Chapter 3

Brista, 12 Suraa, 4401, Orthodox Calendar


Saturday, 21 February 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Brista, 12 Suraa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


The Imperial Palace, Dracora, Draconis

There was a lot to talk about.

Jason spent nearly six hours with Dahnai and Sk’Vrae, and then Zaa when she arrived, discussing the myriad problems that this war declaration by the Alliance could create.  The Alliance was incensed at the interdictor, and even more incensed when the Leader of the Zyagya basically made public the deal between the Zyagya and the House Karinne, even to the point where they admitted that the interdictor would be pulled if the Consortium attacked.  Jason would have rather the Leader not reveal that, but that was the Zyagya.  They had a tendency to be blunt with their truth.


The official reason the Alliance had gone to war was over the three ships trapped in the interdiction field.  According to their propaganda, they had made repeated attempts to get those ships back, ships they claimed were on a scientific mission, ships that were now trapped months away from any safe port.  They claimed that they’d made several attempts to have the Karinnes rescue their people, but now their ships were being actively jammed to prevent them from relaying their status or condition, and that was an act of war the Alliance could not ignore.  Since the Zyagya were the ones in control of the interdictor, it was the Zyagya against whom the Alliance had declared war.  Jason thought it was amusing leap of logic that the Alliance went right after the Zyagya and ignored the Karinnes, because the Alliance wanted absolutely nothing to do with declaring war on the Imperium, and the whole sector knew it.  Always before, the infighting between the houses of the Imperium had prevented them from banding together and having a serious war with anyone.  Even the war with the Skaa Empire had been nothing but a series of skirmishes fought over some contested territory, because neither side had been particularly inclined to escalate; the Skaa Empire was the only foreign nation in the sector that could match the Imperium in a war scenario, and that was through sheer force of numbers.  But everyone knew now that the entire Imperium was unified behind Dahnai, and that was a force nobody wanted looking in their direction.  Even without the support of the Urumi, the Imperium could steamroll any neighbor save the Skaa Empire.

The Consortium had caused some opportunities, but it had also caused more complications than the other governments cared to face, and the unification of the Imperium into a singular military force was one of those ugly complications.


The biggest issue they saw was that the Alliance would make a run at the TES and the Stargates behind it.  That was the only way into Zyagya now, and they absolutely did not want to have to destroy the Alliance invasion fleet under any circumstances.  They did not want the Consortium’s spies to see what happened and know what to expect if they tried it themselves.  Jason had drilled it into Dahnai and Sk’Vrae, and Zaa had certainly reinforced it, that the Consortium were not stupid.  They would exploit any intelligence they managed to glean from any action the Alliance undertook, and any weapon or tactics seen by the enemy was a weapon or tactic the enemy had a chance to circumvent.  They had to keep the Consortium as ignorant as possible about the capabilities and extent of the Confederation’s military and tactical strengths.


Even as they discussed the matter, Zaa’s spies and the hyperspace probes they had in Alliance space showed them the buildup of forces the Alliance had undertaken before they declared war.  Just about the entire damn Alliance fleet save the 200 or so ships they jumped into Zyagya was clustered at the three systems closest to Zyagya, which was the heart of Alliance territory.  The Alliance had, according to Zaa’s intelligence, 785 ships in their fleet, which counted any ship corvette class or larger.  That was a fairly large fleet, at least until one saw that when the 843 ships making up the myriad house fleets were folded into the 512 ships making up the Imperial Navy, the Imperium currently had 1,355 ships at its disposal.  The Skaa had nearly twice that, 2,303 ships, but they lacked the firepower of Imperial ships, which equaled things out.  Those big three accounted for the vast majority of ships in the sector, with the Skaa Republic’s 290 ships being the next largest fleet thanks to the destruction of a large chunk of the Urumi fleet at the battle of Karis.

Of course, those numbers changed daily for every nation.  The Imperium wasn’t the only government rapidly building up its navies.


They debated the matter well into the Dracoran night, until Sk’Vrae needed to stop.  She had a 10 hour circadian rhythm based on her planet’s day cycle, and while she was capable of extended activity, she still needed to rest earlier than anyone else.  Urumi slept for 2 hours out of every 10, but that was all the sleep they needed.  Jason retired to Dahnai’s apartment with his family so they could catch up, and much to her nervous surprise, Dahnai insisted that Aura come with them.  Dahnai wanted to get to know Aura, that Faey need to see what a man sees in another woman.  Saelle was with them as well, since Saelle almost never left Dahnai’s side anymore.

Dahnai was in a mood, he noticed.  She spent a lot of time talking to Jyslin and Symone about their pregnancies, asking them how things were going, and then she patted her own flat belly.  I just can’t help but wonder what our kids will be like, she mused honestly.  I wonder if Raisha will have blue skin or not.


That’s your child with Jason? Aura asked.


She nodded.  The whole reason she’s here, she said with a sly look at Saelle.


I’d say me being here is your fault, Dahnai, she retorted dryly, pushing her dark, charcoal gray hair out of her face, hair that drove quite a few Faey men crazy.


Miyai is my daughter with Kellin, she continued, which made Kellin beam with pride.  She’ll be born first, of course, to at least lessen the scandal.


How bad has it been? Symone asked.


I’ve managed to keep a handle on it.  If anything, this Consortium war at least gives the tabloids other things to talk about than the fact that the Empress is carrying two children by two different fathers, and one isn’t even Faey.


Well, if she’s not born with it, I’m sure it won’t be long before it turns blue, Jyslin noted.  Jason starts getting a bit dusky after just a few minutes under the sun here.


And that’s why I stay out of the sun whenever possible, he declared.  I do not look right like that.


I dunno, I like it, Dahnai smiled.  You’re very handsome when you’re blue.


I look like a mutant smurf.


Watch it, buster, you’re married to a smurf, Jyslin warned with a grin.


What is this smurf? Kellin asked curiously.


An old Terran cartoon about blue-skinned people about this big, Jason answered, holding his hands a foot or so apart.  Some of us look proper when we’re blue.  I’m not one of them.

I dunno, daddy, I like it when I turn blue, Rann objected.  I look neat.


You’re young enough to enjoy it, Jason told him.


Well, I like it, Shya declared, wrapping her arms around Rann possessively.  I hope you turn blue and stay that way.


Wow, she’s sending very well, Jyslin noted to Dahnai.


The perk of being the Empress.  I have an entire board of top-level talents training them.  They train for six hours a day.


The professors say we’re good students, Maer declared proudly.


Very good students, Maer, Jason agreed.  You send almost as well as some adults I know already.


I send okay, but sometimes it’s hard to make things out when more than one person is sending at the same time, he admitted.


That’s something experience can fix, Maer, Jyslin assured him.  Just keep practicing.


Can you private send yet? Symone asked.


He nodded.  It’s easy.  Miss Saelle taught me.


Just one of the things I’m doing while waiting for something to do, she smiled.  I’ll have more to do when Sirri decides to stop pretending she’s less than she is.


I dunno, Sirri protested.  I mean, mommy can do it, but I don’t really know if I can.


I know you can, pippy.  I can sense it.  We’ll just keep practicing until you get it.


Do what? Symone asked.


Saelle’s convinced that Sirri has some telekinetic ability, Dahnai answered.  They’ve been working to see if she can develop it.


It wouldn’t be a stretch, baby girl, since your mom’s one hell of a TK, Symone assured her.


And of course, a certain someone makes me look like a weakling, she sent with an accusing tilt, directed at Saelle.


Hey, I’ve got a bigger toy than you, she smiled in reply, tapping the collar of her armor pointedly.  Like Jason, Saelle was wearing her armor, and her armor contained a tactical gestalt that radically increased her telekinetic power.


What I wouldn’t give to be able to do that, she sighed, her sending envious.


What you give may be far more than what you get back, given current circumstances, hon, Jason warned her seriously.


Jason tuned out the chatter to discuss a few things with Saelle personally.  [How are the Kimdori working out?] he communed privately.


[Fairly well,] she answered.  [It’s hard to tell they’re not real giruzi.  The palace had a fit when I brought them with me.  Speaking of pets, where’s Rann’s vulpar?]


[Amber?  Home.  She doesn’t like to travel, so Ayama and Surin are taking care of her.  She likes them.]


[Ah.  Anyway, not even my husband knows the giruzi are Kimdori.  Only Dahnai knows.  We decided that keeping them an absolute secret was imperative.]


[Damn right.]

[Those Kimdori know how to act,] Saelle told him with an amused texture.  [They’re so giruzi that even I find myself treating them like animals even when we’re in private.  They think it’s funny when I do it.]


[It probably makes them happy that they’re so good at it they can even fool you,] he answered.  [Any problems you didn’t care to discuss over the radio?]


[Nope.  I really like Evin.  Not only do we get along, but the sex is fantastic.  My Gladiator is doing just fine, and I’ve been keeping an eye on things around here.  Things are going great.]


[Good.  I feel way better with you here.]


[I know.  She’s a wonderful woman, Jayce, and I’m happy to keep her safe for you,] she smiled warmly.


[I’m glad you think so.  How’s it been being in the inner circle?]


[The Siann is violently jealous,] she told him with a slight smirk.  [They have no idea who I am, and then bam, here’s this absolute nobody Karinne showing up and standing at the Empress’ left hand.  The viciousness prevailed for all of a takir, until they realized that I had a direct path to Dahnai.  Now they’re all almost sickeningly sweet to me, and I get invitations to private conferences daily.]

[Heh, keep ‘em on their toes, girl.]


[Oh, I do,] she grinned.


And what are you two gossiping about? Dahnai asked, giving Jason and Saelle a sly look.


Not much, just talking about my adventures with the Siann, Saelle answered.


You certainly have enough stories about that, Dahnai laughed.


They basically just chatted and caught up, let Jason’s kids renew their friendships with Dahnai’s kids, and then they retired for the night.  Dahnai made sure to claim Jason, as she always did when he came to the palace.  Symone decided she’d rather spend the night with  Kellin, so Jyslin wandered off with Tim.


And naturally, they were woke up about four hours after going to sleep.  Dahnai’s comm panel beeped annoyingly, rousing both of them.  She sat up and growled “lights!” which caused the lights to turn on, then used her telekinetic ability to hit the buttons on her comm station near the bed to bring up the wall monitor.  Lorna’s scarred face appeared on the wall, and she looked a little serious.

“What is it, General?” Dahnai asked sleepily, but her annoyance was clear in her voice.


“A small Alliance fleet just jumped out of Torvalt, and it’s heading for Terra,” she answered.  “The Kimdori have confirmed the jump.”

“Fuck,” Dahnai growled.  “How long til it gets there?”


“Five days,” she answered.  “The fleet numbers sixteen ships.”

“What on earth is that glowing asshole trying to accomplish?” Jason snapped as he sat up.  “He sends a fraction of his fleet knowing what it has to go through to reach the Stargate?  That makes no sense!”


“Sure it does, he’s going to throw them away and decry Confederate butchery when we blow them out of space,” Dahnai grunted darkly.  “He’s going to force us to take the first shot.  Then he’ll play the martyr and try to turn the other governments against us.  Remember, he wants us at war with just about anyone but him, so he’ll pull every dirty trick there is to try to make it happen.”


“Fuck,” Jason snapped, touching his gestalt.  [Denmother Zaa,] he called.  He knew that if she was wearing her memory band, it would pick that up and make it audio through a tiny speaker on the device.  If she wasn’t, it wouldn’t put it through into audio and her memory band would warn him she wasn’t wearing it.  [I need to talk to you, Denmother.]


[I’m awake, and I already know,] she answered.  [Get out of bed and bring Dahnai with you.  I’ll inform Sk’Vrae.]


[And just how do you know I’m with Dahnai?]


[Cousin, I didn’t live this long and remain quite that blind,] she answered lightly. [Now get moving.]

[Yes ma’am,] he replied automatically, which never failed to amuse Zaa.


By the time they were dressed and in a council chamber, Lorna already had a presentation ready.  The scarred general presented it as soon as they were seated, using reconnaissance images and tactical maps to display the developments.  “Sixteen Alliance ships, mostly corvettes and destroyers, left Torvalt about two hours ago,” she began, showing a hyperspace probe image of a task force of small ships assembling for a jump, then a second still image with them gone.  “We’ve confirmed through energy signatures and Kimdori intelligence that half of them are military logistic ships.  Transports and one medical frigate,” she added, pointing at the largest of the small ships on the first image, the side of which was emblazoned with the green circle with a star inside it which marked an Alliance medical ship.  “It has every appearance of a relief convoy.”


“Graith is making his move,” Dahnai grunted sourly.  “He’s going to force us to fire on a logistics fleet.”


