was
hleoking at the prospects of trying to cook for Dahand her guardand all the people who
tkgpt coming over to visit Jason and meet the Enspras she surrendered and called in ¢
| very large order to New Italy, run by a pair of bdide Italian pizzaria owners, who'd run a
gHezaria on Earth before coming to Karis. And thgazarocked
pil he table was only big enough for ten people, sdueky people were sitting while others
dled in and out, attending what had become basieal unplanned party. Kids were scream-
bing and running around, pizza boxes were stacketstl on every flat surface, and Faey
L6Ramber music droned in the background from th#-lmuspeakers in the walls and ceiling
\o& the first floor. Dahnai looked a little spookednstantly looking around, keeping an eye
pen Shya, who was eating pizza in the living roorthwthe other kids, as adults filched pieces
fiem whichever box held their favorite. Dahnai waamsed to the loud goings-on, and
looked very out of place. But she kept smiling,ttihg amiably, and willing to try what was
eyt before her.

“Mmmmph, wha’ is thiff one?” she asked after takmngite. “It's delithuff!”

But with the honors also came the duties of tendinghe fallen. Military funerals weile ‘Pineapple and ham,” Symone said after lookinghat box. “I'm surprised that you've

scheduled, and Jason picked several at randontendaton top of tending the funeral
Captain Travka and every other ship captain whodiad in battle. Myri sent him the co
dolence letters, which he would read and sign petlbg and he also had her schedule n

arever hagizza Empress Dahnai!”
h-Just Dahnai,” she said with a smile. “| don't thigou guys would be too impressed with
hawy title anyway. | certainly don’t look like the Emess,” she said with a face, pulling a

tiple visits with the survivors of the soldiersl&id in battle. Those widows and child

esiring of cheese from the corner of her mouth.
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ion dome or you living on a station or on the maorsomething. Not trees, grass, and cities

asked, looking around Vell, who was about to fidjatover the last piece of sausage pizzafull of people!”

That produced from laughs from the table. “Whatyda think of Karis, Dahnai?” Ma\:F

“l think it's incredible,” she answered. “It got ldtle annoying that | couldn’t open al
doors, though. Jason won't explain how that works!”

“It's something best left unsaid, then,” Maya saith a smile.

“Which of that pack is yours?”

“Aran, the boy with green hair,” she said. “He’sda’s son. The two blond girls over thg
are my and Vell's girls, Sami and Yuri. “Sami, Yudome here and say hello to the E
press!”
The two girls came over holding pizza and triethoav. “Hello, your Empress,” Sami said
“It's your Majesty’ Yuri said critically, bumping her younger sistérello, your Majesty,’
she said with a little bob.

“They're very lovely.”

“Thank you,” she said with a smile.

“Do you go to school here, or does your mom teamh?y Dahnai asked them.

“Oh, we go to school,” Yuri answered. “I'm in grafteur, and Sami’s in grade two.”
“Grade four, eh? What do you do in grade four loer&aris?”

“We're learning algebra, and we take Faey and hisemd computer classes,” Yuri g
swered.

“Do you like it?”

y“There were some automated systems left afterttaelathat cleaned up the radiation,” Ja-
son explained. “They also started the terraforniracess, but they all failed centuries ago.
When we came here, we just picked up where itdéftWe’ll make Karis a living planet
again,” he said with affirmation, to which everyaatehe table nodded.
ereAnd there are no bugs here,” Sheleese grinned.
mNo animals at all except what we brought,” Jasddeal. “The automated systems only had
plant seeds. It couldn’t do anything about animals.
. “Well, sounds like | won't be worried about sometdibiting me when | go for a swim at
the beach,” Dahnai grinned. “I bought myself a rbdeni.”

“Bikini? Dahnai, if you use our beach, you go natlirSymone told her. “Bikinis are just
for going up and back!”

“It's a tradition,” Maya chuckled.

“Well, far be it for me to buck tradition,” Dahnsaid grandly.

“They’ve never explained that to me,” Jason noteBahnai.

“Explained what, hon?” Symone asked.
n“Why you bother putting on a swimsuit when you jtate them off when you get there,” he
said.
“Because we have to loggoodcoming back and forth, of course, and girls lookdin bi-

“It's fun!” she said with more enthusiasm. “We dotgo up and tour a ship last month, akuhis,” she told him.

it was really neat!”

“Oh really?” Dahnai said with bright eyes. “Whatidiou do there?”
“We're not allowed to say, your Majesty,” Yuri sawith an apologetic bob. “It's hous
stuff.”

“l see you teach them young,” Dahnai noted to Jastw sat beside her.

“You shoulda seen that coming.”

“Well, are you coming to Rann’s passing party?”

“Yeah, school’s out til next week cause of the lbadind stuff, so we can be there. But
haven't bought a gift yet.”

“We're doing that tomorrow, Yuri,” Maya assured her

The two girls drifted off as Dahnai watched Keléat a slice of pizza, then laughed as
tried to figure out how to break the cheese strings dignified matter. “You know, why h
ven't we ever heard of this stuff?” he asked, tgkamother, bigger bite. “It's great!”

“It makes perfect sense to me,” Dahnai said witiod.

“You're the one that looks silly, Jason,” Min toldm with a wink. “Sometimes he wears
¢runks, sometimes he doesn’t. When he doesn’t,onees out naked with a towel over his
shoulder,” she told Dahnai, leaning over the tatfitops every girl on the beach when he
doesiit.”

“I fully understand why,” she said in agreement.

“True, you've had up close and personal views af,hjou’d know,” Symone giggled. “Ja-
wen'’s got a big dick, Kellin, so we all have topstand watch it swing when he walks,” she
explained to Kellin, who laughed.

“I've had episodes like that myself,” he said. “Rdiefore | married Dahnai, | played batchi
inea fun league, and | scored quite a few goalabse the defenders didn’t have their eyes

hen the ball,” he grinned. “l used to wear an owadicup to keep them distracted.”

“Oh, they had their eyes on the ball, all rightyn®ne bantered. “They were looking at the

“It's a Terran recipe, and they don’t serve muchrdie food in the palace,” Jason answetezhes that matter more, that's all.”

“I think we have to go have a talk with the kitchéwve,” he noted to Dahnai.

“Hell yes,” she agreed with a chuckle, taking aeothite of the pineapple and ham.
“Ayama makes some good pizza. I'll have her giva ttee recipe to take home,” Jyslin
fered.

“I think I'd like that.”

“When do you think you'll be going back home, Enga®” Yana asked shyly.

“Batchi? How many teeth did you lose?” Lyn asked.
“None, but | got banged around a lot,” he answetbthst of them took offense to a boy

pfplaying a girl’'s sport. They used to call my tedra Tubers, at least until we started kicking

their asses,” he said proudly.
“Kellin’s as strong as he looks,” Dahnai said prigud
“What's it like living in the palace?” llia askednh.

“Not sure,” she answered between bites. “I wann&ersure that Karis is totally safe andit took me a while to get used to it. Ther@ls privacy anywhere,” he said. “The Imperial

secure first, and there’s quite a bit me and Jaswe to talk about concerning the Cong
tium and what happened, too. I'm definitely stayfagRann’s passing party no matter wh
though. Two days in that closet,” she grunted, Whiade them all laugh. “Don’t laugh, I
not used to living in something that small!”

“We understand that, but it's still funny,” Symosaid cheekily.

@uard is always there, and there’s always maidvanstes, and outside there’s flunkies and
aipbles and cameraverywherel’m from a very small house, and | wasn't usedhat. I'm

nlike Jason, | never really had any servants whead growing up, and then | go to a place

with no door on the bathroom and a woman standiagetwatching me while | sit on the toi-
let. | think it took me two weeks to finally worlpithe nerve to take a dump,” he admitted,

“I have to say, though, I'm amazed. | knew you gwgse here, but | was expecting a radli@hich caused a round of laughter. “But | got usedtt and besides, it was worth it,” he
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added, reaching out and putting his hand on Dasidarearm. She leaned over and kig
him, then started licking the cheese off his clihich made him gasp and laugh and try
push her away.

66 of 81

séthis house would fall apart if she wasn’t hereyslin admitted with a laugh.
tAyama’s a friend much more than a servdiison sent, taking a sip of the wine, which wa:
quite goodMiaari hired her for us. She was the perfect worfaarthe job.

“Sounds like a culture shock, alright,” llia notétt.took me a while to get used to being &men to thatJyslin agreedif you want to know who really runs this houseytteein that

noble, but here on the strip, it doesn't reallyl fde it.”

“Strip?” Dahnai asked.

“We all live here on the beach,” she answered. ¢dagnd the Marines and a few othg
like the twins and Kumi. You know, the people cldgéhim. It’s a little contained comm
nity where we're all friends and all our kids canw up together.”

“Ah, sounds like you've got something special Here.

“I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else,” she ansahonestly.

“Me either,” Maya agreed. “It's nice to know thaymohildren will grow up in the best pla
in the Imperium, but also learn that just becabseet's a wall separating our houses from
houses on the other side, it doesn’t make us dfgreint from them.”

“Well, you're a little different.”

“We're all of us members of House Karinne,” shedssimply. “That’s a tie that matte
much more than noble titles and status and predfiggre not like any other house you’
ever seen, Dahnai. Here, anyone on Karis can cortiésthouse and talk to Jason, as lon
he’s not busy. There may be a wall and guards tertethey’re not here to keep the peo
out. They're basically here to make sure the kigistdyet in trouble.”

“Really?” Dahnai asked in surprise.

room back behind the kitchen. Ayama and Surin keepything under control and keep all
of us on schedule.
brgyyama always jokes that since I'm so busy with yaligrg outside my front door, every-
ithing inside that door should be the last of mynesr; Jason sent with a chucklighe takes
very good care of us.

Well, at least you know how to let servants panyper Dahnai winked.

Pamper? Dahnai, the only person that gets pampgreiis house is Ranishe challenged.
cAyama’s always yelling at us because we keep dourgown laundry and washing the
itishes for her when she’s busy with the kids. T job Jason gladly won't do is mowing
the lawn. He hates it.

I'm still waiting for you to invent a strain of gsa that stops growingason told Myleena.
rsi’ll put it on the board and we’ll take a look &t she grinned in reply.
veYoureally do things differentlyDahnai sent, her surprise evident in her thought.
g Hkeeps us from getting big headason shrugged.
plemeant to ask, what do you guys e asked!m sure Jason’s busy running the house,
and Myleena is certainly doing research, but wHse €lo you do?

Well, I'm an intelligence analystim answeredl work for Miaari.

“More or less,” he answered. “Not many do, thougtend to get most suggestions throlighwas trying to get into engineering before | madiJason, so I'm still studying. | work on

CivNet, but sometimes people in Karsa will comeraad talk to me in person, especially
they think it's important.”

“I'm amazed your guards don’t have gray hair,” Daihchuckled.

“We're pretty laid back here, Dahnai,” he shruggéthis is a very isolated, very clo
community where we all see each other as friendsnaighbors, not strangers. We're v
careful to only bring people here who can fit infwihat mentality.”

“Well, this wouldn’t work in the Imperium.”

Myleena’s staff.

She’s pretty good at it, todJyleena complemented.

I'm kinda not doing anything at alsymone laughed.guess that’'s why I’'m always getting
5@ trouble. | have way too much free time on mydsafim Jason’s sex toy when Jys is busy
bhyit that's about it.

That sounds like a fun job to nmigahnai sent as she gave Jason a leering smile.
Oh, it is, believe meSymone agreed with a noBut we're gonna give you some space to-

“We know it wouldn’t. We had the chance to createatwe wanted, not take over whaight, Dahnai. We figured you haven’t seen himefavhile, so he’s all yours.

was left to us,” Jyslin agreed.

“Still, it's pretty amazing that it works so wellhe more people you have, the harder it i
keep that kind of small community feeling.”

“I'm very proud of my people,” Jason said with alsge sincerity.

After dinner and mingling in the spontaneous palason brought Dahnai and Kellin int
more intimate setting, at least after they putkits to bed. Rann and Shya were put in
same bed, and they snuggled up together in comptateentment. Once that was do
Dahnai and Kellin found themselves sitting in thénlg room watching in shock as Jag
and Jyslin helped Ayama and Surin clean up, they thiould domanual labor then sa
down with them on the couch, with Symone, Tim, &hdeena in the chairs around the c
fee table. That was the core of his family, for bbmha was his fellow Generation and al
like a sister because they shared so many inteaestshey were such good friends. A
distributed out glasses of wine to them, then paf@son on the shoulder. “Will you ne
anything else, Jason? If not, me and Surin wamteg tto our room.”

