Chapter 9

Brista, 26 Miraa, 4401, Orthodox Calendar


Sunday, 11 April 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Brista, 26 Miraa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Medical Annex Headquarters (The Red Tower), Karsa, Karis

Jason kicked his feet absently, just wanting to get out of here.  Then, once he did, he was going to whack Aya with something long and unyielding several times.


She was such a damn mother hen.  First she grounds him, now she drags him to the infirmary, and it was quite literally dragging, for she’d taken hold of the collar of his breastplate where it would usually connect to his helmet and flexible neck collar and physically hauled him out of the White House, over his very vocal and vociferous objections.  He honestly saw absolutely no reason to bother Songa over something as simple as a stress headache, but Aya had decided that since it hadn’t faded since this morning, it was time for Songa to check him over.  Honestly, with all the pressure on him, how could she not expect him to have a headache most of the time?

At least he had fun before the headache started.  Sheleese had wanted to get her hands on him for a long time, and last night she finally got the opportunity…and damn.  She was easily as perverse as Kumi, but Sheleese being Sheleese, she was almost eternally playful, seeing the night as just another opportunity to have fun…just in more than one way.  He’d left her house this morning a little exhausted, but he couldn’t deny that he enjoyed it.

That was the fun part of the day.  Everything else, well that wasn’t so much fun.  Dahnai and the others had finally received word that Jason intended to redeploy the majority of his forces to take it to the Consortium rather than keep them local, and they weren’t very happy with him at all about it.  They all saw the Karinnes as the archangels that could swoop in and save them if they got in over their heads, since KMS ships were so nasty.  They wanted Jason to keep his fleets here, in this sector, to continue prosecuting the war against the forces occupying the Alliance.  He was still going to help with that, but even after spending over an hour trying to beat it into their heads that the entire war was about the Consortium reaching Karis, and that they were building all the equipment they needed to do that somewhere else, then the single-most important thing that Jason could do was take the fight to where the main threat was, and that was not in this sector.  He had to stop them from building that FTL device, he had to stop them from building that, well, whatever that other thing was they were building, since the Kimdori hadn’t found out what it was yet.  He had no doubt that he and Dahnai were going to have another very brisk little talk about that after he finished up here.  She was getting short-tempered because she missed Kellin and her kids, to the point where Jason was about to make Juma free up the ships to send them back home.  Kellin was enjoying his unplanned visit to Karis, was as much a fixture on the strip as anyone else, and was well liked by the others.  But, even though he was enjoying his time here, he wanted to go home as well.


He scratched at the bare skin of his left cheek, where his gestalt would usually be, a little annoyed.  Songa had taken it and hadn’t given it back yet.  Not that he really needed it, since the commune network extended to the medical annex and he could keep in touch with everyone that way, but still, it was like Songa had taken his left hand off and hadn’t put it back on yet.  He’d become so accustomed to the features the gestalt offered that he felt decidedly less than whole when it wasn’t there.


Just be patient, your Grace, Aya sent soothingly.  His six month physical had been coming due, so Songa had gone ahead and knocked that out while he was here, which was the usual sitting still while scanners exposed every molecule of him to the viewing pleasure of Songa and Haeri, his primary care doctors.  Songa was his personal physician, and Jason was her only patient since she was the head of the Karinne Medical Service and had other duties, but Haeri was an expert on human physiology, those tiny differences between Faey and Terrans, so she was also considered his primary care physician.  It was with Haeri that Songa would consult if she wanted a second opinion.


This is all your fault, Aya, he accused.  When this over, it’ll be my turn to spank you.


As long as you don’t use your gauntlet, she replied cheekily.


I swear, I think you’re channeling the spirit of my mother.


I’m just doing what you won’t do for yourself, look out for you, she answered shamelessly.  It’s the duty of the guard to protect your person, but it’s also our duty to keep you well and whole.  These headaches have been persistent and are lasting longer and longer, and I’m starting to get worried.  So here you are, getting checked out to make sure they’re just from stress.  Whether you like it or not.


Bully.


When it comes to your health and well being, I’m the biggest bully in the galaxy, she sent, nonplussed.