Lorna didn’t speculate, she merely continued.  “The fleet will arrive at the incoming sector at the start of the lane leading to the TES in four days, twenty-eight hours, and sixteen minutes,” she told them, pointing at a map beside the photo showing the TES, Terra, and a shaded area where ships jumped in to begin their run to the TES.  “I’ve alerted the TES and the picket ships protecting it, as well as put the entire Confederate military on stage two alert.”


“Wise move,” Sk’Vrae nodded.  “This may be a diversion.  We should be alert and prepared.”


“Outside of that, there’s little more to report.  The ships the Alliance are sending are no match for our defensive picket.  What the war room needs, majesties, is to know how you want to do this.”


“We cannot back down,” Sk’Vrae grunted.  “We have set the rules.  We cannot make any changes to them.  If those ships enter the corridor without authorization, we must attack them.  We said no warnings, no exceptions.  We cannot do anything but what we have warned we will do.”


“That’s true, but that’s exactly what that radioactive bastard wants.  He wants viddy of us firing on a medical ship to put on auto repeat and blare on every frequency his comms can emulate,” Dahnai growled.


Jason was quiet, leaning back in his chair and pondering the situation, not from a military or political standpoint, but from the outlook of Graith.  The High Staff was a cunning, manipulative creature, but he also wasn’t stupid.  Sure, them firing on a medical convoy didn’t look good, but it also really accomplished nothing from Graith’s point of view unless he was looking at who was pushing the firing button.  Nobody would really care all that much about what happened, because the medical service wasn’t quite as venerated to other nations as it was to the Faey, who saw doctors as very nearly religious figures to be protected at any and all costs.  It would be with a trembling hand that any Faey weapon officer would press the button to fire on a medical ship, and the High Staff knew it.  Some Faey would flatly refuse to attack a medical ship, so deep were their convictions about protecting the doctors.

No, this wasn’t some kind of propaganda ploy by Graith to discredit the Confederation military in the eyes of the other governments.  This was a serious attempt to get his ships to the TES by shielding them behind a medical frigate, the one ship no Faey would attack without a great deal of trepidation.  The bigger question, though, was what he meant to accomplish getting such a small fleet past the blockade.  It was too small to threaten Zyagya, and the KMS would move to intercept them—

It wasn’t about the Faey, it was about the Stargates.  They were trying to get their ships close enough to the Stargates to attack them.


No, that wasn’t it either.  The ships would never get anywhere near the Stargates, they’d be intercepted at the TES.  So, Graith wanted to get his ships close to the TES, but then what were they supposed to do?  Attack it?  He’d have a better chance putting a bomb on a freighter and blowing it up when the freighter was close to the TES if it managed to get past the sensor sweeps.  So, if they weren’t supposed to attack the Stargates, and they weren’t supposed to attack the TES, then what were they doing?


They were there to get captured.  Sixteen small ships, Graith could afford to lose those, and with them being shielded by a medical frigate, he figured they had a damn good chance of being boarded and captured rather than destroyed.  He’d get his rage points at his ships being stopped and boarded, then captured like Dahnai suspected, but what he was doing was trying to get people inside, even if they were prisoners.  That, or he was trying to get those ships inside, to allow them to be captured so they could perform some other job.

That had to be it.  It was the only really logical thing Graith could be after.


Okay, so, Graith was sending the ships with the express intent of them being captured.  So, what could they do about it?


Destroying the ships was definitely one option, simply getting rid of them and eliminating whatever threat they or Graith’s plan posed.  But that wasn’t only wasteful, it wasn’t very smart.  They could use sixteen Alliance ships themselves for some dirty pool if it came down to it.  They could isolate—


That was a damn good idea.


“Ladies,” he called, interrupting a debate between Sk’Vrae and Dahnai.  “Zaa, a question.  Can you get a detailed scan on those ships while in hyperspace?”


“Why do you ask questions to which you know the answers, cousin?” Zaa asked with a light smile in her eyes.


“I mean detailed, Denmother.  As in a systemic sweep from bow to stern of every ship with so much detail that you can point out the metallurgical microflaws in the outer armor.”


“Yes, it can be done.  Easily.”


“What’s baking in that brain of yours, babes?” Dahnai asked curiously.


“Graith isn’t sending them out to be destroyed for the cameras, he’s sending them out so we capture them,” he told the females.  “He wants us to capture those ships, and he thinks that such a small fleet of non-military vessels would be boarded and captured rather than destroyed.  If we destroy them, he gets to have his rage, but if we capture them, well, that’s another story.”


“To what end?” Sk’Vrae asked.


“Well, I think the Kimdori might be able to answer part of that,” he answered.  “I get the feeling they have something on their ships they want on this side of the interdictors, be it some device or just spies to be sent to Confederate prisons to try to gather intelligence.”


“So, the prudent action is to destroy those ships,” Sk’Vrae declared.


“That would be safe, but hell, we could use those ships ourselves,” Jason smiled.  “Alliance logistic ships?  We can get our hands on their scanners and tear them apart to see how they work for one, but we could rig them up and let Yila smuggle with them.  Besides, if we capture them, Graith will think we’re playing the game he’s setting up.  We just have to make sure whatever it is they’re smuggling in doesn’t do them any good.  Zaa, can your SCM ships stop passive systems?”

“If they’re utilizing some kind of new passive sensor that can look into hyperspace, yes, they can jam it,” she said with a growing smile.  “Quite devious, Jason.  I am impressed.  That is almost Kimdori in its subtlety.”


“So, what do you have in mind?” Dahnai asked curiously.


“We capture them, make sure they can’t communicate with the Alliance, then take them to Exile,” he answered.  “That’s so remote that any spies they have will never get any messages back, and it’s the same deal with their ships.  That far away?  They’ll receive any messages those ships transmit in, say, six hundred years or so.  They can’t jump a beacon out to pick up the message then have it jump back, not that far out.”  He leaned back in his chair.  “They’re almost certain to put some telepaths on those ships to try to get by the Faey, so I think we can put the Alliance crews to work at New Karsa until we’re ready to send them back, which prevents them from gathering any intelligence on anything other than how many square kathtera of wheat we have planted on the south tracts and how much benkonn of food we’re shipping every day.  Maybe a little honest farm work will do them some good, and the telepaths among them will have all kinds of fun trying to use it on the Kizzik overseeing the farming operation.  This way, Graith gets to have his little temper tantrum over the capture of his ships, yet whatever the real reason he’s sending them will be a failed mission.  Their ships and crews will be held so far away that they’ll be unable to do what they’re supposed to do.”


Dahnai gave him a huge smile.  “Babes, what would we do without you?”


“Fail miserably, I’d imagine,” he retorted with a light smile, then laughed even as he winced when Dahnai punched him in the shoulder.


“I see nothing wrong with the idea,” Sk’Vrae agreed.  “I suggest tranquilizing the Alliance crews so they have no idea where they are or how many Stargates they traversed to get there.  Let them go to sleep in their own ships and wake up in a farm barracks on a planet they’ve never even heard of.”


“A sensible idea,” Zaa agreed.  “It seems we are concluded until my children investigate the approaching ships, unless you have more to add, General?” she asked, looking at Lorna.

“No, your Majesty,” she answered, nodding slightly.


“Then I think we can return to our rest,” Zaa declared.  “I will have my children report their findings directly to the war room, General.  In the meantime, I believe I will have some of my children in the Alliance investigate the true intentions of this fleet from the other side.  Surely someone in their command structure knows the truth of things.  Getting that information should not be too difficult.”


Sometimes you amaze me, babes, Dahnai sent lightly as they returned to her apartment.  I remember the day you were standing in my throne room, looking so nervous you’d jump if someone touched you.


Sometimes that feels like it was another lifetime, he answered.  Things were way simpler back then.


Would you go back to it if you could?


No, he answered immediately and without hesitation.  I may be hunted for who and what I am, I may be fighting a war for the very survival of my people, but when Miaari sent me to Karis to find the ring, she sent me home.  Karis is where I belong.  Karis is my heart, and Cybi is my soul now.  I would never go back to my old life, even if I had the chance.


I’m glad to hear that, since I’m part of that new life, she smiled.


I love you, Dahnai, he sent with simple truth.  Maybe not quite the same way I love Jyslin, but I love you deeply.  I couldn’t imagine a life without you in it as my friend, my amu dorai, and the mother of my child.


She gave him a look of tenderness, stopping to touch his cheek, then she leaned forward and kissed him with pure, intimate love.


And, of course, someone to bitch at when I’m feeling cranky, he added dryly.


Dahnai laughed and slapped his shoulder.  Jerk.


I love it when you call me names, he murmured mentally as she pulled him back into her apartment, past her smiling guards.


Jason’s idea was simple, it was effective, and it was quite easy to carry out.


Jason kept trying to get back to Karis, but Dahnai had managed to sidetrack them three times, keeping them there long after Zaa and Sk’Vrae returned to their homeworlds after they got all the business worked out concerning Kosigi and the shipbuilding endeavor.  Jason did return to Karis along with the three matriarchs two days before the Alliance fleet arrived at Terra to attend the ceremony when the Kosigi station opened its capital doors for the first time.  They were monstrous things, four triangles rather than two rectangles that opened like a flower at the touch of the sun, revealing a vast gulf more than large enough for the Aegis to enter the lunar base.  It wasn’t the Aegis that had the honors of being the first ship to use the new doors, it was the Jenda, finally released from its prison after being rebuilt and put back in service.

Dahnai’s reasons for keeping them around were entirely personal.  She certainly wasn’t feeling constrained by her marriage to Kellin, she just felt particularly lonesome for Jason, and wanted a few days with him.  Jyslin and Symone didn’t mind, since they had Kellin to play with, but it wasn’t all adult fun.  Jason’s children made it almost seem like a family reunion of sorts, and Dahnai loved having them around.  They and Dahnai’s children stayed with them during the day, then they all went to Sirri and Shya’s foster parents to stay the night, like a big slumber party.


Dahnai held one court on what turned out to be his last day on Draconis, and naturally, she made him attend.  But court wasn’t quite ready for Jason Karinne that day, since he brought his wife, amu dozei, her husband, and his five children along with him, and his kids being present radically altered the normal court experience.  For one, the Grand Duchesses were a bit astounded that all five of Jason’s children had active talent, and all of them sent with far more experience than the teenage children of the nobles who were attending court themselves.  They were also wearing full armor without helmets, which was very much unlike the elegant, expensive robes, dresses, and suits the nobles wore to impress each other.  They gaped when Kyri pulled a tray of sweets off one of the side tables with her talent, then had it trail along behind her as she brought it back to her siblings; they had never seen such a young child with expressed telekinetic ability, and that kind of control over it.

Rann had it worst, though.  While his four siblings got to run around and play, watched over by both the guards and by Jyslin and Symone, he was stuck formally greeting the other members of the Siann as the heir.  It was the first time Jason had officially brought Rann to court in that capacity, and he looked a little more nervous with every introduction.  The Grand Duchesses were nice enough to him, trying to engage him in what they thought was suitable talk for a six year old, but Rann was a bit too mature to be cooed at like a toddler.

Anya and Yila understood.  When Jason went over to them, Anya didn’t make smalltalk with him, she just grinned and picked him up, wincing a bit under the weight of both him and his armor.  Trelle’s garland, kidlet, you’re heavy! she declared.


It’s the armor, Miss Anya, he apologized.  But it’s good to see you again! he declared, wrapping his arms around her and kissing her on the cheek.  How are you?


“I’m good, sweetling, I’m good,” she replied aloud in her rather nasal, grating voice.


“Hello, Rann,” Yila called as she joined them.


“Miss Yila!” he declared.  “Are you coming back home soon?”


“Actually, yes, I’m going to be back on Karis tomorrow,” she answered.  “Kumi needs to talk to me face to face, and I have a couple of other important meetings there.”


“I don’t want to know,” Jason said immediately, which made Yila smile.


“I don’t think I like this new partnership,” Anya grinned in Yila’s direction.  “The two most dangerous houses in the Siann making all these secret deals?  I’m not the only Grand Duchess losing a little sleep over that thought.”


“Oh, you’ll never see anything we do, Anya,” Yila said calmly.


“That’s what worries me,” she winked at Jason.


“Posh, it’s all for the war,” Jason retorted lightly.  “And I’m sticking to that explanation.”


Both Yila and Anya smiled lightly at him.


“Now, now, let’s break up this plotting!” Semoya called, swaggering over to join them.  Of all the Grand Duchesses, if Jason had to spend an hour locked in a room with one, Semoya would be high on his list.  She was not only powerful and politically savvy and an exceedingly dangerous woman, with her own secret aspirations to take the throne from Dahnai, she also happened to have a very rich sense of humor and was a very good conversationalist.  Semoya demonstrated the maddening duality of the Faey that the other races both admired and feared, the mixture of affability and ruthlessness.  She could be quite the chatty Cathy, talking and smiling, often to someone she intended to have murdered the next day.  Jason never dropped his guard around her, but he had to admit, Semoya could help them pass the time with a smile.