“No, that’s fine, thanks Ayama,” he told her.

“It was nice to meet you, your Majesty,” she saidwing to Dahnai. “Good night.”

“Night hon,” Jyslin said, and they all waved to lagrshe took her leave.

“She seems nice,” Dahnai noted.

| intend to take advantage of th@iahnai assured hdfve already arranged for one of my
sgioards to entertain Kellin tonight.

Jys is coming over to our place, and we're gonmadgbome Symone announced bluntly.
I'm already getting wet at the thought of it.

b # sounds like I'm going to to the wrong rooBehnai noted, which made Symone burst ou
tindaughter.

ndjell, Dahnai, take Kellin with you. You haven't hgaod sex til you have your husband on
ame side and yoummu doraion the other. Just kneel there and let them boypoeback and
forth, it's awesome.

pfwell, that does sound temptirfgahnai sent honestlput maybe we’ll try that later. I'd like
@sthance to spend the nightdason’sbed for once, just me and him. There's always tomo

yjmaw, thoughshe said, giving Kellin a sultry look.

etlm still gonna be going at it tomorrovgymone sent with a predatory smile, reaching ove
and cupping Jyslin's breastim has great stamina, and we can always justdiagh other
while he’s resting.

Jyslin pushed Symone’s hand off her breast prildbt.in public, girl,Jyslin protested.

You never told me your wife and Symone ar®ahnai sent privately to Jason, her thoughts

naughty and sly.
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This is actually fairly new. Jys explained it, s&d my attraction to Symone imprinted
her, and it happened to Symone too. She’s stilhgryo get used to it, cause she’s strai
but she’s having sexual feelings about another woma

Ah, that does happen from time to tidahnai noted.

Myleena, though, wasn't quite so tactfudlidn’t know you were bi, Jys.

I’'m not, she sent with a slight blushimprinted from Jason.

Ohhh,Myleena sent with a nod.

That happened to my aurkellin told them She had some issues with it, but it worked
in the end.

What happened?

She moved my uncleasnu dorainto the guest housbge sent with a wink.

Well, I'm still getting used to itJyslin admitted with a slight flusi®ur first attempt wasn
very... graceful. Neither of us had ever done somegtlike that before.

Myleena laughed. guess it wouldn't beshe agreed.

It's a little embarrassingshe confessed.

You certainly weren’t very embarrassed when yoleveaiting my pussygymone sent, wit
a slightly challenging tone.

Why would it be, Jys®lyleena sentlt happened, it's a natural thing. Nobody'’s thingin
less of you because of it. In fact, | think it'sab&ful. You get to experience everything f

makes Jason love Symone first hand, not just thragmding with him. It's always bett
when it’syou doing it, not feeling what he’s doing through sewgd

I never thought of it that wayyslin admittedl’m sorry, hon, I'm just not quite as quick
you are getting used to ghe apologized, putting her hand on Symone’s leg.

That's alright, you’ll be making it up to me veryos, Symone grinned lasciviouslin fact,
| think you'll start making it up to me right nolet’s go back to my room and fuahe sen
graphically, standing up.

Well, that sounds like I'm being sent to my rodim sent with a laugh.

| wouldn’t keep her waiting, Tim. From what I'm fieg under her thoughts, you would
want to know what she’ll do to you if you make\wait, Myleena winked.

Damn right, babySymone sent, grabbing Jyslin by the hand andrgulier to her feet.

Symone dragged Tim and Jyslin out with goodbyes, e Imperial couple gave Jagon

light smiles after they left. “Symone seems... engcgeshe noted.
“That's a tactful way to put it,” Jason chuckledsHe’s a very loving and affectiona
woman, and that’s just one way she shows it.

“You said she was brave. You weren't kidding at’all

“Not a bit,” he nodded.

“Speaking of going, | need to head out, Jayce,”ddyla said, putting her glass down on
coffee table. “| have some lab results to look cwed some other stuff to do.”

“Alright, see you in the morning,” Jason told her.

“Good night, your Majesty, Kellin,” she said.

“Night Myleena,” they said in unison, and Myleenadded past Aya, who brought Jaso
handpanel. He looked over the newest report frarcttmmand staff about repairs, and
that everything was on schedule.

“Thanks Aya,” he said as he handed it back, anchskieled and went back to the kitchen
Dahnai gave Kellin a brief look, and Jason couldsseright on the edge of his mind t
they were sending privately... and Dahnai was be#ny strong about it. “Ah, well, | thin
I'll go settle in over in the closet,” Kellin saiith a smile at Jason. “I'll see you in t
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qut her hand on his cheek and kissed him back,gherslapped him on the butt as he got uy
pgmnd left.

“Well, we seem to be alone,” she said in a purrioige.

“Let me guess, Symone got to you.”

“Guilty,” she laughed. “So let's go have some fun.”

“As long as you don’t mind that I'm a little tiretim all yours for as long as | last.”

“Why do you think I'm taking you to bed so early?”

Chapter 6
Chiira, 22 Shiaa, 4400 Orthodox Calendar
Wednesday, 20 November 2013, Terran Standard Calend
Chiira, 22 Shiaa, year 1326 of the'9Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Cal-
endar
Foxwood East, Karsa, Karis
Well, one thing was for sure.
Sex with Dahnai was no different in his bed thamas in hers.
He was a little tired though, so she was somewbasiderate of that, not expecting him at
his rested best, but despite that, it was still assgood as it ever was. Five years had don

t

H

hré(%thing to dampen the attraction they shared, hail tong periods apart made each conju-
eg|;a| visit a rekindling of that attraction and passiBesides, Dahnai was an Empress, and th:
made her very bold and creative in bed, each sessahance for her to conquer her partnel
anew with her sensuality, her incredibly sexy bahd her passion.

nd Jason just loved to be conquered by her.
It was sunrise, which was when Jason usually gobupDahnai was still asleep. She was
snuggled up against his back, an arm thrown ovar dnid tucked under his own. Even in
sleep, she had a somewhat active mind, which weasamnally telepathically aware. That
was both a function of her powerful talent and sitving) of a trained condition that made her
yery sensitive to changes in her environment. idenaer wake up if she sensed unknown ac
tive minds approaching her or close to her, antlrtiede her a very light sleeper. She wasn’
in an active phase right now, but she was maimgisbmething of a lingering touch on him
that had yet to dissolve. Dahnai waseay forceful sender during sex, trying to invade the
private realm reserved for him and Jyslin everglgirtime, which made sex with her a tele-

athic wrestling match of sorts as he maintainedpttoper distance while she tried to wrig-

le through his barriers. She was a taker, justdiky Empress, trying to take everything she
wanted, despite however others may feel aboutatdidn’t hold it against her, though. That
kind of strength and will was mandatory in somewt® ruled over the violent and unpre-
{ ictable Faey.

e reached out a little bit. Jyslin was asleepwas Symone and Tim, but the very act of
reaching out also stirred her, as she sensed &istérg thought. Jason and Jyslin had any
number of bonds between them, and they were bdtieragly sensitive to each other. He
c%uld sense her moods, could feel it when she wastwr angry, and any time she was
_evr\r)otionally charged, it induced a response in tBox, since he’'d been busy himself last
"filght, he didn’t pay much attention to her, becawséad his hands full.

Good morningshe sent privately to him, rather sleepily. Hghtitouch to see if she was
;a¥vake had actually woke her up.
 |'m sorry, love,he apologized.
A It's nothing.

it?
SheOW was It~

D

t

N

O,

m:

morning, love. Have fun,” he said with a grin, thes leaned over and kissed Dahnai.
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You know how it wassame the satisfied respon3eém really enjoyed it. Just to save yo
pride, he didn’t last any longer than you did tirstftime. He came literally as he was pe
trating me. At least you got it all the way intay®ne before you popped.

Well, we just can’t withstand it. You two are jtesd damn sexy.

You're such a teaseame the playful responddow was it?

Same as it ever is with Dahnaig answeredshe assaults me with her body and then trig
break into our private domain with her sending.

| felt it here and there. This was the first tinmeiyve fucked her with me nearby. Shefally
invasive, isn't she?

Yeah, but nothing | can’t handle.

Thank Trelle you didn’t imprinDahnaion me,she sent with relieut | think Symone ma
not have escaped that. | caught a couple of stnaydhts in her about those memories
shared with us of Dahnai naked, and it was gettighorny. You should warn her that §
mone might be a little... grabby. Symone wasn't elgtistraight to begin with, so shq
much more receptive to the idea of attraction teeotvomen.

I'll warn her.

Tim’s starting to wake up. You mind if we havetidelifun before coming over, or do
have plans?

Nothing that can’t be postponed for a little fure answered.

Good. You know how much | love a sunrise session.

That's half the fun with you, love. | know whengeeto sleep that we’re only halfway dor

I know you love itshe sent coylyWoop, Tim’'s up. Time to get my piece. Later, mg.lov

Enjoy.

Jason figured that he should call in and see iigghiwere still on schedule, so he tried to
himself free of Dahnai. It caused her to stir, hegre and she took a very firm grip on hih
don’t think so,she sent firmlyYou are mine until | decide it's time to get upddim not
getting up.

Good morninghe sent with an audible chuck&eep well?

| like this mattressshe announcedVhere did you buy it?

In Karsa. I'll give you the address of the stofegyt can deliver to you at the palace.

That's a dealshe affirmed.

| need to tell you something.

What?

Watch Symonéie warnedJyslin just told me that she thinks she may haem lmprinted
with you. And Symone is not afraid of you at all. She veay tentative with Jyslin becau
they’re so close, but you're a stranger, and sHedlvery bold. She may be very grabby
you. She might even proposition you.

No problemDahnai shrugged’'m not gay, but I'm not above letting a girl geeroff either
If she wants to taste the Imperial pussy, she’sentioan welcome to. As long as she real
it's going to be a one way encounter, not an issue.

Make sure you stress that if it happens.

| will. Now, let’s talk business.

This isn’t a good time to talk businegs, told her evenhit’'s a little distracting.

No, we're going to talbusinesslover,she sent seductively.

Oh, well, now that | don’t mind.
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wsmack you!”
néYour mommy knows what we're doing,” Jason saidhim, a bit tartly. “Now out.”

Dahnai laughed helplessly. “Oh, Trelle. For yedms guards kept people out of my room
when | have sex, and | finally get caught in thebgcmy own daughter!”

“That’s what we’re gonna be doing when we’re olti&hya told Rann, throwing her arms
rgitound him possessively.

“I think it looks icky, but daddy says | won't thinso when I'm older,” he told her, in a
rather clinical voice.

“This is not a lesson,” Jason said dangerously wiéat”

They filed out, and Dahnai laughed again. “Can pak your door?” she asked.
1y“It doesn’t have a lock. If you want to keep goiygu better be ready for the chance that
yought happen again.”
byShe gave him a sly look. “It's worth the risk,” stodéd him.
'sThey weren't exactly caught in the act, but Jydithcome into the room just moments after
they finished, while Dahnai was still feeling quiteuggly and affectionate. She was wearing
a thigh-length robe, which she shed immediatelynuglosing the door, displaying her gor-
vgeous body. “Morning,” she told them. “I'm goingttzke a shower.”

“Morning Jys,” Dahnai said, waving to her. “Did ybave fun last night?”

“I just finished having fun,” she said with a wirl.hat's why | need a shower. I'm a morn-
ing girl.”
eMe too,” she said with a nod. “Our kids walkedan us!”

“Rann does that all the time,” she said with a désime wave of her hand, walking towards
the bathroom.
pm not used to that, it was almosimbarrassingshe sent when Jyslin went into the bath-
room and out of sight.

You get used to iflyslin told herDid he warn you about Symone?

Yeah, it's not a problem. | can handle it.

Good. | didn't want it to be a surprise.

Well, | appreciate that.

While Jyslin was showering, Dahnai decided thattke Imore snuggling would bolster her
to get up, then she finally decided to sit up aindtsh.| hope Kellin wasn't too lonely last
night. He won't sleep with Vizzi, just fuck herddre’s not used to sleeping alone in a bed.

I'm sure he’s fineJason told helde must not be awake yet, so clearly he managgdttto
sleep by himself alright.
seShe climbed over him and got out of bed, and hetbgdst stop a moment and appreciate
nitbw awesomeshe looked. She worked out religiously, so she weag muscular, muscle that
enhanced her feminine beauty to maximum effecttditelmuscles caused a sleek curve
down to her narrow waist, giving her a Killer sillette, which was only enhanced by her
redurally wide hips and long, long legs. Dahnai wesced with a great body even without
all the working out, with wide hips, long legs, afaitly large breasts, but the muscle on her
just made those attributes even more attractivénBiawas the only woman he’d ever seen
that made ripped abdominal muscksxyon a woman. Jyslin padded out with a towel
around her, but she took it off to start drying hair.