He snorted shortly, then leaned back on his hands and went over the rest of the day’s schedule.  They were working on a few new ideas over at 3D, so he needed to go over and put his nose in a little bit.  Luke had been working on that meson cannon idea along with Gerann, developing a heavy mount version for use on cruisers or larger, and they had a promising prototype that just destroyed the metals the Consortium used without posing much danger to other metals.  They were tuning the device to specifically attack the alloys their enemies employed in the superstructure of their ships, which would let them fire it right through a squadron of Wolf fighters and do no damage, but then hit the Consortium cruiser and melt its superstructure, which would play hell with the equipment that used that superstructure as an anchor to hold still and do its job.  A smaller version that was already perfected was being altered by Leamon that could fire while cloaked by a CMS, and while he hadn’t gotten it yet, he was very close to cracking it.  If a gravometric engine suddenly found itself loose in its anchors, it could rip free and do some serious damage before it yanked free of its power feeds.  They were also playing with a new idea that Jenny dreamed up, a much larger version of the “magnifying glass and ants” thing, a focal lens they could put between a planet and a star, keep it stealthed with CMS, then use its focal system to turn the star’s light and solar wind into what amounted to a death ray, a concentrated laser-like beam that would be able to melt Vanidrium.  Jenny called it a Stellar Amplifier, and her idea had some promise.  The focal beam wouldn’t exceed the speed of light, so if they were used in naval combat they had to be employed relatively close so the beams didn’t have to travel too far and thus possibly miss their targets.  But to attack a planet killer on a planet’s surface, well, the lens could be deployed much further away and then used, since a planet wasn’t going to undertake evasive maneuvers.  Sensors would detect the beam coming, but if the lens was deployed, say, 10 light seconds from its target, well, that wasn’t enough time to do much about it.


The lenses were almost criminally simple, and fit right into the philosophy of the Legion and 3D; devices and technology that maximized available resources, doing more with less.  The amount of power to create that kind of power in a weapon would limit its effectiveness, make it much more sophisticated and harder to build, and reduce its ability to hide from sensors, so Jenny simply created something that used energy already there.  The lens didn’t use much power so it was much easier to hide, and then just gathered up the energy a star emitted and focused it into a powerful coherent solar radiation beam, an amalgamation of lightwaves, photons, solar particles, and cosmic rays.  The array itself looked like a telescope without the tube, just a series of three lens-like rings that focused the energy that was pulled in by the collector, which worked like a ramjet.  It sucked in solar energy in a huge volume behind it, that energy was focused and made coherent by the two focusing rings, and then a nasty blast of solar energy was unleashed from the other end.  Most of the energy of the device used came from its collection effect; the energy required to focus the solar energy was actually fairly minimal.  The whole thing could run on a Class 7 PPG, which was serious bang for the buck given the thing generated a beam strong enough to pretty much well destroy what it hit, so long as the target wasn’t made of Neutronium armor.

The liabilities thus far was that it had a limited range, limited targeting capability, and the amplifier could be stopped by shields and most heavy armors.  The weapon’s beam diffused to where it lost its coherence at a range of 12 light seconds, so it had to be within 3.6 million kilometers, or about 3.9 million kathra, but every light second of distance it had to travel reduced the power of the beam.  At maximum range, the beam had enough energy to penetrate an atmosphere and set fire to a building, but not much else.  But at close range, the beam was nasty.  Anything within 2 light seconds generated a beam that could melt about anything but Neutronium and had enough punch to go through the Consortium’s standard shields.  That made it pretty attractive, at least until one looked at the targeting limitations.  The beam couldn’t be shifted much from the alignment of the amplifier, and the amplifier itself had to maintain a variance of no more than 1.276 degrees from perpendicular to the oncoming solar radiation.  Any angle higher than that dramatically reduced the amplifier’s ability to gather and focus solar energy.  So, the amplifier had a very narrow field of fire, it had to be deployed to where it more or less was directly between its target and the star that supplied it with its power, and it had be relatively close to be used in naval combat, which further reduced the device’s effectiveness in naval combat.  But, again, if it was set up to, say, fire on a planet killer, it could be put far enough away that it wasn’t detected until it was used, and the beam would get there before the Consortium could do anything about it.  They either didn’t have the ability to build planetary shields or hadn’t bothered to do so yet, so they didn’t have to worry about a planetary shield intercepting the beam.

The idea had some potential, and Jason wanted to go down and help Jenny tinker with it a little bit.  If he could just get out of this damn hospital.

Songa finally returned, and he sighed in relief, sitting back up.  It’s about damn time, woman, he told her, giving her a playful smile.  So give me back my armor and let me out of here.


Jason…we need to talk, she sent seriously.


The playful smile on his face faded, however, when he sensed her trepidation as much as saw her eyes.  She was dead serious.  He leaned forward on the exam table, putting his elbows on his knees, and gave her a more sober look.  Alright, love, what’s going on? he asked.


She blinked, and he could see she didn’t want to say it, but she was the doctor.  It was her job.  “Jason,” she said, then she took a deep breath and calmed down enough to speak.  “The headaches aren’t stress.  It’s a medical condition.”