“Rann, this is Semoya Dorrane.  Semoya, this is my son, Rann Karinne,” Jason said rather formally.

“Welcome to court, Rann,” Semoya smiled, ruffling his hair while Anya still held him.  “I really should have you meet my daughter Rama.  I think you two would really get along.”


“Stop trying to work the Karinnes, Semoya,” Emae called lightly as she joined them.  Semoya and Emae ruled the two largest houses in the Imperium, the Dorranes and the Shovalles, but they were also very good friends.  Not that their friendship would stop them from killing each other in a scheme to gain the throne for themselves, but they were friends.  In a way, Semoya and Emae ensured that Dahnai stayed on the throne, since both houses were too large to join together against her, and any insurrection against the throne would have the rebel house face at least one of those two houses.  If one rebelled, the other would side with the Empress in order to eliminate the rival.


That was a lesson that everyone had taken from the Trillanes.


“Rann, this is Emae Shovalle.  Emae, this is my son, Rann Karinne,” Jason introduced.


“Such a cutie,” she smiled at him.  “I’m sure all our daughters will look forward to seeing you in court, honey,” she winked, then she gave him a curious look.  “Are you okay, dear?  You look a little…I don’t know.  Peakid, maybe?”


Jason chuckled.  “He has the same problem I do, Emae.  The sun here turns him blue.”


“Ah, that’s it!” she declared, touching Rann’s face.  “Well, I think it looks good when your father turns blue, but he does everything he can to stay out of the sun,” she winked in his direction.

“Some of us are supposed to be blue.  Not me,” he declared adamantly.


“I dunno, I think it looks neat,” Rann protested.  “Shya likes it.”


“Don’t let Shya decide what you like and don’t like, cutie,” Emae grinned.


They had one more addition to the group, which made everyone go immediately silent.  Maela Trillane, daughter of Maeri, padded over a little uncertainly.  Maela was a younger version of the whip-thin, harsh-looking Maeri, though her face was little rounder and softer, and she was actually rather attractive compared to her mother.  Maeri was still the Grand Duchess, but her exile from Draconis meant that Maela was the one that had to eat all the cold shoulder and hatred when she came to court, which was now mandatory for all houses because of the war.  “I need to talk to you,” she told Jason in a calm voice, but the nervousness in her eyes betrayed her fear.  No, not just fear, but raw terror.  Something had her spooked.

“Alright,” Jason said, a bit coldly.  “Keep Rann company, Anya.”  Jason took Maela by the arm and dragged her away from the others, leading her to a relatively quiet spot not far from the dais, a move that Dahnai did not miss.  Jason saw Dera meander a little closer to them; Dahnai was putting a listener close to see what they were going to talk about, because she was sure they wouldn’t be talking.  What? Jason demanded, a bit testily.


I…here, she blurted, pushing a memory stick towards him.  Mother got this yesterday.  She was pretty sure the Empress needs to see it.


What is it?


The Consortium didn’t just forget about the Trillanes, she replied simply, giving him a nervous look.  They’ve contacted us twice since—since that happened.  Mother recorded this yesterday.


They contacted you yesterday?


She nodded.  She tried to get it here earlier, but she didn’t think it was safe.  They’re watching us, Jason. We can’t do anything or they’ll see it.   She didn’t trust it with anyone but me.  Jason, watch what’s on this.  Quickly.  Right now.  You’ll understand, she told him, wrapping his gauntleted hands around the stick, then she took a step back, turned, and hurried away.


Jason watched her go, then looked down at the stick curiously.  He used his talent to pick it up—it was a bit too delicate to try to pick up with his armored hands—and instead of taking it to Dahnai, he opened a port on the forearm of his armor, just under the gunport, and slotted the stick in a stickjack put there just for such emergencies.  It was actually a remote stickjack data port combo port for software updates and external device hardlines, but it could easily read a memory stick.


In his mind’s eye, a recording began.  It showed Maeri on the right of a split screen, and one of those energy beings of the Consortium on the left.  The telemetry attached to the bottom showed that it was some kind of tightband threaded hyperspace communication, something that would be very hard to intercept by the Kimdori.  This was not Imperium technology; the Consortium must have given it to the Trillanes.


The Trillanes were still dealing behind Dahnai’s back.


“Have you considered the proposal?” the energy being asked in a mechanical voice, obviously through some kind of translation device.


“Proposal?  You mean having Dahnai take my house banner down from the throne room?” Maeri asked in a harsh tone.  “What kind of answer do you think you’re going to get?”


“We can arrange your survival, Maeri Trillane.  And when we conquer the Imperium, we will need a loyal noble to place on the throne.  The Faey need an Empress.  They cannot function without one.  That could be you.”

Maeri laughed harshly.  “I once thought I deserved the throne far more then Dahnai.  I’ve been taught the foolishness of that fantasy,” she said, a bit bitterly.  “The Trillanes will survive without your help.”


“You will be destroyed when we conquer the Imperium,” the creature warned.  “We reward the loyal, and punish the disloyal.  Such was the fate of the Urumi.”

“I don’t think you can break the Imperium,” she snapped in reply.  “I saw what the Karinnes did to your grand armada.  With the rest of the Imperium and the Urumi behind them, I think you’ll lose.  You have no idea what pod of kaba nuts you opened when you picked this fight, Grand Merchant,” she sneered.  “The Faey are more than a match for you.  If I’m going to pick a side, I’ll pick the one I think will win.  And it’s not yours.”


“You really believe we don’t know what your Imperium is doing.?” It asked lightly.  “We have spies everywhere within your Imperium, within the other empires surrounding you.  We know everything.”

“Then you know the Faey don’t run from a fight.  And I am far more loyal to Dahnai than I am to you.  I’ve seen what you do to allies who no longer serve any purpose to you.”

The being was silent a moment.  “Then so be it,” it declared.  “I think tomorrow, you will understand the grievous error you have made today.  You could have been the Empress, Maeri Trillane, far earlier than you ever dreamed.”

And the recording ended.


Far earlier than—


He looked at Maela.  Now he understood her fear.  It was the fear of a woman who thought she was already dead.


Fuck!


He whipped a furious face at Dera, who looked a little confused.  Get Dahnai out of here now! Jason snapped at her, whipping around to find Maela.  [Cybi, link up with Dracora’s security net and find out what the hell they’re gonna do!] he barked as he motioned towards his helmet, which was sitting up on a table on the dais, causing it to float towards him quickly.  Maela was sitting on a chair against the wall, head down, and from the trembling of her hands, he had an idea of just how serious it was about to get.  [Saelle, get in your Gladiator right fucking now!] he ordered, in a tone that brooked no questions, just obedience.  [Aegis, Aegis, answer!]


[This is--]


[I don’t care who you are!  Bring the fleet to immediate battle stations!]  Aya, Captain Harae, get Dahnai’s family into the fucking bunker!  Lock down the palace!

Jason, what the fuck—


DON’T QUESTION, JUST DO! he blasted back at her, snatching his helmet out of the air and putting it on, then he quite literally ran right out of the throne room.  He engaged the gravometric drive in the armor and pulled his feet off the floor and literally flew through the hallways, knocking a few people over as Cybi finally got access to the Imperium’s defense network and displayed a tactical for him.  He saw nothing unusual, just regular merchant traffic, and nothing unusual in orbit or moving in or out of the gates.


He burst out onto the landing pad, where ten Wolf fighters rested in a perfect row, waiting for their pilots to return.


He didn’t even think.  He rose up into the closest one and activated it, feeling the armored box of his cockpit rotate into flight position.  To their credit, behind him, his KMS pilots were boiling out onto the pad not ten steps behind him, no doubt being warned by someone else.  He’d taken Justin Taggart’s ship, so his displaced pilot lifted up and landed in the opening cockpit.  What the fuck is going on, Jayce? he asked.


I don’t entirely know yet, but whatever it is, I don’t want to be asleep when it happens, he answered as Taggart took control of the drones even as Jason lifted the Wolf off the landing pad.  The Aegis and the task force were launching fighters and scanning anything and everything all around them, searching for, well, something, since Jason didn’t tell them why they were at general quarters.


A quartet of large merchant Makati design freighters, literally gigantic flying boxes, came out of the Stargate leading from Makan, and Cybi’s tap on the Imperium net showed him that when they powered back up, they had energy signatures far weaker than a merchant class freighter of that class should be generating…almost as if they were shielded from sensors.  They were going too fast for the energy they were putting out.  It was a minor thing, a tiny discrepancy, and he’d never have noticed if it he wasn’t actively looking for something out of the ordinary.  Justin launched the spinners as Jason pulled the Wolf into a defensive position over the palace, then marked those four ships.  [There!] he barked to anyone and everyone that could receive his gravband.  [Palla, sweep those ships coming out of the Makan gate!]


[Sensors active,] the comm officer he’d cut off replied.

Cybi showed him what happened next.  The four ships literally broke apart after about fifty ships turned active sensors on them, and a dense cloud of missiles erupted from them.  Telemetry showed that they were aimed directly at the Palace.  Both the KMS and the Imperial Navy reacted to those missiles, which accelerated at relativistic speed, betraying the fact that they had gravometric engines.  A riot of explosions bloomed along their trajectory as every ship in range opened fire on the missiles, and the missiles made no attempts to dodge, relying purely on speed to avoid destruction.  But there were thousands and thousands of them, and they were moving at extreme speeds, and Jason saw that they weren’t going to stop them all.


That was when Palla did something that was either brilliant or desperate.  The massive Aegis and every ship in the task force surged forward and spun on its lateral axis, and the two mile long behemoth turned and presented its belly to that onslaught of missiles, blocking their path.  Around it, the other ships in the task force did the same, trying to stop those missiles by giving them something else to hit, presenting the largest possible aspect to them to cover as much of the city as possible.

The explosion was absolutely blinding.  The smaller ships were equipped with Torsion Shockwave generators, which activated as the fast-moving missiles reached them.  The missiles plunged into that sudden sphere of distorted space, an angry red boil of energy around the ships, and they were ripped apart in the flux, their armed warheads exploding safely away from the ships’ shields.  The Aegis, however, was too large to have a shockwave generator, so it took the full brunt of the majority of the missiles, missiles that had nothing between them and the ship but its shields.  The capital ship’s shields rippled into visibility as thousands and thousands of missiles tipped with high explosives pounded on them, but those shields held, resisted the destructive inferno, even as the kinetic impact managed to push the massive ship back towards the planet.  The other ships in the task force held firm because their Torsion fields were protecting them from the missiles, but the Aegis was at the center of the missile cluster and took the vast majority of the blows.  But not all the missiles were stopped by the Aegis and the other ships, the tactical showed him.  About two hundred managed to get past the ships and the swarm of fighters and drones chasing them, filtering through the spaces between them, and they were leaving streams of fire behind them as they lanced into the atmosphere and dropped towards the Imperial Palace like a rain of fire.

Stop those missiles! Jason sent to his pilots.


Ten Wolf fighters exploded into motion, as they and several squadrons of Raptors and Dragonflies from Dahnai’s planetary defense forces responded to the attack.  Justin launched the drones, as the drones fired from the Wolves around them, even as Jason enabled the pulse weapons and started firing.  Drones danced between the blazing white streaks that erupted from the Wolves.  Explosions brightened the Dracoran sky as the fighters whittled down the numbers of missiles quickly, the Wolves attacking from in front of them and the defensive Raptors and Dragonflies attacking from the flanks and behind.  Several more exploded when struck by pulse and plasma fire from orbit, as the KMS and Imperial ships used their atmosphere-capable guns and targeted the missiles that made no attempt to dodge or evade the incoming fire.  More and more were destroyed as the Wolves rose up to meet them, but not all of them.  Jason had to veer his Wolf out of the way of the path of the lead missile, but it exploded in a brilliant flash when four drones fired on it and destroyed it.  He targeted and destroyed another missile as it streaked past his stationary fighter, then he and the other Wolf pilots dove after the last nine missiles with the Raptors and Dragonflies hot on their tail.  But the palace wasn’t defenseless, as red streaks of MPAC fire erupted from batteries around the perimeter of the palace, targeting the remaining missiles.  Jason had to pull up and get out of the way as a curtain of MPAC fire lashed out from the palace grounds, which managed to destroy the last of the threatening missiles in a matter of seconds.

Fuck…that was too close.  Too close!  Had those ships managed to get into orbit and launch those missiles from that close, they’d never have stopped them all!  The palace would have been obliterated, and everyone inside it killed.  Dahnai, her family, his wife, Symone, Tim, Saelle, his children, they’d have all perished.