“Done with the shower, Jys?”

“All yours,” she answered, but she too took a monteriook Dahnai up and down. It was

They got into some pretty serious business disonssd the point where they'd just beg
intercourse, when the door banged open and RannSéwyd both ran into the ro

h

the first time that Jyslin had seen Dahnai nakegkirson.
'Go ahead, appreciate it,” Dahnai said outragequsisning and striking a little pose for

“Daddy!” Rann said, a bit scandalized. “Private ditwith the Empress? Mommy’s gonndyslin, which made her laugh sheepishly.
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“I'm just seeing where | need more work,” Jyslimk&d. “Jason goes on and on about y
body. Sometimes it makes me feel fat and ugly.”

“Oh pleasg” Jason protested scornfully, throwing a pillonhat.

She dodged the pillow with a laugh, and Dahnai e@ltowards the bathroom. “Towels
side?”

“In the closet on your left,” Jyslin answered.

“Can | borrow your shampoo, Jys? | didn't bring timiyg with me up here, it's all in th
closet he put me in.”

“Sure, second rack.”

Jyslin sat on the edge of the bed, and Jason daghipd her and dried her hair for hgénu
need a shower toghe sent criticallyGo jump in with Dahnai.

She mussed me?

Shereally mussed you.

Alright.

Jason joined Dahnai in the shower, which had roonidur people since it doubled as
washing tub, then Jyslin helped Dahnai dry her goug mane of bronze-colored hair as|
son got dressed. The rest of the neighborhood stlted getting going, as Jason he
Ayama open send to Rann, asking him to come dowthedkitchen and tell her what
wanted for breakfast. Symone sent a tentative sgrtdi see who was up, and Maya aske
come over for breakfast because she was out of teithe Empress awake, JasoAfama
asked.

I'm awake,Dahnai answered cheekily.

What would you like for breakfast, your Majesty?
Surprise meshe answered.

Younevertell Ayama thatJason warnedshe takes all kinds of liberties. Just pick so|
thing, and keep iormal Jason warned.

Yes, your Grace. Spoilsposghe added, which made Dahnai explode into laughter
“Would she really have-"

“Yes,” Jason and Jyslin answered in unison. “Ayamall business, but she has awil
sense of humor,” Jyslin added.

“The last time someone said that to her, she avel of sand in front of them,” Jason tg
Dahnai, which made her explode into laughter yairag

| think | could learn to like living herd)ahnai sent to Jason with a smile.
After breakfast, a rather large one given that Maxell, and their kids were there, Jas
and Dahnai got down teeal business. They sat down in his study, which wasgure mod
to keep their discussion secret, and went overyévieg that happened in the battle in gr
detail-or as much detail as he could reveal withmetaiching Karinne secrecy. They th
spent nearly two hours discussing what the Consuartiad done, how it made no sense,
discussing what might happen in the future. Theuwlision widened when Tim and Mia
came into the study, Miaari wearing a memory band earrying a handpanel. The fi
thing she did was contact his gestalt and downlaegkries of datafiles into it, and S
handed Dahnai the handpanel. She nodded to Timetlkned the study into secure mode

“This is a detailed account of everything we hawarhed so far from the wreckage,” s
said, “and also the preliminary intelligence gatitefrom the Urumi captain we have in ¢
tody.”

“What did you learn from him?”

“Not much more than we have pieced together, butlidepick up one interesting bit of i
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@nd the Consortium representative. He relatedttieConsortium wanted thentire Urumi
fleet to attack Karis, but the Collective was veggistant to that idea, because it is a six da)
jump to Karis from Collective space, where it idyoa three day jump to Draconis. They
rwere afraid that the Imperium would retaliate beftrey could get their fleet back to defend
their border systems. In that respect, they wereect”

“Damn right they were correct,” Dahnai said aggresy.

at“When he was leaving, the Consortium was offerimgirt own ships to defend Urumi terri-
tory, which the Queen seemed to not prefer.”

“Who could blame her,” Tim noted. “I wouldn’t lika mysterious ally to park a fleet of
ships in my territory when my entire fleet wasihieéte to oppose them if they attacked.”
“True,” Dahnai nodded.

“The captain wasn't there long enough to hear trapromise that caused the Urumi fleet
to split up, nor does he know what caused the Gtinsoto abandon contact with the Col-
lective, but it does make one thing very clear.”

h&The Consortium specifically tried to destroy Housarinne,” Tim concluded. “And they
bad some pretty detailed intelligence about usotd.tl

attf they’d have jumped their entire fleet, it woulthve been ugly,” Jason grunted. “But,
ngiven that Dahnai can get her fleet here fastar tham, they’d have faced more than just us
catod | would have welcomed that assistance. Sdisgliup the fleet to distract Dahnai did
make sense. But why did the Consortium try to lgetdrumi to do that?”

“Maybe theywantedthe Urumi’s fleet to get wiped out,” Tim speculhtéMake them easy
pickings for either themselves or someone else.”

“That is a curious concept,” Miaari said, as statetl pacing back and forth. “Consider.
The Consortium enters an alliance with the Ururnat, decretly have no intention of keeping

nite-They goad them into a war with the governmédatt tcontains their true target, which is

House Karinne, and arm them with weapons and téegpdhey will need to beffectivein
that battle, but naguperiorin that battle. Without that technology, the Uruané little more
than targets of leisure for the Karinne and milyainferior to the superior numbers of the
Imperial naval forces that will oppose them. Thégrmapt to get the Urumi to commit a con-
siderable portion of their resources into the &ttaghich would be met with heavy resis-
lthnce. The end result would, naturally, be the tfsa large part of their naval fleet.” She
turned around to look out the darkened window,tagiswishing behind her. “After the bat-
tle, given the assumption that they were victoriand what we saw in the attack on Karis
avas the large extent of military Consortium craftieh were available to make the attack,
bthe Consortium turns on the Urumi, which have bemrerely weakened by the battle. They
edfeat the Urumi, recover the technology they solthem, then leave them at the mercy of
dmeir neighbors, for they will have accomplisheditiobjective.”

afidilling us,” Jason grunted.

arflt does have a kind of logic,” Dahnai agreed afténking a moment. “So, with the Urumi
rstot going by that plan, what does that mean if Misaright?”

h&That the Consortium is bringing another fleet ttaek us, or the Urumi, or both,” Miaari
concluded in a grim voice. “Given that we have patact or knowledge of this Consortium,
lamd they can move their ships through hyperspaaedhtime, we must assume they are
iseming from a vast distance, and thus were notiablaiin the previous battle. They had a
timetable which was disrupted when we ferretedtbeir plans and exposed them publicly,
which introduced them to the Kimdori in a very rddshion,” she said with a crooked smile,
ntooking back at them. “As we have no knowledgehein, they must have had no knowledge

formation,” she answered. “It seems that he ovetheaconfrontation between the Qus

2@h us. This created a dilemma for them. | do ndiebe that the Consortium waeady to
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make this attack,” she explained. “The manner itictvithe plan was set up hints that thelow you see why | love working for h&im sent with a grinShe has quite a mind.

were going to allow the Urumi and the Faey to eegiagwar, and take time fully plungi
both sides into that war, before making their moweKaris. The war over Trillane’s insy
rection would have taken time to fully develop, dhdt would give this Consortium time
complete the movements of their forces and befavarable position when the time came
attack Karis. That would explain another issueyaty. It seemed curious that this Cong
tium, who is technologically superior to the Urumiasdependingon them to help them a|
complish their objective. If they must move thdiips across a vast distance to engagd
battle with Karinne, then it is more logical foreth to enlist the assistance of a local ¢
ernment that would be willing to enter war with thperium, using what resources tH
have available to them here as best they can.”

Tim picked up where Miaari left off. “So, the Kimdamose out what they're doing and ¢
pose things, and it totally fucks—ah, excuse mylage, your Majesty.”

“I'm not a prissy, Tim,” she grinned. “So, théyck upthe Consortium, then what?”

“It forces them to gamble,” he continues. “They idecthey have to take their shot
Karinnenow, because the other governments might interferespnead the Urumi too th
to be of any use to them. They try to get the Urtoxdommit to an all-out attack, which th
refuse, so they compromise. The Urumi pin down Engpress by sending a fleet at D
conis, they send a small diversion to Arctus to entook like they’'re gonna pay the Tr|
lanes back for backstabbing them, which gives wdansortium ships are here a sho
Karis without Dahnai moving to help.”

“Well, put that way, it does explain some of thenftsing holes we were seeing,” Jas
agreed. “But what about the attack on Kellin?”
“That is an issue that still remains uncertain,’algti admitted. “I cannot see the value of]
tacking Prince Kellin over the Empress. We needeniimiormation, and we may get some
“l contracted with the Denmother to dig as deeplascan,” Dahnai told Jason. “She prg
ised to put a large number of Kimdori on it. | wanswers’

“And we will discover them,” Miaari said simply.

“Well, that does sound quite logical,” Dahnai muséddimming her fingers on the arm
her chair. “When we look at it the way Miaari expkd, it fits together. Jason’s search
his people put the Kimdori in the right place tarsble across the Consortium and their p
and in what was absolutely fucking brilliant, yoxpese thenpublicly,” she said, giving Jg
son a very approving look. “The Alliance and ak ththers find out what’s going on, a

g“‘Okay, so, now what?” Jason asked.

r-“We prepare for war,” Miaari stated bluntly. “The@sortium is coming, Jason. They have
ttried to destroy us, and it would be foolish toiéed that they will not try again. And now
tat they know we are aware of them, they will lb@tso coy or deceptive the next time.”

off can’'t argue with that,” he sighed, then he ledwback in his chair. “But, we have a major
cadvantage here. When we get the interdictor gahmy won't be able to get anywhere near
3k: 08

otMhat is that?” Dahnai asked.

elit's something from my ancestors,” he told hett's'la device that prevents any ship from
entering a system using hyperspace. When we flmidding it and get it online, they won't
et any closer than a light year. And frahat far away, we’ll see them coming and have
plenty of time to get ready.”

“That'swhy you bought a stargate!” she gasped. “It'll lwewen through this interdictor!”
atle nodded. “We just have to make sure that therahd of the gate is heavily defended,
rand we're golden. The Consortium won't be ablettack us without a few month’s warn-
eng.”
ra-Jason. Darling. We hawvgot to talk about that interdictor,” she said, lickihgr lips. “If |
Ihad one of those in every Imperial system, we’dulsking untouchablée’
atVe might discuss it,” Jason answered. “If we caorkvout some kind of deal that keeps
your people away from it, and lets us build andrafeeit in a secure way so we defend our
seechnology, we might be able to hammer out a deal.”

“You bring me any contract you want,” she declafadd I'll sign it”
aMiaari’'s look showed him thahewasn't to bright on that idea, but Jason figuteatas be-
"'tause the Kimdori might have a little trouble kegpan eye on things if they couldn’t move
@mbout the Imperium on their own. But, it was a feade in Jason’s eyes. He didn’t see muck
danger in giving Dahnai somethindgfensivethat would only protect the Imperium without
giving her a way to use it as a weapon. And it aiae a way he could keep a throttle on her.
@y threatening to turn off the interdictors, he kcbbully her into doing what he wanted. If
fehe decided to declare war on a neighbor, thinkiagthey couldn’t touch her own territory
amreturn, Jason would be there to disabuse h#rabthotionvery quickly
- He loved Dahnai, but he wasn’t stupid enough tettnerthat much.
ndl’ll bring you something,” he said mildly. “I havto talk to Myleena first, though, to work

that totally screws the Consortium. They don’t hameugh of their own ships here to takeit how we could do it.”

Karis on their own, and they were depending on miegbogged down in a war with t
Urumi to let them slip by and hit Karis without being able to do anything about it. B
then they have no choice, so they stampede the iUntmnattacking, then backstab them 3
leaveafter the Urumi launched the fleet and couldn’t callnthback, because the Urumi
ther didn't trust them or wouldn’t commit their eptfleet to attack Karis.”

“That or they were simply no more use to the Cosior,” Miaari noted, turning aroun
putting a furry hand on the white band on her fithat marked her as a Handmaiden.
“Well, | think we should go with this theory,” Jasgaid. “It makes much more sense t
anything else.”

“I will report our theories to the Denmother,” Miaaodded.