“And?”


“What’s happening is the ganglia between your neurons are literally burning out,” she told him, trying to stay professional.  “We’re trying to track down the exact mechanics of it, but even if we do, it’s irreversible.”


“Irreversible?  Hold on, you’re saying I have brain damage?”


“Yes, love,” she said with a sigh.  “It’s very minor, at least so far.  Thankfully, we caught it before it became severe enough to cause you permanent damage.”


“How did I get brain damage?” he asked, a bit shocked.


“This,” she said, holding up his gestalt.


He gave her a stunned look.


“I know,” she said, then she frowned slightly.  “But tracking the age of the damage we found in your brain, it started the day the Consortium attacked Karis.  As near as I can guess, love, when you joined to Cybi, it injured your brain.  And every time you use a gestalt, it’s been aggravating it, to the point where now the gestalts are literally burning your brain out, one neuron at a time.  So, love, you can’t use the gestalts anymore.  Not even once.  Every time you do, they injure you more, and the damage is extensive enough that any further injury is going to start causing you long-term, permanent problems.”  She leaned back.  “This is my fault, Jason,” she declared.  “I should have caught this much sooner.  I should have given you a type three physical the day after you joined to Cybi to ensure it didn’t hurt you, but you showed no symptoms at all, and everything was so crazy,” she sighed.  “But we know about it now, so we can work around it.”


He leaned back on his hands, startled to speechlessness.  All this time, the gestalts had been hurting him?  He’d never felt a thing!  Nothing ever felt unusual or out of sync!  He almost couldn’t believe it, but Songa was the doctor here, and she wouldn’t lie to him.  He started to say something, then he gasped.  “Rann!  He’s been using the tactical gestalt in the basement!”


“I don’t think the gestalts are hurting him, Jason, but I am going to give him an exam, today,” she said.  “The only reason they’re hurting you is, to put it in a metaphor, you sprained your ankle the day you fought back the Consortium, and you’ve been walking around on it all this time without knowing it was injured.  Well, you finally tore a ligament.”


He nodded, understanding her meaning.  “So, the kids, and Rahne, are in no danger?”

She shook her head.  “But, none of them should join to Cybi the way you did until I give them extensive physicals to ensure it won’t do to them what it did to you.”


“Alright,” he said, digesting it.  “You’re the doc, doc.  What do I need to do?”


“Stay away from the gestalts,” she told him immediately and intensely.  “They’re what’s causing the damage, and so long as you don’t use them, you won’t suffer any further injury.  The headaches should ease now that you’re not wearing a gestalt, because your damage reached a point where it was causing you pain every time it damaged you more.  I think Myleena could design you an interface that would give you some of the functionality of a gestalt without it damaging you, me and her will have to get together and talk about it.  Some aspects of how your power as a Generation works won’t do you harm, love.  You can still communicate with the biogenic systems.  You just can’t let them augment your power.  That is what was injuring you.  Every time a gestalt boosted your power, it hurt you.”


“My other talent?”


“It’s just fine to use,” she told him.  “Just don’t let the gestalts boost it, or you’ll do more damage.”


“And this is more or less permanent?”


“Yes,” she said simply.  “This is a permanent injury, love.  I can’t reverse or repair the damage that’s already been done, but with proper care and treatment, we can ensure you never suffer any symptoms and suffer no additional damage.  I’ll do some research and run some tests to see if we can heal you of the problem causing the damage and let you use gestalts again, but the damage they’ve already done to you is permanent.  Thank Trelle the damage isn’t serious, but it was about to be.  It got extensive enough to start causing you pain.  Another two weeks, and it would have started affecting you in other ways.”  She pointed at Aya.  “You’d better kiss that woman for dragging you down here, Jason.  She saved you from losing cognizant or motor control function due to brain damage.”


Aya gave him an “I told you so” look.


“So, I want you to go home and deactivate that tactical gestalt in your basement, to isolate you from potential further damage,” she ordered.  “And you will not wear that boosted armor of yours home.  You have to go back to regular armor.  Now, I want Rann here now,” she ordered.  “I want to make absolutely sure he’s not suffering any problems.  And I also want your other kids and Rahne right behind him.  I’d better call in some more staff, I want this finished today,” she said, mainly to herself.  “Hmm,” she mused, looking at him.

“A theory?” he asked curiously.