To say that the Imperial Navy was in overdrive was an understatement.  They had the remains of the four freighters surrounded, already sweeping them with sensors as about ten thousand guns were pointed at the floating debris.  The Makan gate was already quarantined, the color of the swirl telling him it was actively being delinked from its sister gate in the Makan system, entering an active standby mode that would allow them to quickly relink, but wouldn’t allow any traffic to go through while it was in standby mode.  For that matter, every Stargate was in the act of delinking into standby mode, to isolate Draconis from any possible follow-up attack.  The KMS maintained its defensive position directly over Dracora, with the Aegis descending into the upper atmosphere, a looming monstrosity visible over the city, then it slowly started to ascend.  [Palla!  Palla, is the ship alright?]


[He’s a little cooked, but otherwise alright,] she answered personally.  [That brought his shields down, but his armor held against the attack.  I have some damage in the lower decks, but we’re spaceworthy.  Fuck, Jayce, where the hell did that come from?]


[I have no idea, but we’d better fucking damn well find out immediately,] he answered.  [Get in touch with the Kimdori and have them go over the entire Makan system with a fine tooth comb while we figure out who owned those ships and where they came from.]  He blew out his breath.  [Woman, I’m going to kiss you repeatedly when I get up there.  That was brilliant!]

[That was desperation,] she laughed in reply.  [It was the only thing I could think of at the moment.]


[Palla, you saved the palace.  I couldn’t be more proud of you, or more grateful.  My wife, amu, and children were in there!]



[Well, if you want to give me a few kisses, I certainly wouldn’t object,] she replied lightly, though he could sense the gravity behind her words.


Jason and the other pilots landed back on the same pad from which they launched, and there were no congratulations or high fives as the pilots exited the ships, just quiet, grim relief.  That was too close.


The Consortium had just proved that they too could play the underhanded game.  That had been nothing less than an assassination attempt against the entire Siann, for it was no coincidence that attack was timed to come during court, and when was attending as well.  Clearly, the Consortium had a few little operations left that the Kimdori had yet to root out.

“Get us ready to leave,” Jason told Justin aloud.  “My family is no longer safe on Draconis.”


“Aye-aye, your Grace,” he answered in a tightly controlled voice.


Jason, what in the bloody fucking hell is going on? Dahnai demanded in an open sending.


The Consortium just tried to kill you, your Majesty.  You, me, our families, and every member of the Siann.  Jyslin, gather the kids and get them on the dropship.  We are leaving now. 

At once, your Grace, she answered with absolute seriousness.


Well, Jayce, you thought you were in a war.  The Consortium just reminded you that this is a real one, Jason thought to himself as he listened to Justin issue commands via sending.  Yila, get your ass out here, you’re going with us.  We’re going to have a long talk.  And find Jinaami and get her on that dropship even if you have to drag her by her tail.

I don—yes, Jason, I’ll be right there, came her uncertain, worried answer.  If it dealt with dirty, underhanded tricks, then the Trefanis either had a hand in it or they knew about it.  How this got past Yila and Dahnai’s intelligence and the Kimdori was something he wanted to know, and wanted to know right fucking now.


[Cybi, lock down Karis and get Miaari ready to have a little chat when we get there.  Make sure you bring a paddle.]


[Let’s not be overly harsh, my friend.  Let’s find out what happened first.  Then we can start paddling,] she answered without humor.


[Works for me.]

Their dropship landed about five minutes later, along with literally every single Wolf fighter in their arsenal except the ten already parked on the pad, surrounding it like warrior ants defending their queen.  Those fighters hovered in midair, settling in just as his family rushed out of the door leading into the palace.  Yila and Jinaami were with them, and they were surrounded by Rann’s guards.  Aya was glaring absolute death at him, but he was in no mood for her protectionist tirade.  Jason herded his frightened children, wife, amu dorai, best friend, Kumi, the twins, Aura, and his two passengers in just in front of their guards, then he followed them in.

“What goes on, Jason?” the honey-colored Kimdori asked as she took a seat.  Aya glared at him again as she rushed to the cockpit, but she didn’t see the cold look she got in return, since Jason still had his helmet on.


Jason unlocked a gauntlet, freed his hand, then reached out and put it on her neck, in the Kimdori ritual that probably looked quite odd to Yila to see it being done the other way around.  “The Consortium had attack ships disguised as Makati freighters and hidden in Imperium territory, and they tried to kill us all,” he declared.  “We need to find out if there are any others.”


Jinaami gaped at him.  “You are serious?” she exclaimed, and her expression turned astounded when he gave a single nod.  He felt her reach out and touch his mind, felt that expansion as two merged into one through her Kimdori ability to connect to his nervous system, and he let her sift through everything he saw and heard and suspected.  She needed that information as much as Miaari needed it, because Jinaami actually had quite a lot of power in Kimdori society and she was exceptionally clever.  He trusted Jinaami as much as he trusted Miaari, Kiaari, and Zaa.  “By the Denmother!” she gasped.


Yila gave them a strange, intense look, but that look was cowed quickly when Jason pinned her with a hawkish stare.  “Alright, Yila, the Trefanis know everything that’s going on.  So explain to me how four Consortium-controlled ships managed to come through a Stargate from Makan and nearly kill us all, right under your nose.”

She gaped, her jaw working several times, then she shook her head in dismay.  I swear to you, Jason, I had absolutely no idea. No idea!  She lunged out and put both hands on his face and completely lowered all her defenses, inviting him to look into any part of her mind he pleased.  Look!  Look and see I send the truth!

Normally that act of trust would have been enough, but this was not one of those times.  He delved into her labyrinthine mind, and while he didn’t look too close at many of her darkest secrets, he did shuffle through her memories and her thoughts to search for any hint that Yila knew anything about it.


After searching through her mind, he saw she wasn’t lying, and he also got an idea of both just how smart and how dirty Yila Trefani was.  Good God, the woman had scams scamming her scams and kickbacks on her kickbacks.


He pulled her hands off his face and nodded grimly.  “Alright,” he said aloud.  “But we seriously dropped the ball here, and we can’t let a mistake like this happen again.  Someone may get killed.”

Jason breathed a sigh of relief when the dropship entered the landing bay of the Aegis, because now they were about as safe as they could possibly get when not on Karis.  Palla was there to meet him when the hatch opened, and he did indeed give her several kisses when she flung herself into his armored arms.  “Thank God for you, my guardian angel,” he breathed, resting his forehead against hers.


“I’m just glad I was there when you needed me, Jason,” she answered, then she kissed him on the cheek.  “Now let’s get everyone to a cabin for the trip home!” she called in a commanding voice, the voice of an Admiral.  “Commander, if you’d take them to the closest suitable quarters?” she called to one of her officers, a very tall, willowy Faey woman with hair the color of wheat.  “Excuse my bluntness, your Grace, but we are not sitting out here with our asses hanging out where everyone can see it.  We are getting you back into Karisian space now.”


“My thoughts exactly, Captain Palla,” he said calmly, urging Rann ahead with a hand on his back.


The Commander only had to take them about fifty feet once they entered a companionway, bringing them to a waiting room of sorts filled with comfortable chairs and with a window looking out…if the armored casing wasn’t up covering it, which was standard operating procedure during general quarters.   The armored casing was nearly five feet thick.

His icy demeanor melted the instant he dealt with his children.  They were a little nervous, a little frightened, and he was nothing but gentle and reassuring with them as he helped them lock in, being the father they needed in a time of stress and uncertainty.  He kissed Sora on the forehead as he locked her into her chair, ruffled Zach’s hair, then patted Kyri on the shoulder as she settled herself into her seat and the maglocks in the chair.  Aran tried to be brave, but he could see the fear in his son’s eyes; Aran was much smarter and had a better idea of what really went on than the other kids.  Jason just smiled at him and patted him on the cheek, sending privately to him to reassure him.  He nodded, then put on a brave face and remained resolute, staring at the closed window.

Aura was the one that needed the most comforting.  She sat beside Jason and kept a hand on his, and he sent constantly to her as the task force started moving, splitting time between calming her down and sending to the twins and Kumi to fill them in on what happened while they were out having fun in court.

It only took 32 minutes to get from Draconis to Karis, and that included waiting six minutes for them to get the Karis gate out of standby so they could pass through, six very nervous minutes where the task force defending the Aegis bristled and threatened to fire on anything that got within a thousand miles of the ship.  But everyone calmed down considerably when they were safely in Karis space, and Palla turned them home as the Stargate behind them began to delink back into hot standby to prevent anything from following.


They split up once they got into orbit.  Jason sent everyone home except himself, Yila, and Jinaami, and with Dera and Ryn escorting him, they took a dropship directly to the White House.  Once he was there, he got Dahnai on the comm, with Miaari, Yila, and Jinaami attending him in his study.  She appeared wearing armor, rather ornate and decorative armor, but armor nonetheless; Jason really had to get her into a Crusader.  “Alright, babes, now will you tell me what the fuck is going on?” she asked intently.

Jason uploaded the data on the stick still jacked into his armor, and he played it for everyone.  Dahnai watched, and he saw her glare at the image of Maeri Trillane, then frown, then she took on an ashen look.  “I think you’d better go through the Siann, Dahnai.  I think someone is making backroom deals with the Consortium.  Though now whoever that is might come forward, since the Consortium just tried to kill her along with everyone else.”


“I…you may be right,” she grunted, scratching her cheek.  “Someone had to help them set up that attack.”


“I believe the first step is to learn about those freighters, while my people conduct an extensive survey of the Makan system,” Miaari proposed, thinking quickly.


“I think it’s time we swept every corner of the Imperium, Miaari,” Jason told her.  “The Consortium might have a few more little surprises hidden in our own territory.  I don’t want to find them the hard way.”


“I believe that is wise,” Jinaami agreed.  “The one thing we did not do was tighten security behind the interdictors.  We let a false sense of security lull us.”

“Amen,” Jason agreed.


“I think I’ll have Lorna draw up a security plan for inside,” Dahnai said with a nod.


The screen split, and Zaa’s face appeared with Dahnai’s on the monitor.  “I just received word,” she said in a strained voice.  She was furious.  “Jinaami, what do you do on Karis when you belong with the Empress?” she asked immediately and with heat, which made Jinaami shrink back.


“I brought her here, and I didn’t give her a chance to refuse,” Jason answered quickly, which made Jinaami almost sigh in relief.  “I needed her.”


“Alright, I will give that to you,” Zaa replied frostily.  “I am quite wroth!  Miaari.  Explain this!”


“I have just learned of it myself, my Denmother,” she replied meekly.  “I’ll contact sister Kiaari and take measure from her.  She has more contacts with the outside.”


“Then why do you sit there, child?” she snapped, which made Miaari almost squeak in fear, jump up, and rush to another, smaller vidlink across the room.  “This is an inexcusable failure!” she raged.  “We cannot even keep eyes in our own territory?  The Empress is very nearly killed under our own noses?  I will know who had responsibility for this, and I will have his fangs!”

“Denmother, calm down,” Jason said soothingly.  “I know you have reason to be angry, but terrorizing the Kimdori that have to do the legwork isn’t the best approach,” he said, glancing at a visibly trembling Jinaami.


She snorted almost like a bull, then exhaled and relaxed a little.  “Very well, cousin,” she stated, her voice betraying her more relaxed posture.


Jason had to admit, Denmother Zaa was intimidating when she was mad.  “I would ask you to come here so we can talk face to face,” he proposed, more to give her a little time to calm down more than anything else.


“Agreed.  I will be there within the hour.  Send any and all pertinent data to my office, they will forward it to me for my inspection as I travel.”  And her image vanished, just like that.


Jinaami didn’t look all that excited over the idea of facing the Denmother.


Sk’Vrae joined them minutes later, having to be woken up because it was night on Uruma, and they discussed the attack and their response to it with Jinaami and Yila as Miaari made extensive contacts through the Kimdori spread through the Imperium and gathered intelligence.  Zaa arrived about fifty minutes later, and the first thing she did was put her hands on both Miaari and Jinaami’s necks to take measure of what was going on.  After that was done, she took her seat beside Jason and did the same thing.  He felt the expansion as she joined to him and felt her sift her claws through his mind openly, not hiding it as Kimdori usually did, absorbing everything.  “Alright, then,” she said in a much more composed tone.  “Let us discuss how to ensure this never happens again.”


With Lorna and the war room conferenced in, Zaa brought a series of Kimdori up on the screen and all but interrogated them, until the method of the attack fell into place.  The four Makati freighters had falsified registrations, and Kimdori investigators now in Makan traced them back to an asteroid base at the fringe of the system, an ice-covered piece of rock that had been hollowed out to serve as a hidden base, and which was now abandoned.  Evidence left behind, however, showed that it had been Faey that had prepped the ships and launched them, probably mercenaries hired by the Consortium before the attack, and paid well for their betrayal of their own kind.