“That wasyour theory, Miaari,” Dahnai noted. “Make sure you tadir that. She’ll be prou
of you.”

“I would not presume to do such a thing,” she satf-effacingly, waving a hand neg

ne'Alright, | need to talk to Lorna,” Dahnai said. Hieed to fill her in and get some advice
@itom her on how ready we’d be if the Consortiumevidd it to a general war against the en-
tice Imperium.”
pi|t sounds like a good time to take a break,” Jaagreed. “It's about lunch time anyway.”
“Wanna go to the beach before the fleet gets hdbePinai asked. “We still have about five
Hhours or so.”
“Sounds good to me,” he nodded.
halason spent lunch sifting through the technicad dléitari put in his gestalt, which was con-
siderable. The tech team had gone into overdrivaralyzing Consortium technology, and
what was the biggest tidbit in that was Myleenalsart on those brain implants in the insec-
doids.

They were a combination of communication and miowttiol.
i-They allowed those insects an almost telepathe-dikility to communicate, a radio in their

gently.

heads, but they also could affect the minds intickvkhey were implanted. Odds were, that
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sense of abject hatred in every mind he touchechvieetried to attack them was from thatan we kiss?

device, hazing over their minds with hate and ragepur them to fight, even to the painNo.

where they would commit suicide in kamikaze attasken it was clear they'd lost, trying towell, can | kiss you?

take the Karinnes with them into death. That wayg i@eresting, but it also showed him thalot on the face. Anywhere else is just fine.

these insects weneaturally extremely resistant to telepathy. In a way, thaswery bag
news, because telepathy was the primary weapdredfaey Imperium.

Surprisingly, the Consortium usgidasmaas a power source, just like the Imperium

many other races, but they had learned hotrdadcastthat plasma power to remote un

| Alright. Let's borrow Jayce and Jyslin’s room.

And so, Dahnai got up and went back to the hougeoBe waited all of thirty seconds, and
agot up and followed her.

tdHow long do you figure?

without a PPG. Nowhat was new, something either of them had ever sefmeéheand that I'd give them about half an houdason noted, then he went back to going over dte id

was how the implants in the insectoid’s brains wereered.
After lunch, they went to the beadBveryonewas there as well, making another party

his gestalt.
af was actually more like twenty minutes. Dahndureed and sat in her chair, then picked

sorts out of it, and Dahnai was almost devilishdypjby to join in with the tradition that thep her handpanel quite calmly, as if nothing hagpleaed.

private beach of the Grand Duke Karinne was a rhabeh. Jason himself partook of t
tradition, since he had to admit, he rather likiting naked on the beach. Jyslin had re
converted him in that regard, for he felt it ertir@atural to sit there in his beach ch
where everyone who bothered to look could seeiglbbsiness. Dahnai planted her c
right by Jason and Jyslin, and wasted no time éifmpbher sculpted perfection to everyg
on the beach by shedding her skimpy black bikini sitting down with a handreader, ho
ing some reports that Lorna had sent to her, seéshlel go over them while sunbathing.
“You'll like Karis,” Jyslin told her with a grin. The sun here is blue, just like home, so
can have a good bask without burning in half arrhitke on planets with yellow and whi
stars.”

“Good,” she nodded as she shifted a bit in herrchiaoo bad the sun here doesn’t tymwu
blue,” she said, giving Jason an evil smile.

“Thank God for small favors,” he said mildly.

Jason saw that Jyslin was right to warn them. Adtevhile, Kellin, who was helping tk

hatvell, that didn’t take longJyslin sent with a naughty tilt.
ally doesn’t take long when it's one washe answered without even the slightest hint of emr
varrassment.can say one thing.
aivhat?
n&he needs more practice. I've gotten better head frirgins.
ddyslin exploded into laughter, leaning over Jaswhlaoking at herWell, she’s still new to
being into girls, so just give her time.
ydim sure you can fix that, Jysliahnai sent, adding an imagined image of Jyslowéhg
l&Symone to give her oral sex, which made Jyslintbfusiously, her whole face turning dark
purple.

Ah, Dahnai Jyslin sent, looking down.

What?

You're glistening a littleshe said, pointing down.
eThanks,she nodded, taking her towel and drying off sonaéstare from her pubic hair and

kids build a sand castle down by the water, gotriaabot into helping out, and it was redllulva. | guess | coulda left it, and let everyone thinkids getting wet just sitting next to

intresting to watch her interact with the kids. Dahloved kids, and it showed as she |
tered with them, smiling and laughing, being a va@cgessible and interesting adult that
geniunely interested in them. Symone joined themd, they sat there sending to each o
while helping, no doubt that promised discussioauttdason. Jason watched them a w
went back to his gestalt, then Jyslin nudged hith@ointed.

Symone looked furtively to her left, then to heyht. Then she reached out and put her |
on Dahnai’'s shoulder in a casual way, but thenhiagxd slid down. And it slid down son
more, and then a little more, then she slid it dvahnai’s breast. Dahnai made no move

showed she was aware of that contact, but Symat@tditop. Her hand ghosted slow

down, over Dahnai’'s muscled stomach, then quitaébeedtely stroked over Dahnal

alayce. You know, bolster his reputatishe sent with a wink at them.

vahat or make everyone think that you don’t wiperafou peeJason added dryly.

hdyslin and Dahnai exploded into laughter.

nilBymone sauntered over with her chair and plantbg Dahnai, then flopped dowHli, she
sent with deceptive mildness.

alwdit out of your systemBRahnai asked bluntly.

nel-or now,she admittedYou’ve got a fantastic body, Dahnai. | really likgeltting to taste it.
th&bank you. I've worked very hard on it.

IWit shows. Umm, can we do it again later?

'sMaybe. After you get more practiche sent, which made Symone flush.

trimmed triangle of pubic hair, her fingers slippidown over the crown of Dahnai’s pubidVell, you wanna threesome with me and Jayce sogf&tim

bone and disappearing between her legs.
Now that was rather brazen. Symone felt Dahnai up rightherbeach.

Dahnai didn't jump or jerk or make any outward aga@ce that Symone had her fingerg
her genitals. She just made a single sending, wstiehdeigned to open to Jason as we|

Symone Either let go of me, or we go back to the house ldetlyou get it out of your sy
tem.

Symone looked startled, but she licked her lipsgladced aroundYou wanna?
As long as you understand I’'m not gay. Don’t expegtthing in return.

| can live with that. What can | do?

Dahnai lowered her handpanel and looked at\Wermight do thatshe stated!m starting

to feel a bit left out here, given I'm the othermam and | live on another planet. You guys
bave been doing all kinds of fun things without sies sent, looking Jason in the eye anc
llgaimning.I'll need to get to know you better first, thougind let Kellin get to know you. Kel-
sHn would have to approve if | take up with someottger than Jason, even if it's a three-
some with higmu dorai

Really? Well, time to fix thaGymone stated, standing up. She went back to wkeltan
was with the kids, sat down on her knees beside &t engaged him in sending.

In mere moments, she had him laughing and pushihgragplayfully, then she took a bucket

Anything you want that doesn’t involve me touclyiag back.

of water and dumped it over his head, which mabihalkids squeal in delight.
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Andthatis SymoneJason sent to Dahnai with mild amusem&hi’s impossible not to lik
You're getting to see her unload both barrels aft ttharm on Kellin.

He’s certainly enjoying being charmeiBahnai agreed as he splashed a different buck

water on her, but then she turned and bulled hitiéosand, on top of hinMaybe a little
too muchshe added with a slightly dangerous, jealous uoderwhen Symone perched h
self on top of him, pushing his shoulders down it sand. The fact that both of them w
naked, and Symone was in the right position to atmmake it look like they were having i
tercourse, wasn't lost on Dahnai. No doubt Symaae domething rather interesting press
up against her at that moment. But then she scirkame“Get ‘im!,” and the kids starte
running to the sea to fill buckets to pour overlit& head while Symone held him down.
Trust me, Symone’s not doing anything with Kelfia kasn't done with Velllyslin assure
Dahnai.

Those two have done about everythighave sexJason laughed.

Kellin struggled under Symone as the kids stantemhdating him with saltwater, throwir
bucket after bucket on both him and Symone, thelalghed and put his hands over his f
in surrender. She let him up, touched him on time and noted in an open sending he
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e.What—

Nothing but yes or no. Look into your heart andlsBahnai, then look me in the eyes and
etnsfver that questiomo you trust me

She was silent for a long moment, keeping her é&yeered, then she looked up at him.
grust you.
efEhen trust me now. Send the fleet bagktomiseyou, we’ll be alright. Can you do that, de-
nspite your fear, and trust me to make sure it hagfe
inghate you sometimeshe accused, slapping his hands off her shoukl®sstanding up,
deeping her back to him. Then she shook her head{ing her bronze hair sway in a very
lovely manner, and looked back over her shouldérmat!’ll do it. But if something happens
fto Karis and | didn’t have my fleet here to stqd’ih gonna punch you.

I'll let you punch me all you wanie nodded.

Alright. Jaenne wants to see me in person, andhktthat's best. If | give her the order to
gvithdraw over gravband, she might not believe &n@ou arrange for her to come down?
addl send a dropship for her. Let her know it sming, and she has to come alone.
vasvill.

caked in sand, he noted she was too, and theyaan end jumped into the ocean to cl¢alaenne Meralle was a very, very tall Faey, onlynah shorter than Dahnai, with jet black

up.

See? Symone’s just getting to know him, and tlefsway,Jason remarkedy the time
they come out to dry off, Kellin will think sheis best friend.

That was about the way it went. They swam for deylihen she held his hand as they ¢
out, going right back to the sand castle and gittiown to help the kids finish ¥hen she’
done charming Kellin out of his last two creditege¥l come and do the same to ydasor]
surmised to the Empress.

I'll see it coming.

That will not matter in any way whatsoevéason warned heBe ready for it all you wan
when she comes for you, you will fall to her.

That sounds like a bet to me.

It's your money.

hair that was pulled back severely from her facg done up into a braid that trailed down
her back. Faey with black hair wereryrare, and the fact that she was quite lovely dobba
made her a heartbreaker when she was younger. &heiddle-aged as Faey went, but still
hheed a youthful vigor about her. She seemed a #itlstl to be brought down to what looked
5to her to be a neighborhood populated by blue-céléey commoners, but the fact that the
Empress was standing on the pad to meet her dppshile it clear she was brought to the
right place.

“Your Majesty,” she said with a sharp salute. “Hdig you get here before us?”
, “Magic,” she said with a wink. “I want you to godiato the fleet and send them home.”
“How many are we leaving in defense of the planet?”

She glanced at Jason. “None. The Grand Duke coewinge the planet is adequately de-
fended. So go ahead and return to Draconis, whesglithave new orders for you.”

By the time they wrapped up on the beach and dddtdeas about time to get ready for th&’'m not too happy with this idea, your Majesty he said bluntly. “This planet has no de-

arrival of the fleet, Kellin had a new best friel®mone had Dahnai eating out of her hg
and Jason was richer fifty credits.

To say that Admiral Jaenne Meralle was startled aramderstatement
When the fleet arrived, nearly a thousand shipewvefry class, The first transmission tk
received, before they could even take sensor swekfse system to assess its condit
was the Empress. She was clearly already herendpdgaten them to the planet by some
terly unknown way, standing side by side with thara Duke Karinne and ordering them
hold their position some distance from the planet,to use sensors of any kjrahd awai
further orders. The Admiral complied, naturallyt blid request to be allowed to see the B
press in person.

That afternoon was when the real confrontation belj¢éhen Jason asked Dahnai to s
the fleet back, she refuse@dciferously Jason could appreciate her concern for him ae
house, but she was absolutely dead set againshdeKaris, in her mind, completely und
fended and just begging to be attacked. He triadam, he tried force, he even tried yell
and screaming, but Dahnai would not budge.

After a solid hour of argument, he finally sat lkdemwn, put his hands on her shoulders,
looked down into her eyeAlright Dahnai, it comes down to this. Do ytwust mé& he askeq

fehses that we can see, at all. Irdwant to leave you here without protection.”