“I think it’s the fact that you’re human,” she told him.  “I checked the Karinne medical archives, and this kind of injury to a Generation doesn’t show up anywhere in the medical histories.  I think that it’s the fact that you’re human that caused it. You’re not exactly the same as a Faey.  You’re very, very close, but not absolutely the same, and obviously, the gestalts and biogenics were designed around a Faey’s brain.  I think those very minor differences in your neural pathways was what caused this.  I want to check over the children, see if their neural pathways are like yours, or like their mothers’.  That should give me some more information to make a prognosis.”


“Feel free to throw all the weight around you need to, hon,” he said seriously.  “I want to be sure my children aren’t being injured by the gestalts.”

“You being part human and part Faey seems to amplify your regular talent…hmm,” she mused again.  “Maybe that’s the problem.  Maybe you’re just too strong for your own good.  And when Cybi joined to you, augmented your power exponentially, it was more than your brain could handle.  You are the documented most powerful male telepath in the Imperium, love,” she smiled at him.  “It might have just been too much for your brain to handle.”  She slapped her knees with her palms.  “So, you’re free to go home, love.  I’ll have Rann and the others called to the annex so I can give them a thorough exam, and I’ll have more information for you once I have some more data and run some tests, okay?”


“If it’s alright with you, I’ll hang around while you run the tests,” he said.


“That’s fine.  I’m sure Aya will have either your old armor or some clothes brought over.”



I’ll have his old armor sent over immediately, she nodded.


Jason stood up, stepped over to Aya, then quite deliberately kissed her full on the lips.  She was a bit startled, but gave him a wolfish smile when he backed off.  “But you’re still a bully,” he declared, which made her laugh soundlessly.

He felt both a little worried and a whole lot of relieved.  He sat back and basically observed when Rann was called out of class to come to the annex, and Songa immediately got to work.  The idea that he had real brain damage was a little frightening, even more so because he never felt anything wrong.  The headaches, yes, but he didn’t attribute those to the gestalts injuring him.  He was surprised that he didn’t feel that something was wrong.  But, Songa said that the damage he’d suffered wasn’t going to cause him any problems, so that in itself was one tremendous relief.  This was something he could easily work around.  He’d bend heads with Myleena over a work table and come up with an interface that would do everything except boost his power.  Already, a few ideas came to mind about how to go about it, mainly just tinkering with the existing gestalts, putting in an inhibitor system and some software that deactivated its boosting ability, yet was still there and able to activate if he had a real crisis and absolutely had to have that boost…like his life was in danger.  He’d trade a little brain damage for continuing to breathe any day.  He was fairly certain that Jyslin would freak at first, but then calm down when she found out that the damage was cosmetic, as it were, and he was in no danger.

In all, he felt like he dodged a bullet.  Aya, nosy, pushy, bully Aya, had really saved his butt.  He owed her.  He seriously owed her.


Miaari, on the other hand, sniffed at the idea of it when she came over to find out what was going on.  “Permanent?  Posh,” she snorted when Jason told her about it.  “There’s no such thing as permanent injury.”


“Maybe for the Kimdori,” Songa said, a bit tartly, as she affixed a sensor net to Rahne’s red-haired head.  “Unlike you, we can’t simply rebuild our brains at a cellular level.”


“Bah.  I’ll call my son, Kereth.  I’m sure he has some knowledge that might fix this problem.”


“Who’s that?” Rahne asked, slapping Songa’s hand testily as she attached another sensor lead to her temple.


“My son is the Elder repository of all knowledge medical,” Miaari answered, wagging her tail a bit.  “If there is some medical treatment that can be enacted to reverse the damage to Jason, he will know of it.”


“Well, I’ll take all the help I can get,” Jason said.  “I’m kinda needed.”


“How so?” Songa asked.


“Nobody can join to Cybi as well as I can,” he said simply.  “The other Generations can’t come anywhere close to what I can do when I’m joined to her.  Me and Cybi, we just gel, hon.  We’re far more compatible than the other Generations.  Myleena’s probably the next best, but she’s barely half as strong as I am, and that burns her up,” he chuckled.


“Faey competition,” Miaari sighed accusingly.


“Anyway, if the chips are put on the table, our best bet is for me to be sitting in that chair,” he declared.  “If the Kimdori can find some way to fix this little problem I have, then I’m all for it.”


“Perhaps you manage to outstrip Myleena because she can sense where the line is and won’t cross it, where you will.  And now you’re injured,” Songa noted.


“That’s possible,” he acceded with a nod.  “But this is like football.  I’m the first string linebacker, so just tape up my sprained ankle and get me back on the field.  I’ll worry about the limp after the game.”


“I will summon Kereth immediately,” Miaari declared, swishing her way out of the exam room.

“Well, let’s see what Miaari’s son comes up with before I make any judgments,” Songa said.  “Hold still, silly woman.”