But then again, betrayal was part of Faey nature, because an individual Faey looked out for herself far over looking out for anyone else.  It was no surprise to anyone in the conference room that there were freelance Faey out there doing the bidding of whoever paid them the most money.  It was a personality flaw the Faey shared with humanity.

But the implications were clear.  The Consortium had agents within the Imperium.


And that was where Yila came in.  Where the Kimdori would take time to find these freelancers, Yila could track them down very fast using her underworld empire to cast the net.  Such Faey would need criminal contacts to do their business, and Yila could hunt them down using those contacts.


Yila got to work on that as Lorna proposed a framework of an internal security plan that the war room was hastily assembling, literally taking it right off their desks and reading it to the rulers, which would significantly increase security within interdicted space and introduce stringent protocols for ships trying to use the Stargates.  Every ship would now be extensively scanned before being allowed to pass through, and ship crews would have their licenses re-evaluated to weed out anyone whose paperwork was forged or expired.


Zaa didn’t allow her temper to go unreleased, however.  She read the riot act to both Jinaami and Miaari, then got Kiaari on the vidlink and let her have it.  Those three were supposed to be the central figures in the Kimdori’s eyes within the Imperium, and Zaa clearly was placing the blame for this right at their feet.  It wasn’t really their fault, but Zaa didn’t particularly care about that at the moment.  She just wanted to yell at someone, and her three Gamekeepers were a convenient excuse to do so.


After things were more or less settled, Jason went home and spent a long time hugging his children.  They could sense his mood, so they didn’t complain.  If anything, them seeing their father so visibly shaken made them want to comfort him.


And it went beyond steeling his resolve.  The Consortium had tried to kill his children.  He was beyond any form or matter of simple anger at that thought.  This was way beyond that.  He was enraged beyond all reason, but it wasn’t the kind of rage that made him want to throw things and order thousands of innocent bystanders executed.  This was the cold, logical, icy fury of a man who fully intended to give back as good as he got.


They tried to kill his children.  They would pay with their egg-laying queens.  He would stab them in the heart.  In the fucking heart.

And in his icy fury, he knew exactly how to pull it off.


Every idea they’d thought up so far all depended on trying to sneak something into the nebula, or trying to get ships close enough to attack them.  None of those would work, because the Consortium was reinforcing the nebula more and more with every passing minute, building their castle walls.  Well, in the metaphor of the castle, when one wanted to breach the castle walls, there were four main ways to go about it.  One could try to batter the walls down using siege engines.  One could try to tunnel underneath using miners.  One could try to go over them using ropes and ladders and siege towers.


Or, one could walk right through the open gate.


In the middle of the night still sitting at his desk in his office at home, Amber purring contentedly in his lap, Jason made the call to get things going.  He called the command center, and Shey’s handsome face appeared on the monitor.  “Good morning, your Grace,” she called in her sober tone.  “What do you need?”


“I want you to find thirty Naval personnel who are willing to go on the most dangerous mission of their lives.  Stress the fact that it’s highly unlikely they’ll survive it,” he said in a tightly focused voice.  “But, if they succeed, they’ll deal a blow to the Consortium that might permanently cripple them.”

“It will be done,” she said immediately.  Like most of the command staff, she knew just what it would cost their compassionate Grand Duke emotionally to make a request like that, so she took it very seriously.  “I’ll call you with status reports by the hours.”


“I’ll be here,” he said, and he cut the call.  He then made another call.  It beeped demandingly for the person he was waking up, until she finally answered.  A slightly annoyed looking Siyhaa looked back at him through the monitor, still looking like a demon.  “Ah, your Grace,” she said, her annoyed look vanishing.  “What may I do for you?”


“You’re going to build me a Trojan Horse, Mahja,” he answered evenly.


“A what?”


“An old Terran myth.  I want you to wake up your team, Mahja, and get to work immediately installing a new computer core in the Consortium destroyer.  I want that ship to have a working computer core in a week.  It doesn’t have to be perfect, Mahja, it just has to last long enough for that ship to get where it’s going to go.  After that, it won’t matter.”


She gave him a startled look, but then she narrowed those glowing red eyes.  “It will be done in four days.  On that, you have the word-bond of a Moridon,” she declared formally.


“Then get to work,” he declared.  She nodded and cut the call.


Jason leaned back, petting Amber absently, who still purred away.  She was a tiny little bundle of soft fur and attitude, barely weighed more than a batchi ball, and at least at that moment, he took a great deal of comfort from her presence.  “It’s the only way, Amber,” he sighed, admitting a truth he’d been avoiding.  “They’re too well defended.  Tricks and toys won’t work.  This is going to take deception and courage, not technology.  God, I hate the idea of asking anyone to die for this house, to throw her life away in a suicide mission, but there’s no other way.”


He sighed, closing his eyes.  “There’s no other way,” he repeated in a bare whisper.


Jason’s idea had merit, everyone agreed.  Even with the Consortium at heightened alert and looking for anything unusual, knowing how cunning their opponents were, everyone agreed that the idea of trying to bluff them with one of their own ships was the only real viable option.  They’d hammered their heads against the wall trying to come up with some way to destroy that facility, a facility that was now a complete fortress, but flying one of their own ships would work, so long as they took the necessary precautions, covered all the bases and made the Consortium see what they wanted them to see, not the truth.


First Myleena set up a schedule to put the ship back together, but not to make it shiny and new.  They’d introduce real damage to the ship, make it look like it went through hell, even to the point where its weapons would be disabled.  The ship would appear to be held together with duct tape, venting plasma into space through gaping holes, burn marks all over it, a piece of its starboard wing blown off.  They wanted the Consortium to see a heavily damaged ship that, when they scanned it, would show that its transmitter comm systems were destroyed, the receiver array had been jerry-rigged to where it mostly worked, its weapons were down, its life support was hanging by a thread, and its hyperspace jump engines were on the verge of melting into slag.  But its signal lights were working, and with those, they could communicate over distances using the light language of the energy beings, a language they had completely cracked.

They knew all the Consortium protocols.  They knew their language.  They had everything they need to lull them into taking no action before the ship was close enough…because when it was close enough, it was going to destroy that base.


The trick of it was to use an old trick inside an old trick and cover it over with one of the oldest tricks in the book.  This ship would serve one function and one function only:  get within 1,270 kathra of all four of the satellite pods orbiting the main base.  Each pod held a queen, they knew, which they had to keep separate because queens had an instinctive need to destroy the eggs of rival queens, and that was something that the Consortium still had not managed to stop.  Broodlings from different queens had no problems working together, but the queens themselves would tolerate no alien insectoids around them and no eggs of rival queens to survive.  The queens in the pods laid eggs, then they were taken to the main base for incubation, and that was why the nebula was ideal for them.  It was a nearly weightless environment that had a great deal of favorable radiation emanating from the newborn star at the core of the nebula, a perfect environment for incubating the eggs.  They would let the eggs bask in that sunlight at a specific distance for maximum incubation efficiency, something for which technology was not as effective as nature.

The trick would be simple sabotage, hidden inside a diversion, and covered over with a trojan horse.  The ship would be a flying bomb.  All they had to do was get it close enough, and it could wipe out the ability of their enemy to replenish their insectoid crews.  The diversion would be them bringing the damaged ship in, probably giving it the once over, but finding nothing on their sensors that would say the ship was anything other than what it was…and the Consortium had no idea they captured that ship.  All they had to do was fix up the ship so it looked like it went through hell escaping and invent a plausible backstory and ship’s log that matched up with the time difference between when the ship vanished and when it reappeared.  And the oldest trick in the book was using their own ship to get past their defenses.  The crew would have to jump the ship into the nebula, it was too far for a computer to do it, and once there, their job would be to get the ship to the base using the signal beacons to communicate, precluding the need for face to face contact.  It wouldn’t be a complete suicide mission.  All of their armor would be CMS enabled so the Faey crew within were hidden from sensors, and they’d be furnished with a Karinne dropship that was CMS enabled, and if they managed to escape the nebula and get out to where they could cloak, then they’d be on their own for nearly ten days or so until they could get someone there to pick them up.  They’d be deep behind enemy lines in a ship carrying technology they could not allow the enemy to have.  If capture was imminent, they’d have to destroy the dropship.  But, their advantage would be that in that nebula, the dropship’s smaller size and Karinne engines would allow it to go faster, less friction from the gas, which would give them at least a chance to escape.  They’d be able to outrun pursuit, and once clear of the nebula, they could cloak to evade their pursuers.

Rigging the ship as a bomb was child’s play.  Just disable the safeties on the power plants while making it look like the engines hadn’t been tampered with when they went over the ship with their sensors, and the thing would go up like a baker’s dozen of antimatter bombs when the power plants were breached, wiping out everything for a thousand kathra in every direction.  That was why they had to get it close enough to the pods, so one bomb could wipe out all four queens.  The trick was to make the ship appear to be what they wanted them to see, a battered, damaged, barely operable shell limping towards a safe haven, yet still be able to perform its task.  Appearances, appearances, appearances.  Lure them in with a damaged ship, let their sensors see what they wanted them to see, then the ship communicates using beacons because its transmitter array is destroyed, yet its receiver array is working, which was how they knew to go the nebula, pray they took no action as the ship limped towards the base within the nebula….

That was the plan.  And while it was a hare-brained scheme, while the Consortium had just pulled a similar trick themselves just yesterday, it was also just about the only one anyone had proposed that even came close to having a chance to succeed.  The main difference was that the Consortium did not know they had one of their ships, and because of that, pulling the same trick they did actually had a reasonable chance of success.

He had his thirty volunteers.  In fact, he had nearly four hundred, but thirty were chosen for their skills and, sadly to say, their status as single women with no families.  There had been 57 human men that also volunteered, but the sheer thought of a man going on such a dangerous mission—a survival probability of 6% according to the computer’s odds—was absolutely unthinkable.  The Faey in the house had made many strides towards gender equality, but that one stepped on the most sensitive, rawest nerve a Faey woman had.  A man was not going to volunteer for a suicide mission, and that was that.  He could risk his life in service to the house, but he would not surrender it.  Jason constantly pushed a Faey woman’s protective conditioning, but that one went beyond the pale.

The very thought that he was doing this tore at Jason’s soul like a rabid wolverine, but God help him, he couldn’t think of any other way.  He spent a lot of time the night after the plans were made seeking solace in Jyslin’s arms, since she knew what he was going through.  To him, who had worked and fought so hard to protect every single person in his house, the idea of ordering some of them to die was the worst thing he could possibly do.  He put on his brave face in public, but in the privacy of his own house, he wept like a baby.

Amber did her own consoling, in her special way.  She was curled up against him under the covers when he woke up, woke up almost two hours late for work, feeling weary and drained, and as soon as he was awake and conscious, she started purring, kneading her tiny, needle-like little claws against his belly.  Those little thrills of pain focused his mind, and he rose up on his elbow, engaging his brain to work through what he had to do that day.  Amber wriggled out from under the blankets and jumped up onto the pillow, then reared up and put her tiny paws on his wrist, leaned over, and licked his face, just to the side of his mouth.  Her little tongue was always unnaturally hot, and it never failed to do what she wanted it to do, make him pay attention to her.  He looked down at her, and she sat on his pillow and bowed her head nobly as he scratched the thick fur between her shoulder blades.  “Well, at least one girl around here still likes to wake up with me,” he told her with a rueful chuckle.  “What’s wrong, girl, Rann not home?”  Usually when Rann wasn’t home, it was Jason or Surin she sought out when she wanted attention.  Amber was just a boy’s girl.

She gave a tiny little yip, then pushed against his propping arm like a cat.  That never failed to amuse Jason.  Amber, and all vulpars, was like a mixture of cat and canine in behavior, and a few physical feline traits, like the claws and the ability to purr.  He petted her for a moment more, then sighed and started his daily routine.  First, he reached out to find Jyslin, and found her over at 3D, no doubt getting a very early start on the day.  She and Myleena basically ran that place, so she had a lot of responsibilities.  Tim was at work, and Symone was again over at the army base, piloting a Gladiator.  Rann and his kids were all with Meya, just starting morning lessons.  He contacted the White House and gave Chirk and Brall warning he was about to come in, then got a status report from Myri.  After hearing about what was most important, he sat up and picked up his panel and read through the high-priority reports that ran through the network over the night, many of them just rehashes of what Myri told him.  One, however, got his attention.  It was a tagged addition to a routine report, a code that told him that someone at 3D needed to talk to him as soon as possible, and if they used that tag, it meant it was one of their ultra-top secret projects.