“This planet is full of surprises, Jaenne,” Dahtwdd her. “The fact that we're standing here
talking on it without our flesh melting off our bes should be a good example.”
eyWVe werewondering about that,” Jaenne said with a slighites
onS0 accept my orders, Admiral. Trust me, I'll begdine.”

yehe nodded. “Do you want me to return with any sder command?”
toActually, there is something you can do,” she saidncing at one of her guards. “Bring
me that handpanel Javari,” she ordered. The guangd and rushed off. “I'm sending you
rhack with a handpanel holding quite a bit of techhidata concerning the weapons anc
equipment the Urumi and the Consortium were usiade it to Black Ops and they'll get to
Hwgrk on analyzing it.”
i thil deliver it personally, your Majesty,” she ghivith a nod.
e Don't let it out of your sight, Admiral.”
nd'll keep it in my bra, your Majesty,” she said thia straight face, which made Dahnai
laugh.
aAnd just like that, the fleet problem was solvedteA Jaenne had possession of the data t
jtake back with her, she returned to her ship, &edentire fleet turned around and jumped

with absolute intensity, staring right into her sye

back to Makan, a trip that would take them two days
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“You'll probably beat her back to Draconis, Dahhalason noted as they watched
leave.

“No. I'll be here a few more days, hon. There'seavfmore things | want to see, and
sides, I'm enjoying my time here. Would you mind?”

“Not at all,” he said immediately.

The next day, during Rann’s passing party, she shedvhim withsixteenpresents an
worked her way into his circle of friends. She aleded with his friends and family and &
sically wormed her way into their lives, moving finagroup to group and talking with the
in easygoing, casual tones, which made them relé{eaafter a while. They all were a |

edgy around her, but she calmed them down quickignit became clear she wasn't try|rf}

to drag any secrets out of them. She simply gdnimw them, that was all, and she m
quite a few friendships. She and Vell particuldriyit off very well, since Vell was a schol
and teacher by profession, and Dahnai was a histaryVell, Dahnai, and Kellin spent oV
an hour standing over the punchbowl talking abdatbhy, which really aggravated Maya.

Jason rather liked having her around. His frienotstg see the woman under the crown,
they saw that it was much more than her body titegtcied him to her.

She certainly govery personal with them. That night, she decided thyan@e had some
thing of an idea, and initiated herself into theadof sharing with heamu dorai She|
brought Jason and Kellin to her bed in the guestsépwhich neither Jason nor Kel
minded. They were very good friends, so the ideshafing the woman they loved betwé
them at the same time was quite appealing.

He didn't sleep over with them, though. He returiedne well after midnight, after thg
were done, coming back to Jyslin, who was in bednot asleep, reading some techn
manuals Myleena assigned to her. She looked upraa$ he sat down in bed and gave
a slight smileWwell?

Well what?

Was it better or worse that threesomes with Tim?

More tentativehe answered as he took off his robe and slid et with her Kellin was
nervous, but Dahnai wasn't. Kellin got over it afte while, though. Dahnai knows all
buttons.

She’'d better after five yearshe sent impishly.

Yah, true. What's that?

Some of the data on the dark matter weapon. I&stprveird.

How so?

It seems, well, almodfarinne she explained, holding it out to hdmok at this circuit
schematic. Does that look familiar?

Looks like a Tyka Bridge.

That's what Myleena thinks too.

Well, some of this tech does come close to what does. Maybe they just figured out
same things the Karinnes did.

Yah, but, well, it's weird.

| can’t argue with that.

They were awakened early that morning in a usugl, Wwat not by the usual person. Ja
felt someone get into bed, which woke him up. “htt even five, go back to bed Rann,”
grunted, rolling over.

“And | thought you said you were morning people.”

Jason sat up and turned on the light with his tfestad found Dahnai sitting there, nu
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héGetting my second wind,” she grinned wantonly,limgl the covers down. “It's time to try
it from the other side,” she told him. “As one aftinstead of the center of attention.”
beviake her go back to bedyslin ordered from beside him.

Dahnai then cheated. Outrageously. She assaulttid dith detailed and graphic memo-

ries she had of the night before, the most debadellauched, graphic visual and tactile
Hmemories Dahnai could dish out. And since Dahna actually a very strong telepath, she
&ould put a bandwidth into her sending that onijeone of Jyslin’s telepathic calibre could
fully absorb and appreciate. It was a very dirtgkir but it worked because Jyslin, like al-
imost all Faey, were susceptible to that kind opbia telepathic contact getting them sexu-
ly aroused. It quite simplgould notbe ignored. Jyslin rolled over and glared murdsiou
hdeDahnai, then sighed and laughed helple3sigt was a cheap shot!
arWell, are you in the mood now? | don’t want to fbak in your bed and with you in it, with
afou over there just waiting for us to finish. | wamsharehim with you.

I will get youfor this, womanJyslin sent with an ugly tone, but she did thrdfitlee covers
Haied sit upAnd | get him first.

Fair enough.

-Gee, | wonder if someone is going to ask niienifin the moodJason noted absently.

Your wife ancamu doraiare horny. You're in the mooBahnai declared bluntly.
iason laughed as she dropped down on top of hirkiaseld him.
vefifter a very fun, if brief, interlude with them, dff managed to get done before Rann an
Shya barged in, almost expectant, grinning as tshed in. But they looked crestfallen
sywhen they found their mothers and Jason layingeth Dahnai on her stomach laying across
clson and Jyslin’s legs, as Jyslin read from a pemel, Jason played with Dahnai’s hair,
hand Dahnai kicked one foot back and forth as sheett circles on the sheet with her finger.
“Go make sure all your toys are packed, girl,” Dahtold Shya. “We're leaving this after-
noon.”

“Aww, | wanna stay!” Shya protested.

“I have an empire to run, little lady, and as méwh as I've had here, we need to get back
ighere’s a lot to do,” she told her daughter bluntly

Ah, so that's why she was so insistdgslin sent privately to Jason.

It makes sense.

“Aww,” Shya said, stamping her foot.

Jason.

Yeah Dahnai?

Get some rest. I'm not done with you y&e looked back at hinAfter lunch, we give Sy-
mone her turn. Once | get that taken care of, [it8ltime for me to go home.

You're hanging around just for sex?

No, I'm hanging around to get the same as whatamy doraigives his other womeshe
trasweredWe may be on opposite sides of the Imperium, ldiat Ibve you, Jason. | want
what you've given Jyslin and Symone. All of it. Yoeesome with them. | want the same. |
want to leave this planet knowing I'm on equal fiogtwith them, that you've given me eve-
rything you've given them.
sofvell, that's a good reasordyslin sent to him with a slight smil8he just wants to hie-
lkduded love. It's hard to be the odd woman out when laimwvs we live with you, and she
only gets you when business brings you her way.

Hell, why not just have all three of you in béa, sent, a little flippantlyThat way it's all

jequal.
Jyslin and Dahnai looked at each other, then logitddm.

arm over him as she grinned down at them. “Dahw#iat are you doing here?”
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Why do | get the feeling | shouldn’t have said that

Okay, we leave tomorrow morningahnai amended.

Jason groaned. He paid for it, though, when botmem hauled off and whacked him w
pillows, which Rann and Shya thought was hilarious.

Symone, when she found out, couldn't sit still. Bahinformed her she’d be coming tq
threesome with her and Jason later that day dimiegkfast, in the same tone Jason m
use to ask Vell over to watch football and drinlebeAfter that, Symone waguedto Dah-
nai. She stayed with her all morning, talking wigr, hanging out with her, basically mak
sure that when Dahnai was ready, she thhase One of the few times when she wasn’t v
Dahnai, she was out on the patio with Jason, anbeMyleena went over some of the ¢
ous similarities she’d found between Karinne andgootium technology.

What's her problem®Myleena sent privately, glancing at Symone, whag fidgeting.

Something personahe answered.

Dahnai’s invite to threesome with you and her?

Who told you about that?

Jyslin. I guess I'm family enough to share familgihessshe winked.

I’m gonna beat that woman. But yes, that's whé. iBymone got imprinted with Dahnai.
Ah. Not a shock given she’ s so weak in talent,yandre so strong. Sthat’s where thosg
two went yesterday. Hmm, | didn’t know Dahnai is bi

She’s not. She just let Symone have her fun.

| wouldn’t do that. The only mouth that's gonna touaty pussy will be a man’she snorte
audibly.

Dahnai said all you have to do is close your eyas retend it's a guy.

Yeah, until you reach down and grab a hand fulk @oman’s hair.

| guess Dahnai’'s good at pretending. You shouldarddrer when she propositioned $
mone She made it sound like a business arrangemenpdajown the rules and telling h
she couldn’t kiss her on the face and shit like.thguess to Dahnai, it was just busing
Dahnai got all the pleasure, and all Symone got teagive it.

She’s the Empress, Jason. She’s used to beingnéheyetting and not giving. | have

74 of 81

She burst into helpless laughter.

After lunch, Dahnai sent Shya and Rann with Kellito Karsa, then reached her hand out
tto SymoneLet’s go,she announced.

Hold on, | have to go get our schedulgymone sent with a wink at Jason.

&he led them up to his room, and Symone was olgoghorts and bikini top before Jason
igiven closed the door. “Hurry up, I'm horny,” shergidained as Dahnai grabbed the tail of

the tee shirt she’d bought in Karsa. Symone helggdpull it over her head, then bent down
rend started working on Dahnai before she could getrher clothes off, her mouth glued to
ibahnai’s breast, her hands pushing down her pagétly.

Uri'You're gonna sprain something if you don’t calmwdoa little, Symone,” Jason warned as
Symone grabbed Dahnai’s bare butt with both handssgueezed. Dahnai tossed her top ol
the floor and put her hands on Symone’s shouldersdidn’t push her away, letting her en-
joy herself.

Shut up and get nake8ymone demandednd | meant it, baby. | want Dahnai to sit on

your cock so | can lick her pussy while you fuak he

Alright, I'm horny now,Dahnai sent ruefullyTrelle’s garland, she’s dirtyshe sent pri-

vately to Jason.
2 You have no idea.

Symone helped her step out of her pants, then waike back to the bed and pushed hel

into it. Jason was about to join them, but his paeeped, and a glance at the screen showe
Jthat it was Cybi calling. That was odd, usually Cyist contacted him. He stepped over and
turned it on, and found Cybi’s face staring at timough it.[That's a strange way to contact
me.]

[I didn’t want the Empress to seem like somethiag amiss. Th&cimitarwill soon be en
byeute back to Karis. It should be back in five hguf she remains on schedule. Meya reports
ethat she has news.]
s$wWhat news?]

[She did not say. She did say, though, that it geasd news.]
ndThat could be almost anything.]

doubt she has servants back in her palace thatgyandon her whenever she wants it, an@hall | contact her and demand a more detailedoaict?]

odds are a couple of them are girls.

If you two are done gossiping about rBgmone sent privately to him, a little tartly.

No, | don't think we’re done yetge replied blandly. Sometimes he forgot that Syenowould
hear private sending, and nobody knew that secitetim, not even Jyslin. It was not his
cret to reveal, it was hergh, | guess if Symone got something out of it,ghpit wasn't all
one-sidedhe sent to Myleenand in a way, it was big of Dahnai to give her thaich. Sh
coulda just said no.

That's true,Myleena agreed.

| got plenty out of it yesterdaggymone sent to him after he finished with Myledngot to
put my mouth on a pussy you've fuclste sent nastily, trying to get a charge out of. hi

Then it was good for both of ydue sent simply.

And when | get you two, I'm gonna put my mouthham pussy while you fuck ghe addeg
looking him right in the eyes as she reached domh ut her hand in his pants, fondli
him.

I'm so glad you're planning this ouke told her drylyAre you going to hand out a sche
ule?

Assholeshe jibed, smacking him on the shoulder, but she gvinning.

[Uh, Cybi, | don't want Meya coming back with Dalnhare. Can you get in touch with her
and tell her she has to wait until tomorrow?]

[ will warn her. Do you wish to tell her?]
sefNo, | can’t. Right now | think I'd get murdered liftried to leave this room,he added,
glancing over at the bed, where Symone was alrgatting a head start. Dahnai had told her
bno kissing her on the face, and wouldn't touch lbert, that didn't dissuade Symone in the
slightest. She was splayed on top of the Emprassing her breasts as her hand rubbec
Dahnai’s genitals, masturbating her.

[Very well,] Cybi communed, maybe a touch amused.

[Don't start.]

[l would never dream of it.]

» After a highly erotic and sexually charged coupléours, Jason laid in bed with Symone
'ehd Dahnai and wondered what Meya's good news Wad, if it was good news, then she

must have found something concerning the fate eidkt crew. They were all long dead by
dow, after more than a thousand years, but thesealveays a chance that they had descer
dents out there somewhere. Thesreboth men and women on that ship, since it was-a sc
entific scout vessel. If that wasn't it, perhape &bund where they had gone, and maybe ha

You'll have to reach in a bit further to reach th&ymonehe told her, quite seriously.

recovered some technology or devices that wereawikrio the new Karinnes.
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Anything was possible.