“Och, you wear these cold things!” Rahne protested, squirming a bit in the exam chair.


“They’d better be cold, I just took them out of the freezer,” she grinned.


“I hate doctors,” Rahne growled, then she squeaked when Songa pinched her forearm.


Don’t say that when the doctor’s right in front of you, Songa teased.  Now hold still and don’t send, let the scanner do its work.


You don’t look hurt to me, Rann sent seriously as Aya hefted him up onto the exam table beside his father.


I should be alright, he answered.  They caught it early, and if Miaari’s right, they might be able to help fix it.


I hope Miss Cybi’s okay, Rann mused.  She might be sad to know that she accidentally hurt you.

Jason blinked.  Now that he thought of it, Cybi had been eerily silent since he reached the annex.  [Cybi?] he communed privately, using the communal network Cybi had more or less demanded they install throughout the city.


[Rann is ever observant,] came the reluctant, meek reply.


[Oh, don’t be silly,] he chided.  [How could I possibly blame you?  It was just a big accident, we know about it now, no harm was done, and things are going to be fine.  So no blaming yourself, and absolutely no moping.  I forbid it.  That’s a direct order as your Grand Duke.]


There was a startled silence.  [That is highly unfair, commanding me as my Grand Duke,] she accused.


[I’m fairly well known to be an outrageous cheater, woman,] he replied dryly.  [Cheating gets results.]


[I am sorely tempted to show you where my programmed loyalty ends,] she retorted.


He laughed aloud, which drew a few curious looks, but then the others just shrugged and went back to what they were doing.  It was fairly clear he was sending privately to someone.  [Someday I’ll take you up on that, but not today.  Now manifest and ensure Rann you’re not mad at yourself.]

She obeyed him, one of the floating cameras that tended to follow Jason and Rann around so Cybi could see them without using the planet’s surveillance system projecting that familiar pseudo-nude hologram of Cybi into the room, this one complete with feet; sometimes she projected a hologram that ended around the knees, since the hologram just floated in the air anyway.  She bent over and put her hands on Rann’s shoulders, then touched her forehead to his, communing privately with him.  He gave her a beaming smile when she pulled away, patting her seemingly solid forearm.  “Actually, since you’re here, Cybi, I think I’d like to run a few tests from your side of things,” Songa announced as she watched a readout.  “Get some readings of what goes on when you’re joined to a Generation, maybe that data will help us pinpoint exactly what happened to Jason.”

“That is a logical idea.  I need not join to a Generation to give it to you, Doctor.  I have logs of that data, of every joining I have made since the Karinnes returned, so that you have multiple subjects to study.  I’ll make it available to you immediately.”

Songa nodded.  “I’ll look it over as soon as I finish with this,” she declared.  “Well, no damage anywhere in that fidgety head of yours, Rahne,” she announced.  “Just a minute more so I can get a complete neural map, and you’re done.”


“Och, thank God!” she exclaimed.


“Now remember, any headaches or unexplained pain, you come straight to the annex.  And while you’re just fine to use gestalts, don’t join to Cybi until I have more information, until I’m sure it won’t hurt you.  I don’t want another recalcitrant patient.”


“I’m not recalcitrant, I’m just intractable,” Jason teased.


“More like incorrigible,” she retorted, giving him a wink.  “It’s a good thing Aya keeps you in line.”


“Pft, she rules me in her own mind,” he replied flippantly, which earned him a swat on the back of the head.  Aya even had the presence of mind to take her gauntlet off before she smacked him.  “Ow! Hey!  No touching the Dukal person!”


With all due respect, push off, your Grace, she declared bluntly, which made them all laugh.


Hara marched in, looking a little groggy, a full visor on her face to protect her sensitive eyes from the daytime light.  She was carrying a box holding his old armor.  Here it is, Captain, she announced, holding it up.  Sorry it took so long.  It was put in storage, I had to track it down.


Just in time, Aya declared, then she grabbed Jason by his ear.  He squeaked in pain when she pulled him off the exam table, and Rann just couldn’t control his giggling as Aya led Jason over to the far side of the exam room.  Now you’re going to put your armor on, your Grace. If you’re a good little boy, I’ll make sure Ayama gives you a dessert with dinner tonight, Aya teased.


Woman, you just got on my list! Jason declared, grabbing Aya’s strong forearm with both hands.  You’ve seen what I do to people on that list!


I’ll worry about it when you’re all grown up, boy, she replied, which made Songa splutter and then burst out laughing.


Jyslin took the whole thing a lot better than he expected, but then again, he had the feeling that Songa or Haeri had already called Jyslin and told her everything.  The first thing she did when she got home was give him a crushing hug.  I’m so glad you’re okay! she sent sincerely.