Then Aya came in, alone, and she was wearing only a sports bra and a pair of very tight shorts, showing off her highly toned body, complete with several scars.  This, Jason had been expecting.  She’d been furious with him for not seeking out shelter during the attack on the palace, and she’d had over a day to stew on it.  This confrontation was inevitable, and Jason wasn’t exactly looking forward to it either.  Aya wasn’t just the captain of the guard, she was also a friend and in many ways a mentor.


He patted Amber on the head, then regarded Aya with a steady eye as he stood up.  “Can we at least take this outside?  I’d rather not break anything.”


She gave him a look, then smiled ruefully.  Then, to his surprise, she came over and sat on the bed beside him.  Amber bounded up onto his lap, then she reached over and patted the vulpar fondly on the head.  No, this won’t take fighting, Jason, she said, addressing him informally.  It might have come to blows yesterday, but not today.

And what’s different today?


A whole lot of people reminding me of just who and what you are, she answered.  You’re too much a grizzled warhorse like us, Jason.  To put it in a metaphor, you rose up to a command position through the infantry, so you’re not afraid to pick up a pulse rifle and jump in a dropship with the grunts.  Your family was in danger, in personal danger, and you protected them.  I’d actually think less of you if you’d done as I wanted and hidden in a blast shelter and let others take responsibility for the protection of your family.  It’s not who you are.


I’m glad you appreciate that.


It doesn’t mean I have to like it, she replied bluntly.  Or that it doesn’t give me gray hair.  All I can ask is to limit these protective impulses only to crisis situations.  I couldn’t have stopped you the day before yesterday, but if you get this idea in your head to start flying combat sorties, we’re going to have the kind of discussion that requires me to take off my vambraces, she warned.  If you ever pull a stunt like that in a situation where I deem it was unnecessary, you won’t be able to walk for a week.

He had to chuckle.  Duly noted, he answered.  So, I’m forgiven?


You are conditionally forgiven based on those unique circumstances.  Don’t try to take a single step outside that box, Jason.  I’ll have to pull your leash.  Hard.


Trust me, I won’t, he answered, reaching over and patting her shoulder.  And thank you, both for understanding and for caring enough to understand.


I’m not just the captain of your guard, Jason.  I’d like to think that I’m also a friend.


Oh, you are that, Aya,.  You most definitely are that, he answered, kissing her on the cheek.  Now, it’s time for me to get the day going, so track down whoever you’re sending out with me today.


We’ll be ready before you’re done with breakfast.

Aya sent Dera and Ryn with him that day, and the three of them first went over to 3D, where he stole a few kisses from his wife, then tracked down who had set that tag, who needed to see him.  The secret unspoken remains a secret, as Miaari often said, and that tenet was very much used in 3D.  There were some things that weren’t even hinted at over gravband.  If Jason wanted to know, he had to go to 3D and find out in person.


And it was good news.  It was very good news.  Gerann was the on that had put the come to 3D tag on his status reports, and he had a lot to report about his broadcast power project.  So far, Gerann had built two test models and two prototypes of increasingly larger and more complex design, and all had more or less worked thus far.  The last prototype had had a few bugs that Gerann needed to work out, but he was fairly confident that he could track them down and eliminate them quickly.  Jason sat down in his office with Jenny, Jyslin, and Myleena, who was in the office to get caught up before heading to Kosigi to put the Consortium ship back together.  “The short of it, your Grace, is the final prototype is a success,” he declared.

“You built it?  Why wasn’t I informed?” Jason demanded.


“Because I finished it four hours ago,” he answered, yawning.  “I just got back to the office.  And, to put it short, it’s up and working right now.”  He held up a panel whose screen was showing a cascading series of numbers.  “Telemetry from the array.  The array is on the surface of Kosigi. This panel runs on broadcast power.”


Jason couldn’t constrain himself.  He gave a whoop of joy, pumping his fist.  “You really got it working!” he declared.  “Any problems?”


“I’m having a few issues with clean demodulation at the outer edges of the array’s range, but I think some software tweaking will clear that up,” he answered.  “Right now, Jason, I could take the PPG out of just about anything and replace it with a broadcast receiver module, and the device will run.  As long as my array is up and running, they’ll run.”


“That’s outstanding, Gerann!” Myleena told him with a big grin.  “I’m so glad I lured you away from Black Ops!”


“I’m glad I did too, your toys here are cooler,” he winked.  “I’d like to stress test the prototype, your Grace.  Give me about ten days to run my tests and observe, and I’ll have a final report for you on the project.”


“Final as in a success?” Jenny asked.


“Complete success,” he nodded.  After I get all the bugs out, I’ll sit down with that Makati that manages the planetary power grid, and we’ll work out a changeover plan.”


“Have you thought of how to do that?” Jenny asked.


“It won’t be hard,” Gerann answered.  “Power demand surveys already show us that we’ll keep the physical conduit power system for industrial applications, they’d stress out the broadcast transmitters too much, but we can run virtually everything else off broadcast power.  I’ve already designed replacement modules to replace PPGs in every common size.  First, we build the broadcast transmitters and hook them into the power system and make sure they’ve got some heavy load connections to the plants, since a majority of the power demands are going to shunt to those transmitters.  Then, once the system is up and running, we just unplug the PPGs, plug in the new power modules, and keep on going.  I’m also designing some nanoscopic variants for use in nano-robots, at Myleena’s request.  The kinds of robots we can’t build because we can’t miniaturize PPGs or batteries down to that size.”


“Which is what this was all about, at least to me,” Myleena stated.  “Give me nanites, and I can design a killer damage control system for our Crusaders, fighters, and smaller ships using the same design theories we use on the big boys using standard robots.  And that’s just one application.  They’re going to be useful in just about everything.  Industrial, medical, commercial, military, civilian, hell, even entertainment.”


“Gerann, consider yourself the new king of 3D,” Jason told him seriously.  “You now have total priority over every other project.  Anything you need, you ask for it.”


“I can abuse that, no problem,” he said with a sly smile.


“Mind that the hand that brings it to you might slap you a few times after delivering it,” Jason noted lightly.


“That’s half the fun,” Gerann answered.


“I want regular updates, Gerann,” Jason told him.  “I want this broadcast power system up and running as fast as possible,” he stressed.  “Don’t blow shit up trying, but go as fast as you can.”


“I’ll go as fast as I safely can,” he promised.


“Come over to the White House in an hour, Gerann, I’ll have the secretaries of both the broadcast system and power generation departments there for you to brief.” Jason added.  “Since this intrudes into both their spheres, they should both be there.”

“Yeah, I’ll need both of them.  I’ll need to tell them which Teryon comm blocks to devote to the power system, and I’ll have a lot to talk about with the power guy.”


“Girl.  Her name is Rund Hervakk.”


“That’s a Makati name,” Gerann noted.


“I’d hope so, since she’s a Makati.  So’s the broadcast secretary.  Havann Ronn.”


Gerann laughed.  “Someday I’m gonna walk in and find a Goraga handing me my cup of oye juice,” he noted.


“Hey, we reward on ability,” Jason shrugged.  “If the Goraga wants the job and can manage to do it without crushing the cup, he’s got it.”


“Speaking of the rare Imperium races, have you seen the oye trees the Parri are growing?” Myleena asked.  “They’re getting huge!”


“Actually I haven’t, and I haven’t visited them in a while.  I should have that put on my calendar,” Jason mused.


He went on to the White House in a much better mood after the last couple of days, so much so that both Chirk and Brall took notice of it.  Brall arranged the meeting between Gerann and his secretaries while Jason went through the stack of stuff Chirk prepared for him, as the huge Kizzik stood beside his desk and pointed a few things of interest out to him, things that caught her compound eye.  Jason had come to trust her when it came to things like that, because she was much smarter than he was, and she had a nearly eidetic memory, capable of linking together disparate pieces of information that looked innocuous when taken alone, but were important when put together. Chirk would make one hell of an intelligence analyst, since Tim had the same knack, and Tim was the best analyst on Miaari’s staff.  He was in a good mood, but he knew he’d brood again if he started thinking about how close he came to losing his family or the subsequent death orders he’d had to issue.  So, after only an hour or so in the office, he decided to go out.  He decided to take Chirk and Brall with him, so they piled into a dropship rather than his Wolf.  He decided it was time to go out and look around a little.


His first stop was Embraijn, where he popped a surprise visit on the twins and the Exiled.  The Exiled were doing very well, they were quickly integrating into the house, and in fact about 300 of them had already found jobs and were in the process of moving over into the city.  They had all decided to live near each other, so a section of Karsa was probably going to become an ethnic neighborhood akin to Chinatown in New York City.  Jason didn’t mind.  If they felt more comfortable living close to each other, he’d make sure it happened.  After all, on Karis, commuting was no problem whatsoever.  A person could live virtually anywhere and never be more than an hour’s commute from work.


His next stop was the continent of Virga, where he dropped in on the Kizzik who had migrated to Karis to build the new colony.  He was, quite simply, astounded by their progress.  In just a few weeks, they had fully excavated out their hive and had installed all utilities.  It was a complete underground city half the size of Karsa, mostly empty because the bulk of the migrating Kizzik had yet to arrive, but a full and complete city in every detail.  And, it had everything one would find any city in the Imperium.  The dwellings had power, water, and all services, the industrial sectors both above and below ground were either already built or were just days from completion, and the offices of the nobles were waiting for them to arrive.  They’d even built more conventional buildings underground for the non-Kizzik who would live and work here, offices, and homes any human or Faey wouldn’t think twice about occupying.  Chirk looked up their schedule after he met with the noble in charge of the build efforts, and he saw that the drones and residents would start transporting over in just three days.  In a week, this empty underground city would be swarming with nearly 15,000,000 Kizzik.  In a gesture to Karis, the Hive Leaders of the Kizzik, their ruling body, had dispatched one of the more respected and capable colony rulers to lead the colony, and thereby all Kizzik on Karis, including the smaller colony that was already here.  The Kizzik would still obey him as the ruler of Karis, but such an esteemed Kizzik here on Karis would garner their respect, and they’d see her as something of the vice-president.

And Jason wasn’t stupid enough not to have already made room for that hive leader on his personal staff as an advisor.  Kizzik were damn smart, once you got past the language barrier and started to understand their very insectoid and alien personalities and mannerisms.  Under all that chitin and greenish goop, there was a serious brain…at least for the nobles.


After that, he went up to see Admiral Dellin. Dellin was in his office, so they sat down and went over all the shipbuilding.  Everything was nicely on schedule, and the whole lunar base was busy as a Kizzik hive.  He and Dellin went out to attend the launching of one of the Imperial Navy ships that the Faey had brought to complete in Kosigi, a cruiser, applauding as the dock clamps were released and the ship floated out and away…which was a launching in Kosigi.  Now the ship would be towed into empty space and the rest of it would be finished, which was all internal and mainly cosmetic.  Floors and walls would be installed, and then all the things people needed, like furniture, bathrooms, and so on, would be finished.


After attending the launch, Jason descended back down to Karis and landed at Kosiningi, and he had a nice visit with Cybi.  He could talk to her at any time, and often did, but he still liked to take the time to come out and see her, to let her know he cared enough to physically come out to her core and be there with her in person.  Cybi was very important to him, both as the heart of the house and as a close friend, and he would take those extra steps whenever he needed to in order to make sure she knew he cared.

It was after lunch after he left Kosiningi, and Myleena’s mention of the Parri made them the last stop on his tour.  He landed and greeted the small clan, only about a hundred, and he was again astounded.  The oye trees now absolutely towered over them, the largest of them the size of a two hundred year old oak tree, with broad leafed canopies that shaded entire acres of grass and the entire Parri village.  The trees had yet to fruit, and would not for a while, but he was stunned at how fast they’d grown.  That was nothing but a simple sign to the Parri that they belonged here, since they would go nowhere their trees would not grow…which was why all of them only lived on two planets in the Imperium, their home planet and Karis.  Jason sat by an open campfire with Ryn and Dera in quiet attendance and shared tea with the Parri shaman, her jaingi markings catching Jason’s eye now that he was familiar with the Parri’s jaingi tattoos like the one on Saelle’s back.  They were very simple, but when one took in all of her markings, areas of bare skin painted white through her fur, they tickled at the back of his mind in a curious way.


“You are troubled, your Grace,” the shaman noted in a calm voice as she sipped her tea through her feline jaw and muzzle.


“A little, honored shaman,” he answered.  “I’ve had a few bad things happen in the last few days.”


“It is best to confront your troubles and work them from your mind,” she told him.  “To worry over them is to needlessly waste time and energy best suited for other pursuits.”


“Well, I’ve already worked through them.  I’m just not entirely happy I had to make those decisions,” he answered honestly.


“I see, your Grace,” she told him, taking another sip.  “These decisions.  Was there another decision that could have been made?”


He sighed.  “Not really.”


“And this bothers you?”


“Yes.  I wish I didn’t have to make it, but there wasn’t another way.  I’m coming to accept it, but it’s not easy for me.”