Symone poked him in the ribs. “What?”

| said, we have to invite Dahnai over more ofteme repeated.

Sorry, | was thinking about something.

Don't you dare think about business right ndsymone threatene®.ou didn’t think busi
ness when you had her and Jys in bed!
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isfied almost every sexual desire a man could have.

But that was all it was, a single night of satisfyidesires, not only his own. Symone was
sure to get as much of Dahnai as she could befmdedt, and she was all over whichever
woman wasn't engaged with Jason. When it was Symmaam with him, Dahnai and Jyslin
basically rested. Even after Jason was spent ahausted, dead asleep, Symone went or
performing sex on Dahnai fdrours nearly anything she could do to her that didmitolve

We barely had any timdason saidyou’ve already had a good hour more than Jyslin.ha@ahnai touching her in return, who was perfectlyteat to lay there and let her do it for as

Well, she can get it back tonigl8ymone all but purred, reaching over and fondvai-
nai’s breast brazenlym already getting wet at the thought of it.

Don't look at mePahnai warned!m not going to do anything about that for you.

| think you three are being a little bit ridiculouse sent churlishlyl. mean, I love you, don
get me wrong, but this idea that you have to aé¢thave me in bed at the same time is §
Dahnai got what she wanted, she got to be partvefyghing you and Jys get to do with 1
We should leave it at that and be happy with it.

Why Jason, don’t you want uBahnai sent in mock surprise.

long as she wanted. When Jyslin churlishly told teego to sleep, she replied that since
Dahnai was going home, she had to get as much Dakrshe could so she could tide her-
self over until the promised orgy.

t Jason was gonna kill Dahnai for giving her thatide

illm the morning, things went back to the way theyaydack to normal. Dahnai and Kellin
neacked up and prepared to go home, and after &fastaf pancakes prepared by Ayama,
Jason told her it was time to go.

Dahnai broke her own rules, which surprised Jagéimen she said goodbye to Symone, she

Push off, womarhe retorted, smacking her shouldéou’'ve been wearing me out for dakissed her dead on the lips. And it wad chaste. In fact, it was so sensual that aftethall

now, and now | get to look forward to the idearging to have sex with all three of you ¢
after another. I’'m not sure | can make it throughtt

rgoodbyes were said, Symone grabbed Jyslin and fdhdeagged them upstairs urgently.
God, Dahnai was agvil woman. She did that on purpose!

| think we can agree that you don't have to comaliinhree of usPahnai sent with a grin. Jason took Dahnai home, riding on #iearaxonce again, and talked business while they

You can just take turns fucking us til you come.cafe always compete to see which o
gets you off.

Oooh, we can play “who makes Jason hornieSlyimone sent mischievoushie can kneg
down side by side on the bed and he can just dd dgwn the line, or lay him down a
take turns sitting on his cock.

Now you're giving her ideagdason accused Dahn@iving Symone ideas is bad.

That's not giving her ideas. Inviting you three ahith over to my place sometime fo
good old fashioned orgy is giving her ideas. | khincould give Kellin free reign to fug
Jyslin and Symone for a night, if they're interdsie him, that is. If not, I'll take care of i
And I'll admit, | think Tim is sexy. | wouldn’t ndraying under that hunk of man, not at a

“Oooooohhhhh,” Symone breathed, her eyes brighgehiike that idea!

You wouldJason told her flatly.

Well, Kellin already knows Jyslin, and I've gottienbe pretty good friends with him wh
he’s been here. Can you ask him, Dahnai?

Sure.

I'm starting to hate you, Dahnaijason sent privately to her.

A girl has to get her revenge somehow, and leaymgwith a super-horngmu dorai still
flush with new and erotic escapades fresh in henarg, that is gonna be a wild woman
a while is just one of the little ways | get to smpdbye.

Bitch.

| love it when you call me nameshe sent dryly, reaching over and patting him o
cheek.

It wasn't quite as bad as he feared it would béhleualso felt like a piece of meat.
The night with Jyslirand Symoneand Dahnai was as erotic as he felt it would be, bay

were also somewhat considerate of the fact thegdnbworking him pretty hard. The J

passed him around like a toy, and he had to adhdit, part wagantastic All three of the
women he’d share a bed with in that bed with hirthatsame time, all within reach, taki
turns making love to him in their own unique walygom Dahnai’s forcefulness to Symon

fwere en route. Jason promised to work up a constaatit the interdictors, and they agreed
to share whatever the Karinnes and Black Ops deseavabout the Consortium technology,
Ithrough the Academy. They'd send all their datthto Academy, where they could combine
ntheir efforts and work in unison to unlock evergrst the technology had to hide. Once they
were at Draconis, though, he told her that that wiaare they would part.

“Aw, come down to the palace, hon.”
r &No, you won't let me out,” he said with a wink.
k“Well, you're right about that,” she grinned. Shepped up and gave him a long, passionat
tkiss. “I'll call you soon, okay?”
[.“Remember,” he said, putting a finger on her lipsamingfully.

“Always,” she assured him with a gentle smile.

“It was a wonderful experience, Jason,” Kellin saidaking his hand.
I€'lt was nice to have you, Kellin,” he said. “I'm 89 if | stole her from you there for a
while.”

“You made her happy, Jason. How coukerbe angry about that?”

“You're a good man, Kellin Merrane.”

“Coming from you, that’s one hell of a complemelason,” he smiled.
oHe picked up Shya and kissed her. “You be googdar mommy,” he ordered.

“I'll try,” she promised. “And remember, Unca’ Jasb she said, putting her finger on his
lips.

t“That’s right,” he said around her finger, thentmg his finger over her own lips, which
made her giggle. “Remember, little lady, what then#ori say. They sag secret unspoken
remains a secretWhat you saw, what you did, it must remain a eecrou can't talk to
anyone about it, even your own mommy and daddyifkalhless they tell you that you may.
L hat's what it means to have a secret. You mudtitoio here,” he touched her temple, “and
in here,” he touched her chest, over her heart] fever give it away.”
ng!'ll keep your secret, Unca’ Jason,” she promistdause mommy said if | ever said a
bwiord, she wouldn’t let me marry Ranny.”

vigor to Jyslin’s sultry sensuality, he had itiallone package, and for one night, he was

saNow that’s quite a threat,” Jason said, giving baha sly smile.
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“It's about the only thing that’ll work,” Dahnai adtted. “Rann’s the only thing | can ta
away from her.”

Dahnai’s guards and Raptor pilots climbed intodrepship and the fighters, and she sig
and gave him a second, shorter kiss. “Goodbye,nJasbe told him. “Keep in touch, 3
right?”

“You have my number now, Dahnai. I'm only a callaw’

“I know. Call me when you have that contract ready.

He watched them board their dropship, and sighdittla when the hatch closed. H
couldn’t deny it. He loved that woman. She was gbing very, very special.

He returned home and got down to the serious bssiat hand, not all of it good. K
changed into a black suit, Jyslin and Rann puthenvthite robe of mourning, and they
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kKEEven though | know | don't look it, I'm Grand Duklason Karinne.”
“Mistress Meya explained the, conditions of yoiwgerimy Duke,” she said in archaic, ac-
heehted Faey, bowing to him. Only Jason’s encyclapkdowledge of the Faey language let
Ihim understand heMight we speak thusly, your Grace? | find it, difili, to speak aloud
among you. Your accent and use of words is quaage.

It's just fine,he answered her, taking her haba. you know who you are and where you
came from?
1eShe noddedOur history has been kept. We know we are the ddscés of the survivors of
the House Karinne, who escaped when the Imperiuray®s them. | was quite amazed to
isee thisship, come out of the skghe sent in wonder, looking behind Hés something out
anf our history. The devices that our ancestors gtauailed long ago, but we survived as

tended the funeral of Captain Travka. Travka wakdflaand they had very specific deathest we could.

rituals. His body was cremated with wooden effiga#shis parents, and the ashes w
placed on a stand, around which they conductedutieral. During Makati funerals, peoq
didn’t mourn what was lost, they rejoiced that Tkawould join his deity, the Earthmoth
and no one was allowed to cry. It was still ratbember, especially for Jason, but he pu
his best face and did what Travka would have wargetup and told jokes and funny s
ries about him when it was his turn to give a eyldgnce the funeral was complete, they
the chapel of Trelle, opened the urn, and spreaddties in the dark soil of an empty flo
garden, so his body might nourish the soil andngtiteen the ties of nature. Once the ag
were spread, gardeners began to plant flowers.
Jason, his guards, and his family piled into theehncar and started home after that sg
duty, but he was interruptetlason, Meya has just called in Tigimitaris in Karis space
and will land at the pier in thirty minutes. Shesh@quested you meet the ship. She
something she wants you to se€ybi’'s voice came in over the communicator in ¢the, so
Jyslin would also hear.

“Alright. We'll change and meet her there.”

The pier was on the far side of the strip from l&ai$ was built, more or less, just so

etecan imagine. Aura, this is my wife, Jyslin, and son, Rann.
ldt's an honor, my LadyAura said, bowing to JyslidAnd an honor to megtou, my Lord,
pghe added, kneeling down and touching Rann oraite dently, sending so Rann could heal
loer.
to“lt’s alright, lady, | can hear grown-up sendingg told her.
lefiruly? she asked in surprise, looking up to Jason.
vetle noddedOur son is very talented.
h&auly, you are the heir of Karinneshe smiled at himt was said that the nobles of our
house were of the utmost power in talent.
bBtease, come with me. I'd like to talk with youraAiWould you like something to eat?
. That would be fine, your Grace.

hRkease, call me Jason. I'm not one for formality.

Jason,she corrected with a smile.

Aura seemed a little overwhelmed when he broughthioene. She sat at the dinner table
staring at everything around her, and was quitertakith handling the metal silverwaig.
lveas so amazing to fly on the ship. Everything was$ s our ancestors wrotehe mused,

Scimitar could land very close to his house, but it fetbimlisuse when they returned {tcking up the plate Ayama put before Héemwas like stepping into our very history!

scout ship to service doing what it was meant toBifore that, it was more or less Jasq
personal transport. Anymore, the only thing thegduthe pier for was a boat launch an
place to dive. Jason changed into jeans and anttevalked out with Jyslin and Rann, w|
his four guards in attendance, and they saw thek sdbip descend as they were strol
down the beach. It settled up to the end of the aéeJason and the others started dow
and Meya had the hatch open by the time they gottHMeya!” he called as she stepy
out. She took his hand, then hugged him warmly. &\l this news that Cybi was talki
about?”

She grinned at him. “I'll show you,” she said, lawd back to the shigCome on, Myri.
Jason looked into the hatch and saw Myri and Zewgae,of the Faey Generations, leadin
third person out. When they got to the hatch, Jasdm good look at this third Faey.

He did not know her

She was tall and thin, with burnished gold hairt tvas thick and tied back by two ti
braids that contained the rest of that thick wedltéar eyes too were gold, and though
was wearing a Karinne duty uniform, he could se¢ tine was quite burly beneath it, gi
from the width of her shoulders and the cordedneatdéi her wrists.

“Jason, may we present Aura, Chieftess ofKhenne” Meya said, giving him a brillian
smile. “She’s waited bngtime to meet you.”

nAura, Jason began as he sat dottow many are you?
d About a thousand totaghe answeredVe live in a large island off the main continerdgyh
timg fled there when th&ruugdiscovered us. They think us to be demons or misnsind
ittgey tried to Kill us. But they can't get across #ea to us, they lack the technology, whert
rwig, could build ships using the skills taught tobysour ancestors. The island supports us,
athd we survive.
ngWow,Jason breathetiow did you survive?

The Firstcomers were skilled in surviving, and ttiayved on Exileshe told him.

Exile?
g Ehe name of the world, so we would never forget wheas,she explained.

Ah.

They taught our ancestors how to survive, and ¢sedns passed down to us. After the de
nyices they brought all failed, they taught the atoes simpler ways, simpler weapons. But
stey kept everything in books, and it's the dutgwdry child to read the books and know
evhere they came from, so we never forget. We thoumghvere the last of the Karinneshe
told him steadilyAnd then that ship comes out of the sky! It cauggie a panicshe admit-
tted. But there were pictures of it in the books of theestors, so we knew it was from our
house. Lady Meya and Lady Myra represented the ahigh explained that they were search-
ring for us. My Duke, do you truly mean to offeaydace in the house?

“They survived” Jason gasped. “Well, I'd like to welcome you &gAura,” Jason told he
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Aura, youare KarinnesThis is your home, and as you said yourself, lix@iin exile. We
will bring you home, if that's what you want.