Just fine, he assured her, then he sat her down and told her everything…which she probably already knew.  He assured her that the damage was minimal, and now that they knew it was there, that he was going to be alright.  Songa said that with treatment, I’ll suffer no adverse effects.  Miaari even thinks that Kimdori medical knowledge might be able to reverse some of the damage.  They’ll make sure I’m just fine.


You better be, she warned with a smile.  If you die on me, I’ll kill you!


I’ll hold you to that, he grinned.  The even better news is that Rann is perfectly healthy.  The tactical gestalts aren’t affecting him in any way, so he’s perfectly safe to keep using them. I’ll have to sit down and design a new interface that doesn’t augment my power, but aside from that, things just keep moving forward.


Well, things will just stop if you’re not well, she declared, kissing him passionately.  You are more than my husband, my love.  You’re the sun my entire world revolves around.


Oooh, well, in that case, I think I need a few more kisses or my fires are going to burn out, and your world will be left in perpetual darkness.


Let me stoke those for you, she said with an impish grin, wrapping her arms around him and giving him another kiss.


The design of his new interface really wasn’t all that difficult.


He and Myleena sat down with Songa, Jyslin, and Gerann, and they spent the morning designing and building him a new interface.  The end result was an interface that had all the capabilities of a typical Generation gestalt except for one, and that was the ability to augment his power.  However, that function was still built into the interface, which would allow him in a moment of crisis to risk injury to himself to use his boosted power.  It was locked behind both a software and a hardware firewall, requiring him to physically push a button on the back of the interface and enable the augmented mode via communal command.


After that, Songa went back to her work on his problem, Gerann and Myleena returned to work at 3D, Jyslin went back to Kosigi to continue her current project, and Jason went to the White House to tackle his in-box.  That was primarily getting briefs on the plans the KMS were making to invade the PR sector.  They’d already chosen their target system, PR-371 instead of PR-227, a binary star system consisting of a blue giant and a yellow sun-like star on the edge of the PR sector that had three planets in its system, two gas giants and a terrestrial planet.  They’d changed targets because the Kimdori felt that PR-227 was too close to the Consortium’s sensor networks to risk, where PR-371 was on the very edge of the PR sector.  That terrestrial planet was their target, because it was 2.1 standard gravity and 2.3 standard air pressure, but had an oxygen/nitrogen atmosphere and a tropical climate…and was in fact a lush jungle planet that some might call a gaia.  Besides the obvious farming opportunities, the planet’s conditions were tolerable to humans and Faey with some conditioning and preparation, but were downright lethal to the Consortium’s insectoids.  Their bases there would have large-scale inducers to take the edge off that gravity, but outside the need to pressurize to the over doubled air pressure compared to the norm, they could survive on that planet without any equipment.  PR-371 was going to be their fortress in enemy territory, and 3D was already hard at work devising some defenses for the planet while the Kimdori completed their sweeps and reconnaissance.  As soon as they gave him the final report, they were going to move.  Juma already had an invasion plan and they had a site picked out, a large island near the equator whose southern peninsula was primarily grassland rather than thick jungle.  The atmosphere there had very high oxygen content, so fires weren’t uncommon.  A fire sparked by a thunderstorm had burned off the entire forest on the south side of that island, so it gave them a good place to set up without having to level thick jungle.

The plan wasn’t a conventional war in the PR sector, the plan was to use PR-371 as a base of operations to do whatever it took to sabotage, destroy, or disrupt the Consortium’s construction efforts on everything they were doing, both what they knew they were doing and what they didn’t.  The entire goal of this war for the Karinnes was to prevent the Consortium from reaching Karis, and it was about damn time they started doing just that.


As far as the rest of the war went, that was right on schedule.  Farroll was completely secure now, and there was a Stargate there allowing the Confederate forces to pile in.  Ba’mra’ei was hard at work getting the Alliance back into a semblance of order, and all production in Kosigi and around the allied nations was on schedule.  There were four more interdictors coming off the production line today, and all four were going to quickly be put to use.  The War Room was already preparing to retake the rest of Alliance space, except for Trieste, since the Consortium still had a huge fleet sitting there protecting the system.  Zaa was scheduled to have a briefing with him in about an hour, bringing more information about what was going on over in the PR sector, and there was a daily briefing of the allied powers in three hours.  That gave him time to plow through his considerable in-box, often with Chirk and Brall standing behind his desk explaining things, elaborating, or advising him.  He’d found both of them to have good common sense, and often the edicts coming out of his office were their decisions with his blessing.