She smiled.  “Then you have learned the first lesson of the ten lessons of the ancestors,” she told him.  “You have learned that there are times when you are not the one in control, and it is then that you should simply move with the wind, rather than try to walk against it.  To struggle against that which cannot be changed is a fruitless endeavor.  You only have nine more lessons to learn before I could train you as a shaman, your Grace,” she noted with a gentle smile.

“I think I’ll pass, honored shaman,” he answered with a chuckle.  “I’m already busy enough as it is.”


“As you wish, your Grace,” she said in a calm voice, taking another sip.  “A boon of you?”


“What is it?”


“I would come to your place of dwelling,” she answered.  “I have seen visions, and it is seemly for me to come to your dwelling and chase away the dark spirits that seek to gather around it.”


“What visions have you seen?” he asked with growing interest.


“The visions are hard to explain to those who cannot see,” she answered, a bit contritely.  “But the feeling they leave me is that I need to take a firmer hand.  There is a darkness creeping towards this place, your Grace.  I would seek to push back its longest fingers.”

Given that the Consortium had them in their sights, Jason did not discount that feeling one little bit.  He’d felt it himself quite a few times.


“So, might you allow me to come?”


Jason didn’t believe in what she believed in, but it was also decent sense not to aggravate the Parri.  They asked for so little, he’d be a first class dick by saying no.  “Of course, shaman,” he answered, taking a sip of the delicious oye tea, made from its bark.  There was no part of an oye tree that was not delicious.  “When would you like to come?”

“As soon as is convenient.  All who are important to you must be there, your Grace.”


“That’s a whole lot of people, shaman,” he said mildly.  “It encompasses the entire population of this planet.”


She gave him a kind look.  “Those with whom your life is intimate,” she explained.  “The protection I cast will encompass both your home and those who are connected intimately to it.  And some are connected to it through you, even if they do not live there.”


“All of them?”


“It would help,” she answered.  “I know her Imperial Majesty is at home, but her being here would help.  It is not entirely necessary, but it would help.”


“Well, it only takes her a few hours to get here,” Jason mused.


“If she will come,” the shaman stated.


“She will if I ask her.”


“Then, if it pleases you, I would ask you to ask her.  Both her and her family.”


“I will, then.  How does sunset sound?”  Parri didn’t keep time like everyone else.  Sunset was as close to a specific time as he could get to her way of thinking.


“I would be pleased to do so.  Might you carry me to your home in one of your steel birds as soon as convenient, so I may prepare?  And a quiet place surrounded by nature so my meditations are serene?”


“We have a lovely beach right beside my house.”


“That would be fine,” she agreed.  “But first, we simply must finish our tea,” she added, taking another sip.


And so, after another half hour or so of tea and conversation, Jason was carrying the most unusual passenger he’d ever had in his dropship.  The shaman looked a trifle uncomfortable in her chair, but she also looked strangely resolute.  He called up Dahnai en route back to his house, and her image appeared in tiny replica on the dash directly in front of him.  “What’s up, babes?” she asked.


“How would you like to come to dinner tonight?” he asked.  “And be here for something rather…unusual,” he added.


“Seriously?  With all the new security protocols, you want me to just ignore them all and jaunt right over?” she asked, a touch acidly.


“Well…yeah,” he answered, a bit lamely.


“What’s that important?”


“Nothing important important,” he answered.  “A Parri shaman asked you to be here.  She wants to perform some kind of ritual at my house, and she said she wants you in attendance.”


“Oh really?” she asked with sudden curiosity.  “One of the Parri that live there on Karis?”


“Who else would it be?” he countered.  “She wants you and your family there.  You, Kellin, and the kids.”

“I’ve seen viddies of Parri rituals, and I think Kellin would love to be part of one,” she mused.  “Besides, it’s a chance to chase Jyslin out of your bed,” she winked.


“We haven’t had much time for that lately,” Jason grunted.


“There’s always time for sex,” she grinned at him.  “Send that monstrosity over here, love, and we’ll be there.”


“I’ll contact Juma and have her dispatch a task force right away.”


By sunset, everyone was curious, because the Parri shaman had sat herself down on the beach outside the house as soon as he got her there and she was all but dead to the world, in one of the most profound states of meditation Jason had ever seen.  Jason could meditate to the point where he could evade telepathic detection, but he couldn’t do it long.  The shaman did it for hours, to the point where Kyri thought she was dead.  Dahnai and her family arrived just before dinner, so Ayama had quite a few to feed, but she’d been ready for it.  Jason enjoyed the brief social visit with Dahnai and her family, but then, right after sunset, the shaman started.


The first thing she did was use a large pouch at her waist to sift some kind of dust onto the ground, and she went completely around his house, drawing a circle of sorts, even to the point of going right through the middle of the hot tub on the deck between their house and Tim and Symone’s house.  Then, she stood and chanted out on the deck for a few minutes, invoking some kind of prayer as she looked out to sea.  Then she looked up at the sky and chanted again, then knelt down and put her hands on the sand of the beach and repeated the same words.  Then, she clapped her hands twice and came inside.

First, she called in just about everyone in the strip with the explanation of not feeling the proper harmony of energies, which made it a packed house.  The people who lived on the strip were, in their way, his extended family, and he cared for all of them, so it didn’t surprise him much that she wanted them there.  Then, surprisingly, she demanded the presence of Aura and Lieutenant Kyva.  It took a bit to get them both to the house, and once they were there, she began.  They watched as she chanted in the Parri tongue in his living room, swaying slightly, holding a staff made of the heartwood of an oye tree in her paw-like hands, a staff decorated with jaingi symbols that were oddly symmetrical to hers.  Jason was more interested in her tail as it slashed behind her, looking like a lion’s tail with the tuft of fur at the end.  They watched in respectful silence as she conducted her ritual, and then, at the conclusion, she took her staff in both hands and rapped the end down on the floor.

And in that instant, he started not being quite so skeptical about things he didn’t believe in.  He felt…something.  He had no idea what it was, but he sure as fucking hell felt something.  A, a, a…pressure emanating from the shaman, like a phantom wind that pressed through them as it radiated out from her.  And he wasn’t the only one that felt it.  Kyri, Aura, and Kyva also felt it, from their startled expressions…which probably explained why she wanted Aura and Kyva here.


Before he could rationalize that sensation, the Parri spoke.  “This home is illumined by the glow of your ancestors,” she intoned in a ritual voice.  “May the light of truth, the radiance of love, the warmth of family shine like a beacon and drive away those who lurk in the darkness.  Unda krah, anda trebarr.”  She then clapped her hands one more time, and that was it.  She smiled at them.   “Now, let us discuss tea,” she stated in a calm voice.


Dahnai and the others thought it was a nice ritual and enjoyed it, but Jason was far more interested in what that other thing was, and he wasn’t afraid to chase the shaman down after she had her tea and returned outside to get some answers.  She sat on the sand of the beach with her staff in front of her knees and bade Jason to sit beside her.  “There are more things in this world than what you can see, and taste, and touch, your Grace,” she told him in a patient, nurturing tone, the voice of a teacher.  “You are more sensitive to the truth of things than I expected for you to ask that question.”


“But what was it?” he asked.


“It was something you cannot easily understand,” she answered simply.  “It has nothing to do with science, or logic.  It has to do with love, and there is no stronger force in our universe than love.”

“I don’t understand.”


She looked at him.  “When you spoke of the decision that had to be made, why did it pain you so?”


“Because people are going to get killed.”


“And you care for them, even though you have probably never met those whom your orders affect?”


“Very much so.”


“That is love.  Your heart is filled with love, Jason Karinne, and it makes you powerful.  Far more powerful than you realize.”


“But…what difference does that make?”


“The heart that is filled with love is less troubled by other concerns that often blind the eyes,” she told him.  “It makes you…sensitive, to things that others may miss, things others cannot see.  What you felt, Jason Karinne, was the invocation of the love of your ancestors, be them human or Karinne, on your home.  With them casting the light of their love upon you, it protects you from the fingers of darkness reaching for you.  And since all whom your love touches was with you when you were granted this benediction, they are similarly illumined.  The dark spirits that have gathered around your house are now afraid to approach them, and you.  Even now, they retreat from this place, driven away by the light of your love.”

“It sounds…religious,” he breathed.  “I’ve never been all that religious, shaman.”


“There is religion, and there is truth, your Grace.  Often, they are not the same thing,” she answered sagely.


“Still, this is like taking it on faith.  I’m not used to thinking outside of venerated Karinne science,” he said, a little self-deprecatingly.


“Do you believe in souls, your Grace?”


“Yes,” he answered honestly, picking at the sand.


“So, you believe in something you cannot see or feel?  Something that cannot be explained by your science?”


“Yes, I do.”


“Then why should you not believe in what you felt just moments ago?” she asked simply.


Jason almost replied, but then he just chuckled and looked up at her.  “Point,” he quipped.

“There is more in this world than what your senses can detect, your Grace.  The world is far larger than you know.  Perhaps, if you open your eyes more, you might start seeing just how large it is.”


“I’ll have to keep that in mind, shaman,” he answered, thinking of hyperspace.  That was something that scientific, measurable, documented, yet could not be seen or sensed by human beings.  If hyperspace was there and intangible, then why not something else?  That was what she was trying to get across.

“I would ask for you to kindly return me to my village, your Grace.  We are not comfortable away from our trees, and my work here is done.”


“I’ll take you home myself, shaman,” he said respectfully.


“I am honored.  Oh, and if it would further please you, please return to our village in the morning.  There is a gift I wish to present to you.”


“I’ll be there at sunrise,” he promised.


Jason thought on and off about the ritual the rest of the night, even to the point of irritating Dahnai as she claimed him for the night.  What he felt…it was odd, unique, something he’d never felt before, but he couldn’t deny that he felt something.  Was it magic?  No, he didn’t believe in magic.  But, if it wasn’t magic, then what was it?


Something unexplainable.  He could admit that even in a world where science could duplicate some of the miracles of God, there were still some things that just couldn’t be explained by science…but also didn’t make them any less real for being unexplainable.


The gift that the shaman presented him when he came back to their village in the morning quite literally blew his socks off.


She gave him an oye sapling.


He was absolutely stunned.  The Parri did not give oye trees away.  They were married to their trees in ways that seemed almost irrational by anthropologists, seeing their trees almost as extensions of their gods.  Oye trees were sacred to Parri, absolutely sacred, and for her to give him one of their trees was almost like the Brood Queen giving him one of her Brood Princesses as a bride, or Dahnai just handing over the crown to him.


It was with shaking hands that Jason accepted the simple clay vessel holding a sapling that was only about ten inches high.  “This is your tree now, your Grace,” she told him with a mysterious smile.  “It belongs to you.  It is yours to care for, as you are now the tree’s duty to nurture.”

“Shaman, I…I…I’m stunned.  I don’t know what to say.  And I’m absolutely terrified,” he said honestly.  “I have no idea how to care for it.  If it died, it would be a disaster.  I’d never be able to face you again.”


“Just love it, your Grace,” she said simply.  “And a little water from time to time will help,” she added with a growing smile.  “The tree will thrive so long as you give it your love.”


“Ah, one of those lessons you were talking about?” he asked.


She just smiled, for almost a full minute.  “Mind one thing, your Grace,” she finally said.  “It must be your hand that transplants it from its pot and into the ground.  Any other hand that does so will cause the tree to die.  Until it is in the ground, nobody must touch it but you.”


“I…I have no idea how to garden, but I’ll do as you say,” he said uncertainly.


“It takes little skill to dig a hole, your Grace,” she told him, which made him laugh despite himself.  “Once you have transplanted it, anyone who was there during the ritual may water it and care for it, your Grace.  But it will still be your tree.”

Jason put all other business on the back burner as he called the gardening service Ayama employed to care for his yard and had them meet him at the house.  They stared in absolute awe at the tiny tree in his hands, warned specifically not to touch it, and when he explained that he had to transplant the tree, he had them help him pick a suitable location in the yard where the tree would get plenty of sun, yet its roots wouldn’t threaten the foundation when—or if—it began to grow.


They decided to put it in the back yard, almost in the middle, and Jason dug the hole himself as the three gardeners watched on, told him how deep to make it.  Once the hole was suitable to the gardeners, he almost reverently removed the tree from its pot and put it in the ground.  He patted it in, covered it over with dirt, spread mulch over the exposed earth, then watered it.  The gardeners then decided that such a rare prize had to be showcased, so they began to build a small viewing garden around it, a knee-high fence around the tree to protect it from wandering children, a few banks of colorful red and blue flowers behind it for aesthetics, a little walkway around it to further isolate it and draw attention to it, and a single bench so someone could come out and view the tree in comfort.  Jason decided to keep the pot as well, which was a simple clay pot with jaingi symbols painted on it, washing it out and placing it beside the tree on a little tile they placed for it, and filled it with rocks and dirt so a storm couldn’t blow it over.