That is what want, she sent adamantbjs to others, | don’t know. Some think Exile tg
home, but | want to see our history through moamntjust the books. | want to fly in thd
wonderful shipsshe sent, wonder and wistfulness shimmering thrdwgg thoughts.

Now, Aura, tell him about the othefgleya prompted. “Listen to this, Jason. This makg
all fit.”
The others? Ah, yes. The ancestors wrote of thgnuke. Before the devices our ang
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ened when she took her first bite, and then sluyged stray noodlélhis is incredible, what
is it called?

#paghetti.
sé see you have kaba nuts t@he notedOur ancestors brought them with us.

Miaari joined them when they were about halfwaytigh dinner, as Jason listened as Aure
pglescribe her people. They lived what he might @alll800’s technological existence. They
were actually capable of much more, but they laclet raw materials to produce more
aommplicated technology. They could make gunpowdet,lacked iron ore to smelt steel to

tors brought failed, there were other ships thew,saut they weren’t Karinne ships. So theyake guns. They could generate electricity, anéhat used it using hand-stranded silver

fled the camp they made when they landed and bid them, fearing they were Imper
ships that had come to kill them. But they werémiperial, they were something else. T
histories say that a group of ancestors were caatury them, and the ones who took t

avire made from substantial silver deposits on tieénd... but they had a limited use for it.
[Adey used electricity for lights, but little elder they lacked rubber and other compounds tc
nboild more complicated devices. They were quiteemgus with what thegould make or

looked like gigantic insects, led by a strange tweamade of pure light. They took our abuild, though. Since they could make gunpowder d¢nuldn’'t make firearms, they had

cestors into their ship, looted the camp, and tleftyand never returned. They even took
small ships the Firstcomers used to get to ExiléerAhat, our ancestors abandoned
camp and fled far away.

thaapted by making explosive arrowheads and sliogest and they were quite adept and
meaking various kinds of explosives and medicindweiiTknowledge of chemistry, biology,
and physics were quite profound, thanks to the bdbky retained, and they used those

Jason leaned back as Meya beamed at him. Insectss Being made of light. The inseskills to adapt to what resources they had availabthrive on their island home.

toids and the energy being.

The Consortium.

The Consortium had captured Karinnes. Ttiiat make it fit. That was why Consortiu
technology looked so... familiar. They captured Kaénechnology, including the dropsh
they’d used to get to the planet, then they toakpart, learned how it worked. Oh, he
fairly certain that they didn't gedll their technology from the Karinnes, but it woulavk

Miaari put her hand on his neck, and they sharest. ¢yes widened when she discoverec
what Aura told Jason, and she nodded knowinglyaAuas staring at Miaari in shockhe is
. cousin?she asked in surprise.
p$he’s a Kimdori. If that's a cousin, then yes.
vaSxtraordinary! she sent with excitement. “I am honored beyondd&do meet one of our
cousins, Handmaiden,” she said in horribly acceitieadori.

been enough for them to build on what they learmed develop similar technology to théThe honor is mine, Lady Aura,” Miaari said simphgaching out and putting her hand on

Karinnes. But it fit. It did truly fit.

Thatwas how they knew about Karis. Because they hesidéimer prisoners.

Thatwas why their technology seemed similar in somgsw@hey adapted what they to
from Exile and expanded on it.

Thatmight even be why the Consortium attacked, towrapiore Karinne technology.
And when Jason built the Academy and announcetigogtlaxy that the Karinnes we
back, it took a few years for it to spread far egtofior the Consortium to hear, since
nebula where the scout ship had been hidden fdhedle years wagerally halfway acros

Aura’s neck. “I am Miaari. | serve the Grand Dukg lieing the emissary between House
Karinne and my people. You have quite a knowledgmy people, my Lady, to speak our
dlnguage and know that | am a Handmaiden.”

“Knowledge of our esteemed cousins was not onlytg, dut a privilege to learn,” she said
with a nod.
rés she a Generation®yslin askedYou're the only one Miaari calls “cousin.”
thislo, but most Karinnes called the Kimdori “cousin$ @ matter of traditionJason an-
sswered. According to Cybi's records, there were no Genenadi on that ship. These are all

the galaxy. But when they did, they came to eittestroy House Karinne or take what thelgscendents of the unaltered members of the hansethe commoners that manned the

didn’t get the first time.

Jason looked Meya in the eyes, and she winkednatlhih glad you told us to stay o
there, Jayce. We found them two days ago. If wee ltome home when we wanted to, \
have missed them completely.

Aura, he sent with vast respeghu just answered sevenagry nagging questions. We we
attacked by those others just days ago, but weathgféhem and drove them away.

Truly?

He nodded.

We couldn’t figure out where they came from or hbay knew about us. They seeme

ship. Remember, love, most nobles in Kariknew about the Generations program, and
Uback before they were destroyed, they held the &linid very high respectJason had to
vaitid certain fundamental truths, of which evenlidyswas not aware. The connection be-
tween the Kimdori and the Generations was still gheatest of secrets. Only Generations
renew that secret.

“Jason has imparted to me that your ancestors ate@d those who attacked us here, long
ago. This is vital information that brings muchardlearer view, Lady Aura. | thank you for
bringing it to us.”
d tbam happy to help, cousin,” she said with a flush

know more than they could ever learn just by waighiAyama, could you have Miaarfl will inform the Denmother of this immediatelyshe announced, and she touched Jaso

come?

I'll call her, your Grace.
Surin brought spaghetti and steankatba nuts, putting a plate down in place of the ong
took from in front of Aura, then handing the otherJason. She watched Jason eat,

on the neck briefly before rushing out.
Now, on to a much more important mattésson sent lightly.
> Wghat is that, your Grace?
thBessert. If you liked the spaghetti | think youganna love apple pie.
idatroducing Aura to Cybi wasery interesting. For one, it was the first time he tpstee

picked up her fork and mimicked him gracefully egbuio not make a mess. Her eyes
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Rahne since she came to Karis, for Rahne wasusiiler Cybi’s tutelage, being telepat]
cally educated and prepared to becomeamal member of Karis society. They would
keep Rahne with his family during the battle, Ayadiput her foot down over that poten
security risk, but once the battle was over, she bvaught back from the shelter in Karsg
which they’d put her. He was escorted by his uguards, Aya, Ryn, Shen, and Suri, w
Aura padding along with them with both curiositydanervousness tinging her thougk
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hi“You're asking the right person,Cybi smile.“The Grand Duke is quite an expert in flying
n&hips. There is nothing that flies that he canmmrate.”

ialason laughed. “I'd be happy to teach you, Auras®elly. There’s some other things

Lyou'll need to learn first, but when you're readlij,be there for you.”

ith believe | will love coming hom@&ura sent with a beautiful smile.
tdvliaari entered the core room, and to his surpidss was with her. Jason stood respect

when Rahne came out of the main doors to Cybi'e.cdéason took her hands fondly, théully, then bowed to the Denmother. Aura, not swreat was going on, also bowed, though

kissed her on the cheeRura, I'd like to introduce Rahne. She’s new to iKapo. She’s
been taking instruction from Cybi because shelestmemory.
Lady RahneAura sent with a bow.

Dinna’ call melLady, if ye'd pleaseshe sent, her brogue maintaining even through
thought.Where did they bring you from?

Exile, she answered.

Aura is from a group of Karinnes we didn’t know ahowvho hid after the warJason ex
plained.Meya and Myra found them.

Well, welcome home, AurRahne told heiGo on in, Cybi's waiting to see ye.

Inside, the holographic projection of Cybi hovenedhe center of the circular room, by

she wasn't quite sure who she was bowing to, or.\Wbhgnmother,” Jason said, holding his
hands out to her.

“Cousin, is this her?” she asked, taking his haamtslooking at Aura.

KBenmother, this is Aura, Chieftess of the Karinimeexile,” Jason introduced.

“Child, we have searched for you for a thousand'sjg&aa said, putting her hand on the
neck of the woman, whose face was awed. “It refewe beyond measure that we have
found you. Where were they?” she asked Cybi.

Cybi motioned to her right, where a map of the gyalappeared:The Scimitarreports that
they were found here $he said as a yellow blip appeared on the verg efithe the galaxy,
hebout halfway around from Earth to the left as tlemked at it. The image zoomed in, show-

crystal spire that was her core. She floated tosvanwara as she entered, but Aura dropp€drtg a six planet system orbiting a yellow star. Seeond planet started to flash, then zoome

one knee and bowed her head. “The living computgn® gasped aloud. “l greet you,
honored, and bid welcome to you from the Exiled.”

igtagain to show an island off the southeast cofatlarge irregular continent, about half the
size of the Japanese island of Kyushu from the tfak”

“Stand, please,”Cybi asked, which Aura obeyetl. am pleased beyond measure to se®#h, that is quite a hyperspace jump from the nabwhere theScimitarwas hidden. We

you, Aura Karinne. To know that there were moreiltaes hidden in the galaxy brings
hope that soon the house will be complete once .in@ke ghosted up to her and put
golden holographic hands on each side of Aura Kefsface. Aura looked about ready
jump out of her skinl beg of you, tell me how many more are there?”

“Just over one thousand,” she answered.

“Jason, we must bring thehome” she told him.

“I'll have the Abaraxgo pick them up,” he promised. “He’s big enougltéory a thousan
people. As soon as we work things out, and Aurbs fesady for another ride in a ship, we
go.”

“Can we gonow?” she asked excitedly.

Jason laughed. “Not quite righbw,” he said. “Let’s sit down and work out how wege-
ing to do this, Aura. After all, once we get theatk home, where do we put them? Whal
we do with them?”

She looked about to open her mouth, then laughddhadded. “Yes, we must lieady, so
all their questions can be answered,” she agreed.

They did that, right there in the core room. Usingolographic map of the southern hal
the continent, they decided what to do. There wasvely built town about sixty miles nor
of Karsa that hadn’t been populated yet, one ottirestruction projects the Kimdori left b
hind. It was big enough to hold a thousand peagsily, empty houses that were seale
bioplas, just waiting for when the Karinne Land Batity issued land grants to new imr
grants to take up residence. The town was alreaidypswith utilities and ready to go.

d not yet expanded our search area to includediator.”
héThat's probably why Meya found them. They were lng off the charts you gave us of
tohat you'd explored. They just kept going.”

“Have you started making arrangements for thenetiarn?”

Jason nodded. “We have a plan.”

“Good. Jason, my children have cracked the Urumiisty. We now have a complete view
dof the Consortium. Handmaiden Miaari's theorieseneorrect in assuming they were from a
'freat distance. They are froamdromedd

“Andromeda? Anothegalaxy?” Jason gasped. “They jumped hyperspace agalsxie®
How did they survive it?”

“It is slightly more than that. According to whatet Urumi learned from them, they are from
Aodromeda, but long ago they sent a colonizingedr this galaxy, but returned home in
failure. Judging from what Handmaiden has told meould assume that that colonizing
force stumbled acrogbem” she said, pointing at Aura, “then they returnedAndromeda
with that technology to study it, possibly fearigy had come to a galaxy where the inhabi-
t#nts were vastly more advanced than them. Whend wpread through the galaxy that the
iKarinnes returned, somehow the Consortium learriet] and decided to return to our gal-
eaxy to attempt to capture the rest of the Karireerets. They spoke of one secret in particu-
dan Jason,” she said intensely, then she reacphehd put her hand on her neck. Through
nkimdori sharing, she imparted to him exactly wheyt were after.

The Generations Program.

That was where they would bring the exiled Karinredeng with quite a few people whoJason felt his heart sink. The Consortium had kduwof the Program through the Karinnes

would volunteer to help teach them about moderrindar technology. They had historig
knowledge of the technology they used to possesgs)dpractical skill with it.
“It's all set up, Aura. I'll arrange to have supgdibrought in for your people and get sg
volunteers in to help you adapt to living here.”

ahey captured, and now the Urumi knew at lsashethingabout it. Zaa imparted to him that
the Consortium told the Urumi that the Karinnes adetically engineered their telepathic
mewer, and had built computers that were telepallji@aware, and the Consortium wanted
those secrets.

“Will you teach me to fly a ship?” she asked, heice filled with wonder.

The Karinnes had bridged the gap between man awctlingg and they were the only ones
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to ever accomplish it. But now there were otheftsiothe galaxy that knew Karinne’s gre
est secret, and they wanted that secret for theeselason had to accept what he'd K
dreading for five years at that point.

They would be coming. They would be coming for thedret.