Miaari wandered in about halfway through, since she was usually there when he had his briefings with Zaa.  She sat and idly played with the end of her tail, her face clear she was lost in thought, no doubt pondering her own pile of work, or maybe her pregnancy.  Miaari was actually a very busy girl, since she was the one responsible for the security of Karis.  That was a full time job now that so many others were here, all the workers up in Kosigi, the construction crews on the northern continent building factories.  A few minutes later, Siyhaa scurried in, having to duck to get her head and horns under the doorframe.  Moridons were a very tall species, and most of the doors in the White House weren’t built with her eight foot body in mind; more like nine feet if one counted the horns.  “Mahja,” Jason nodded.  “What brings you to my door?”

“I came to see if you are well, your Grace,” she answered, holding out a small box.  “Custom among my people is to come to call when a family member or one’s work superiors are fallen ill, and bring a small token of favor to bring cheer to them.”


“So, I guess the rumors hit the general public,” he grunted.  “I’m fine, Mahja, and I appreciate your thoughtfulness.”


“That is good to hear,” she said in something as close to emotion one would ever get out of a Moridon.  She put the little black wooden box on his desk.


“Have a seat, Mahja, we may as well go over some of the reports while you and Miaari are in the same room.”


The two glanced at each other, Siyhaa with suspicion, Miaari with light amusement, then she took the other chair.  Jason finished up what he was doing, sending it out with Brall for him to kick some shins and get things going, then he, Siyhaa, and Miaari discussed the Moridon’s attempts to further break the Consortium’s computer languages and codes, continuing her work with new Consortium computers to inspect, and one of them quite a prize.  They’d captured a Consortium flagship in the battle at Ravarra, Jenny and Sevi doing a damn fine job of using nanites to disable the enemy ship and then kill the vast majority of the crew.  Marines had boarded the ship and captured it, and they’d towed it back to Kosigi the next day.  It had taken a hell of a lot of doing to get that behemoth into Kosigi, and Siyhaa’s was just one department that had been elbows deep in that ship, all but taking it apart to further study Consortium technology.  The nanites had disabled the computer core without destroying it, so Siyhaa had been doing some very detailed analysis of the enemy computer as well as further cracking their computer language and algorithms.  After they finished the capital ship, they had battleships to inspect they’d captured at Farroll, not all of which had come back to Kosigi.  The Alliance, Imperium, and the Skaa had claimed ships to inspect and disassemble to study, and Jason had permitted it.  He seriously doubted they’d find more than his own scientists would, but to not give them those ships might cause some friction.  She gave him a very detailed report of her progress, which so far had revolved completely around breaking the encryption and protections of the computer to get at its data without alerting it that it was under active attack.  The computer would self destruct if it knew it was under attack, so their efforts so far had been delicate and methodical.

The warning light on his desk blinked, warning him silently that Zaa was calling.  “I hate to interrupt, Mahja, but I’m being called to conference,” he said.  “Would you mind continuing the report at three?”


“I will be at your disposal, your Grace,” she nodded, her horns dipping.  “Might I call you from my office?  I have much work to do in Kosigi, and even a half hour’s journey here is hard.”


“Of course, I don’t mind.  Thank you.”


After Siyhaa ducked under the door, Chirk put the office into secure mode and then withdrew to the outer office.  A hologram of Zaa appeared behind Miaari, a tall, regal representation of the Kimdori Denmother.  “It is good to see you well, Jason,” she noted.


“Songa assures me it’s nothing that we can’t work around,” he replied.


“Be that as it may, Kereth has researched the matter using the data Songa has collected, as is on his way to Karis as we speak.  He will assess the situation and advise a course of treatment, if one is known to him.”


“I won’t put my nose up at it,” Jason said simply.  “Alright, what news do you have for me?”


“Good news,” she replied.  “The system you had us scout seems to be of no interest to the Consortium or their allies in that sector.  They have no sensor posts within twelve light years.  We should be able to set up a sensor masking station, and once it is up and running, bring in an interdictor and begin the occupation of the system.  The KMS is aware about the conditions?”


“Juma knows.  I’m sure she’s already made plans to get the soldiers ready to deal with it.  Many of the KMS are ex-mercs, and mercs are used to dealing with different gravity and pressure.”

“Truly,” she nodded.


“How are the CMS equipped ships working?”