After that, he downloaded enough megastrings of data to nearly fill his gestalt’s memory, and it was all about gardening and oye trees.  There was no way in hell Jason was going to allow that precious gift to die.  He sifted through it and purged the redundant or useless information, leaving just enough for him to be a competent enough gardener to care for the tree.

The garden crew had the tiny accompanying garden done when he came home for dinner, and it was quite lovely.  It cut a little into the free-ranging play space for the kids in the back yard, but it was worth it.  He and Jyslin sat on the bench and regarded the tiny tree for a while in contented silence, then she leaned against him.  Give and take, love, she told him.  You suffered through a personal trial, endured a heartaching decision, and now you have your tree.


I know.  I, well, it’s strange.  I actually feel better looking at it.  I don’t know why.


Who knows, maybe that’s why the shaman gave it to you.  To make you feel better.


An odd reason.


Not odd at all, Jyslin protested.  Wouldn’t you want to help someone you care about?


Would you do the equivalent of giving that person the lock of hair the Templars claim to be Trelle’s hair they keep in Trelle’s cathedral in Dracora?


Jyslin laughed.  No, but Parri are Parri, love.  They’re mystics. They do things based on their own views and culture, which are much different than anyone else’s.


I’m starting to wonder just how mystic they are, Jason noted, putting his arm around her.


I won’t complain.  We now have something that nobody else has, our very own oye tree, she smiled maliciously at him.  I can hear Dahnai screaming already.


You are such a competitive bitch, he chuckled.


I’m Faey, baby.  Get used to it, she grinned.  And speaking of me being Faey, why don’t I take you upstairs and show you what else Faey do well? she purred, sliding her finger up his thigh.


He almost shivered.  We should have time before Meya brings Rann home, he noted, checking the time on his gestalt.


Rann has the sense to wait outside until we’re finished, she winked as she got up, then pulled him up by the hands.


Most of the time, anyway.


That’s what makes it exciting, she giggled as she pulled him into the house.
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It was almost fucking unnatural.


Jason sat on the bench looking at his oye tree, which had, in just ten days, quadrupled in size.


It went against everything all the gardening data he had in his gestalt told him.  It went against his own common sense.  A tree shouldn’t grow that fast.  It seemed impossible.  And yet, here it was, mocking him with its vertical expression, with its healthy blue-green leaves.   The little ten inch sapling was now over four feet tall, the trunk almost a foot thick, which seemed disproportionately wide for a sapling.  The oye tree was both bulking up and shooting up like a weed.  And while he was immeasurably relieved that the precious tree was thriving, just how much it was thriving both amazed and irritated him just a little bit.


It was almost like a shrine on the strip now.  Everyone had come out to see the tree, a tree nobody would dare touch because of the rarity of it, and everyone thought it was quite lovely.  Even Rann wouldn’t touch the tree after Jason explained what it meant to the Parri, saying that it would be like not taking the hand offered by a Templar.


Templar…Meya.


That little war would be engaged very soon.  He’d have to get Temika on it.

But, he wasn’t out here to admire his tree.  He was out here to avoid thinking about what was going on right now.  Because right now, halfway across the galaxy, the Consortium destroyer they were going to use to attack the Consortium would arrive at the nebula.  They’d left two days ago, on a circuitous route that would take them to the nebula after laying a trail away from Exile that the Consortium could backtrack to further reinforce the idea that the ship had survived.  And he’d been a very unpleasant person to be around for those two days.

He didn’t want to think about it, but he knew he had to.  There were 31 women on that ship, 31 women who were statistically already dead.  There were 31 women on that ship willing to die to advance the interests of the house.  It was indescribably proud, how it made him feel, but it also crushed his soul to think the had ordered that mission.  Their deaths would be in no one’s hands but his own.  He had asked people to die, plain and simple.  The one thing he hoped he’d never have to do.


He’d been dreading this day far more than looking forward to it, and he didn’t want to see it leave.  He didn’t even want to know it was leaving.  Myri and the generals were cautiously optimistic that the mission was going to succeed, but the only success Jason wanted to hear about was those 31 women coming back alive.  The Consortium base could go hang.  He cared far more about the 31 women on that ship than he did about the hamstringing of the Consortium.

But that was the person talking.  The Grand Duke understood that the destruction of that base was a fair trade-off for 31 people.  That base would crank out replacement crews for the ships the Consortium had that were crewless, and the elimination of the queens laying those eggs was the single-most important thing at this moment.  Those 31 women were risking their lives to save thousands and thousands of others.  They knew the risks.  They’d been exhaustively briefed about them, and they had willingly accepted them.  Despite knowing that they were almost certainly going to die, they were more than willing to accept the mission.  And if they were willing, then they would go, because the house needed them.  The entire Imperium and the Collective needed them.  Hell, the entire sector needed them.

And the person absolutely despised the Grand Duke for it.


And so, he sat in front of his oye tree, hating himself, but having no shame for the decision that he made.  It simply had to be done, and he would live with knowing he had killed 31 women, just as surely as if he had taken a railgun and shot each one in the back of the head, execution style.


He sat there for over an hour, his gestalt removed and sitting on the bench beside him, a clear indicator to anyone he did not want to be bothered.  He sat there far beyond the expected arrival time of the destroyer, knowing what the news would be, and both eager to hear it and dreading it.  He would be eager to hear that the mission was successful, but he would dread hearing what he knew he would hear afterward, that the crew had died.

He thought about the other little problem they’d been facing, which seemed like a pale shadow now…Graith.  They went ahead with their plans to trap his little fleet, but to their surprise, Graith seemed to have had some other agenda.  The small fleet jumped into the system right on time five days ago, but instead of trying to advance and force a showdown, the little fleet instead sat there until they were challenged by KMS forces, warned that if they attempted to enter interdicted space, they would be attacked.  As soon as they received that warning, the little fleet jumped out without so much as an acknowledging transmission.  It was a highly puzzling development, nothing that anyone expected, but Jason had a feeling that the attack on Dahnai and the Siann had spooked the other nations, seriously spooked them.  An unstable Imperium was a threat to everyone, and everyone knew it.  If some nation had the bright idea to attack Imperium systems in the middle of a civil war, he’d find himself coming up against whichever house owned that system, and since Faey were paranoid, they’d find that system heavily defended and extremely expensive to conquer.  Even if they succeeded, any gains a nation made attacking an unstable Imperium would be lost the instant the war was over, and the new Empress went about the task of taking her now unified Imperium and blasting the absolute shit out of whoever dared attack them.  And if they just left the Imperium alone and let them fight it out, as they did in the Third Civil War, they might find an Empress sitting on the throne with dreams of conquering the entire galaxy.  The Merranes had been a very stable ruling family, not prone to aggressive expansion, and the other nations in the sector would rather see Dahnai’s family stay on that throne.


But the Alliance was the last thing on his mind right now.  All his thoughts were consumed by the mission, and the fate of the 31 women who had undertaken it.  And yet, he was too much of a coward to pick up his gestalt and find out what was going on.

He sat with his head in his hands for another fifteen minutes, resisting the urge to reach out and grab the gestalt, resisting knowing what it would feel like to know he was a murderer, and cheering the circumstances that caused it.  He sat there in silence until that shiver through him told him that Miaari was with him.  He didn’t have to look to know she was there behind him, he could sense Kimdori without seeing them now.  She stepped around the bench and sat down, then patted him on the shoulder.


“Do you want to hear, Jason?” she asked quietly.


“Yes and no,” he answered.


She sighed.  “It is bad news.”


“They’re dead.”


“They are dead,” she affirmed.  Jason sagged, feeling her hand on his shoulder, but taking no comfort from it.  “The base?”


“It was only a partial success,” she told him.  “The Consortium allowed the destroyer to enter the nebula, but intercepted it before it could reach the base.  They either knew it was a trick or their sensors picked up something that made them suspicious, but as we have all said, it was our best chance to destroy that base.  They tried to capture the escape dropship, but the crew partially completed the mission.  They disabled the safeties in the dropship and used that, detonated the destroyer by remote command, and then managed to destroy one of the pods when they got the dropship within range and overloaded the power plant and destroyed the ship.  The singularity plant in the dropship created enough explosive power to penetrate the pod’s shields and rupture its hull, and the queen within the pod was literally blown out of the rupture and into space.  She is very dead.  The queen within the second pod was killed by gravity shock when the pod holding her was struck by the blast wave from the explosion.  Both of those queens are confirmed dead.  The main base suffered moderate damage and nearly six thousand casualties, and the pods on the far side took no damage or casualties.  Our crew also ensured that the Consortium will be unable to salvage anything to use to learn about our technology.  Each Crusader was set so that if the wearer died, it detonated its onboard power plant as a self destruct.  In that regard, their mission was successful.  They left nothing behind the enemy can use, and they managed to take quite a few of the enemy with them.  But, as far as the base goes, we have managed to kill two of their queens and damaged their main base. Their ability to create new crews is halved, and they must effect repairs, and that buys us time.”

He almost couldn’t fathom it.  He’d killed 31 women, 31 bright, beautiful women with so much potential, so much to live for, and for what?  Killing two of the four queens, just slowing them down.  Not stopping them, just slowing them down.  One set of statistics divided the other set of statistics by two, and they did it with their lives.

He felt sick to his stomach.


“I have other news,” she said.  “In case of failure, there was a backup plan.  That has succeeded.”


“What plan?” he asked woodenly.


“There were Kimdori on the ship,” she told him calmly.  “They disembarked well before the ship was attacked.  They have already successfully infiltrated the base.”


He whipped up to look at her.  “Why didn’t you tell me?” he gasped.


“Because we did not want to further burden you,” she said gently, touching his face.  “Had the mission been a success, they too would have died, and you would have never known.  We all agreed it was best that way.  But with the ship being stopped, they were able to disembark and reach the base in secret.  They are already inside, and they are gathering intelligence as we speak.  Ten of them have taken the shape of eggs in the incubation center, and the other two are in the shape of the insectoids.  So, Jason, we have scored at least one victory.  We now have Kimdori within the enemy ranks.  We have eyes inside, and hands in position to sabotage.”


He was shocked.  So shocked it took him almost a minute to think of anything to say.  And when he spoke, it was the Grand Duke talking.  “Can they kill the queens?”

“Given time, yes,” she answered.  “The remaining queens are, understandably, under extreme guard, so it will take them time.  That is the task of four of them.  The other eight are tasked to fully infiltrate and gather intelligence.”


“How did they get in?”


She smiled gently.  “Not every shape we take is quite this fragile,” she answered.  “There is a species of worm-like creatures native to the star system IB-59 that can survive up to six hours in a vacuum, consumes a very wide spectrum of coherent energy like a photosynthetic plant which makes them hard to detect on most sensors, and is capable of limited propulsion using gas sacks.  The Kimdori simply took that form and evacuated the ship, then were able to reach the base undetected, entering through the hull ruptures caused by the dropship explosion.  The Consortium sensors could not find them within the gas cloud.  Fortunately, that shape held sufficient mass for them to take proper shapes without attracting unwanted attention once they got in, and now they are safely inside and undetected.”


He was flabbergasted, both that they’d put Kimdori on the ships without telling him, and that he hadn’t thought of something like that himself.  But, he was intent on destroying the base.  He hadn’t even thought once about trying to infiltrate the base and destroy it from within.


Sometimes it was easy to forget that the Kimdori were shapeshifters.


He sat up, sighed, then leaned back on the bench, looking up at the sky.  “Well, that’s something.  I’m not sure it was worth thirty one lives.”


“They believed so,” Miaari said gently.  “Honor their bravery, Jason.”


“Oh, I intend to do that, Miaari.  Both officially and privately.  But I don’t have to like it.  I don’t have to celebrate the fact that I ordered thirty one women to die.  Their blood is on my hands, Miaari.  I killed them, just as sure as if I’d called them into the kitchen and stabbed them in the heart with a knife right down the line.  And what kills me most is they may have died thinking it was for nothing, dying knowing that they failed, that I sent them to die in vain.  They may have died thinking that I didn’t care about them.  That hurts me more than anything else.”


“Jason Karinne,” she said, leaning over and putting her muzzle under his chin and nuzzling him, almost like a dog would.  “You are the most wonderful man I know, and there could be no one better to wear the ring I sent you to find.  I am honored beyond words that you are my friend.”


He put his arm around her and held her close, and he had to admit, she made him feel a little better.  “Thanks, Miaari.  That means a lot to me.”

“It is truth, every word of it,” she answered, putting her head on his shoulder.  “If half the rulers in the galaxy were half as human as you, there would never be another war.”


“We can only hope, my friend.  We can only hope.”