“l was to present this to you when we had a littiere information and some corroborati
but when Handmaiden Miaari told me of this discgyéhad to come see her in person. A
since we are together, | felt giving you at leaktwve knew would be prudent. There
be more refined information coming, as my childecemb through the Urumi computer n
work to seek out every truth.”

“1, thank you, Denmother,” he said grimly. He lodkat Cybi, and she had a concerned |
on her face when he communed Zaa'’s discovery to her

Now more than ever, getting that interdictor builiscritical. With the interdictor up, th
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afriends and family. Zaa attended, sitting at thehen table with Miaari hovering near her,
g¢aking turns putting Jason’s children on her lag #king with them, one by one. Aura
seemed quite overwhelmed by it all, but she alsonsgl quite happy to be there, and excitec
about the thought that her people would soon bdargpimome.
briieya and Myra sidled up and sat down on either gfdém, leaning on the table, staring at
Ah@n from both sides. He glanced at each of théfnat?
vilWe leave for a month, and boy, have you been ahtabgy,Myra sent with a mean smile.
eilys and SymorendEmpress Dahnai, all at the same time? We want ldetaots and lots of
details.
pdkfe can often be full of bitter disappointments.

Oh, we already got Symone’s side of it. We wantsydleya told him.
e I'm gonna strangle that girl.

only way in or out would be a stargate, which tigeuld turn off to make the system onlyPush off, Jason. We’ll get what we're after, itst a matter of timeThen they leaned in

reachable by a year-long flight through space biligit speed... and that was if they co
move at the speed of light.

He knew then. Karis had to be completely self sidfit. They had to be able to survive
if they were the last life in the universe, wheneyt needed no materials or assistance
the outside. If it came to it, Karis would havebi® completely separated from the rest of]
universe to protect its secrets.

They had a lot of work to do.

He gave Zaa a long, serious look, and she noddéek tnly mystery left is why they trig
to kill Kellin instead of Dahnai.”

“It was ordered by the Consortium,” Zaa answeré&abr“some reason, they wanted to k
Dahnai on the throne. My best guess is they wadietbrd between you and Dahnai,
wanted to keep Dahnai in power. The why of it iB atmystery, but it will present itself i
time.”

Rahne flushed and looked away. She knewshatwas to be the assassin.

“It is not your fault, my child,” Zaa told her géwt putting her hand on her shoulder. “W
you were no longer matters. You now get to choose youwantto be. And if that is ng
who you want to be, walk away from the past andcenéok back.”

Rahne nodded, looking at Jason.

[Jason, that is a matter for a later timeQJybi told him.[We will worry about it later. Fo
now, rejoice that the long-lost children of the Belhave been recovered. If you brood, A
will believe you are not happy to see her. Donviegher that impression.]

He gave her a grateful nod. She was right. He caudy later. Right now was a time
celebrate.

“Aura,” he said. “How do you think your people wlike living here?”

“1 think that many will love it, some will toleratit, some will wish for what they left be
hind, and some will not come with us.”

“Well, now that we know where they are, we can malee we take care of them,” Jag
assured her. “Even if they want to stay on Exile;lwmake sure they’re just fine.”

“That would pleasure me, your Grace.”

“That wouldpleaseyou,” he corrected as Rahne giggled. “The way said it would be, al
rather personal.”

She blushed a rather pleasing shade of violetpblagize. Your accent is so strange, b
would speak so as not to offend our cousins.”

“That is alright, child,” Zaa said with a slight 8

Uthd kissed him, one on each cheek, which made Jasgh helplessly.

God help me, I've missed you two.
asou better miss udfyra sent teasingl\But we need your help.
raffith what?
thighile we were gone, Kumi broke into our housesféled them with crash foam. From the
basement to the attic.

Shedidn't!
dYeah, it's a fucking mess. So, it's about timedéeenge.

Revenge, you sayJason grinned, looking at the twins in tutts gonna take some doing to
cEp the last one.
budh, we’'ll think of somethindieya winked.You in?

h When it comes to making Kumi scream, I'm always in.

Good.

Jason put Aura up in the guest house, showing teeme, and then he gave her an inter-
nfdce.This is—

t | know what these are, your Grache told him, putting it on her facéhey’re part of the
histories we read. Does it truly work as our anoestwrote?

Just think to the interface what you want somethindo, and it tells the machine to do it.
Like so. I'll turn off the lightsThe lights turned off, plunging them into darknedssw you
ueain them on.

Lights, she sent, but she must have put something tonteeface, for the lights did wink
tback on.

You don’t have to send out loud of course, justking at the interface does the tricks.
It is truly right out of our historyshe sent in wonder, then she impulsively leaned end
pkissed him on the cheekhank you, your Grace! May | keep it?

It's all yours. That interface works everything,rAuThe lights will turn on and off, and
ovhen you need water from the kitchen, the faudegive it to you, however hot or cold you
want. And when you need to go to the bathroonveih élushes the toilet.

That took some getting used she admittedl wasn’t on the ship long enough to do any-
thing, so when | finally had to relieve myselfyvds here. Your wife was kind enough to helg
me.
utllhad Ayama bring you some clothes, they shouléblaked on the bed. There’s soap and
shampoo in the bathroom for you.

What are those?

Jason returned with Aura and Rahne to his houskAana spent the afternoon meeting

hisle explained what those were, then explained hasttower worked to heNow if you
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need anything, just send. The guards will be lisigrior you, and they’ll come and help
you ask them.

If I get hungry, where do | go?
Come to my house. If Ayama’s not awake, the guaiiielp you make something to €
Now | wake up early, so expect to be up and aboutomg after sunrise. We're going to
get your people tomorrow.

| can’t wait.

Me either.

Goodnight, my Duke.

Goodnight, Aura. Sleep well.
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{fonsortium attack. They had an interest in herel§ and now he knew why.

If they knew about the Generations program, theyy #tmew they neededaey or humans
to serve as the link between man and machine. Aadnly place one could find Faey or
gumans in the universe were in the Imperium.
jorhe Consortium would have designs on the Imperignwell as on Karis. Karis, they
wanted to conquer, but the Imperium, they wantedotatrol. That could very well be why
they tried to kill Kellin, a step in their plan smmehow gain control of Dahnai and bring the
Imperium under their dominion.

He'd have to tighten security around Earth. Eadhldn’t have an interdictor because of the
Academy, but the Consortium might decide to tryetmineer humans to be Generations.
ihmans and Faey were virtually identical, with omgry minor differences in their DNA,

Jason was indeed up with the sun, which reallypgismted Rann. When he came boundihi

into the room, Jyslin was still asleep, but Jasas witting at his desk, on his panel, sendgified

Dahnai a message that the interdictor contractdvbaldelayed a few days because of u
pected house business that came up.

The interdictor... he wouldn't feel safe until it wasline. The stargate they bought v
now in orbit around the planet, and he had a ceeaperate and maintain it already in plg
The gate on the other side was already in plaaktfatwo gates were now linked up, b

Jason and Rahpmvedthat humans could indeed be Generations.

hedlo. Wait. They had serRahneto kill Kellin. Could Rahne bengineere@ An artificial
Generation?

a0, no, no. If the Consortium could indeed engin@enerations from scratch, thémey
awould never have allowed the Urumi to send the mstlaey had back to the Trillanes.

t Yes. That was true. So the Consortium nedebssl

wasn'’t ready for traffic yet The guasar was a h@[ﬁation area, and it was going to takgo if that was true, then did the Consortium ekeowthat they had held a Generation in

some extensive preparation to get it ready so haraad Faey, and about anyone not Jal
or Kimdori, could jump in without getting fried. @hradiation was both a danger and bl
ing, for the quasar’s high radiation and intensevgmetric field would hide the gate frd
any long-range sensor, protecting the back doar tine Karis system once the interdiq
was online. There was a huge fleet of Kimdori slsygarming all over the Karis system,
trolling in readiness in case another Consortiusetflappeared to attack, and until his g
fleet was repaired and the interdictor was onlihey were going to depend on them.
Even if the Consortiundid appear, they'd find a fleet of Kimdori warshipsitivey for
them, ships that were being armed vi{ifrinne technology. Jason had ordered the wea
on the orbital platforms taken off and armed on #am ships, so they would have a pow
ful edge if the Consortium attacked. It did notpsige him at all that they had the plans

dagir hands, and let her slip through their fin@efdter all, there was no way to distinguish a
h&xeneration from a normal telepath without a DNArsandonly if you knew what to look
for. And the Karinnes they abducted from the Exiledem®t Generations. They had no way
ttp know what to look for. They knew what they nedeut they needed more to know how
hip find them, or how to engineer them. That was wigy wanted the Generation Program
Wata that was on Karis.

Yes, that seemed logical. The Consortium wanted3eerations, and in the mother of all
ironies, they hadhad one... and let her slip away without ever knowingabk/ what they
hbAg-
eiHe realized it then, it hit him like a hammer. Thensortium wanted the secrets of the Gen:
baeations. They had exiled Karinnes, who would kradwut the CBIMs. They knew exactly

ability to build Karinne weapons, but they did na¢cause they had made an oath not tp\Waere to go, exactly what to do.

so. That proved their amazing discipline and adhexdndheir promises, that they would
break their oath to build weapons that may makeast/e difference in battle, just ag
amazed him that they hadn’t built biogenic compaterreplace their failing biogenic pa|
after Karinne was destroyed. All because they glag word.

It sometimes surprised him that the Kimdori ket theet, because the Kimdori had ne
been in war with anyoneyver. Their oaths forbade it. Even back when Jasonfinstckaken
the house, the Kimdori would only man his shipsathe direct orders of a non-Kimdd
so they maintained their strict oaths not to itétisvar. But they did, Zaa confided, kee
fleet of about one thousand ships, where they atiigistayed in the home system and

hof hey didn't attack Karis to kill Jason.

iiThey tried to captur€ybi.

rtd hat was just another reason to make Karis imptagnaCybi was thesoul of House
Karinne, and he would danythingto protect her. She mattered more than everyoie. H
\iends, his family, even himself. Cybi was the miogportant thing on Karis, and he would
defend her to the death, with his last breatheihhd to.

ri-'You need to go get dressed, kiddo,” Jason toldsbis “You're going to spend today with

pMéaya.”

roAww, | wanna go with you!” he complained.

tected it in case someone tried to invade. Thatallakey did. Virtually that entire fleet was‘Sorry, kiddo. | had to twist Aya’s arm to get to gnyself. But you won't be alone. Mom

protecting Karis now, though. That was all they evaflowed to do, for their oaths did
permit them to get involved with other races infsacmanner. The only reason they w
here and may engage in war with the Consortium bexsiuse Jason waslatedto them,
and he had lost his ability to protect himself. {¥iad no choice but to defend him now
prevent the house of Karinne from being destroysdcand time. They were defending th
own, and that allowed them to break their oathsarf-aggression.

Wwill be with you.”
ere&0 you're gonna go bring back Miss Aura’s people?”

He nodded, glancing at the clock. “In fact, | neéedjet dressed too. We're leaving in like
kglf an hour, and it takes me a good ten to gearmor on.”
elde got up and put his Crusader armor on, then wgkén up with a kiss’m going to go,
love. Take care.

It was looking good, but still, he wouldn't breathesigh of relief until that interdictor
online. Then he’'d build more and install them irpBrium systems, to protect Dahnai fro

WJ;SBe careful, love.

Bl have my babysitters with me. They'll keep no¢ af trouble.
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They bettershe grinned. Which was a wonderful thought.

After a few English muffins with Aura and the twjnthey gathered up their guards an@ihey had a lot of work ahead. The Exiled neededetintegrated into Karinne society, and
walked out to the landing pad. Aura looked excitdhe idea of flying in ships again, arttiey had to shore up their defenses in the fadbeothreat of a government amother gal-
Aya marched 16 guards into the dropship in frortheim. She was taking a large contingeaky, but they would make it. Jason had every faithignpeople and their resolve.
because they were going into unknown and posséahgerous territory. Come what may, they'd stand strong.

“We are going to fly,” Aura said aloud, putting heainds to her chest. She was wearingLat’s go get our peopldason saidt’s time for them to come home.
black tee shirt and blue jeans, what Ayama haddaidfor her, and she looked completelamen.
normal like any other Karinne woman on the planet.

[HE END

And thus ends the story
of the Insurrection.

In the next short story,
Unification, the
House Karinne brings
the Exiled descendents of the
house home, discovers that there
can be growing pains in such
a combining of cultures, and
prepares both itself and
the Imperium for the threat
of the Consortium.

They are coming.

And, as always, there will
be other stories to tell.