“Perfectly,” she replied.  “The enemy is totally unaware of our infiltrators and scout ships as they move through their sector, literally right under their muzzles.  We still cannot approach too closely to their most heavily guarded systems due to the passive mass sensors, but we can get close enough to get a four day old image of their activities.  They don’t scramble light leaving their systems,” she said with a sniff of disapproval.  “However, I now have six CMS-equipped hyperspace probes en route as we speak.  We had some issues making the CMS function while a probe was in a locked position.  The hyperspace interference is stronger when an object is trying to hold position and not drop into normal space.  We had to make some modifications.  Once those probes are in position, we will see what they are doing in their highest-security systems in real time.”


“Sounds good to me,” Jason said.


“I will be on Karis in fourteen days, so that I might take Miaari’s infant back to homeworld,” she declared.


“That soon?” he asked, looking at Miaari.


“I told you three weeks, Jason,” she replied with a smile.  “It’s already been a week since then.”


“You don’t even look pregnant.”


“And I will not,” she replied.  “I am carrying three cubs,” she added in a tender voice, putting her clawed hand on her stomach gently.  “When they are born, they will about the size of a Terran cucumber, but not quite as long,” she grinned.  “Much as the marsupial mammals of your world, my cubs will be tiny and helpless.”


“I don’t see a pouch anywhere,” he noted, looking her up and down.


Zaa chuckled.  “The female does not carry around the cubs, she nestles them in a burrow.  I have a nice burrow prepared for them.  They will be sensitive to light, and as we used to burrow in dark dens before we evolved, I have a warm, dark place ready for them when I bring them home.”


The command center called him on his intercom, Jae’s face appearing on a small monitor that raised up.  Jae was one of the day duty officers, and was almost criminally cute, with her thigh-long, side-parted black hair, hair that drove Faey men absolutely wild. Jae was an extremely popular girl with the men.  “A Kimdori single passenger shuttle just dropped out of hyperspace, your Grace,” she informed him.  “The pilot says you’re expecting him yourself, but we haven’t got any updates on inbound traffic.”


“Kereth,” Jason nodded.  “Have him land at the medical annex.  That’s where he needs to be.”


“Certainly, your Grace.  I’ll take care of it myself.”


“Good girl.”


She gave him a smile, then her face vanished from the monitor.  “Well, Kereth’s here,” he told Zaa.

“Right on time,” she noted, glancing away from the camera.  “I guess I may as well wander over there, I know he’s gonna call me any time now.”


“Most likely.  You are the reason he is there,” Zaa agreed.  “I will let you attend this serious matter, Jason.  Miaari.”


“Yes, my Denmother?”


“Attend him.  I am sure you would like to greet your son.”


“Of course, Denmother. I was planning to see him after his work was done.”


“Alright, let’s get this circus on the road,” he chuckled.  Aya, I need to go to the medical annex, he sent.


I’ll have the corvette land immediately.

So, Jason boarded the Lion with Miaari, Aya, Shen, and Suri, and they were in the air for all of 26 seconds as the corvette lifted off from the White House and then landed at the medical annex, sovereign Medical Service territory.  That was why the smaller clinics and hospitals were called thus, but the major hospitals where the service had major administrative offices were always called annexes, because that was exactly what they were.  When he landed on the pad at the annex, he was standing on territory he didn’t control.  This was the domain of Songa, commander of the Karis prefecture of the Imperial Medical Service, and she ruled it as surely as Jason ruled the rest of Karis.  Two red-trimmed officers of the Medical Service greeted them at the pad, Crusader armor in white and red, the crest of the Medical Service emblazoned upon their chests.  These two were doctors for sure, but their armor denoted them as combat medics, those brave doctors that served on military vessels or embedded with ground units to provide medical care to the wounded, often in the middle of a battle.  They were some of the bravest Faey around, and just about every Faey alive would defend them with selfless ferocity.  Faey treated doctors almost like royalty.  “Your Grace, a Kimdori has arrived and is in consultation with Commander Songa,” the rather tall male said, a handsome man of middle years and with dark red hair, speaking aloud for Miaari’s benefit.  “They were about to call you to an appointment.”

“I know, just beating them to the punch,” he chuckled.  “Here comes another two hours being stuck with needles.”


“How else can we learn what’s going on if we don’t stick needles in you?” the woman asked with light eyes.


“Yeah, yeah, be glad you’re standing on annex territory or I’d show you a few needles.  Take me inside,” he grunted, which made her laugh and Miaari grin at him as they followed along behind the doctors.


Kereth was just as big and shaggy as he remembered, a hulking Kimdori with dark fur that was a tad shaggy.  He was sitting with Songa at a terminal when Jason came into her office, a terminal she often used to consult with other doctors, so it had three seats in front of it.  “Your Grace,” Kereth nodded to him.


“Long time, Kereth, how are you?” he asked.


“I’ve been well.  Mother.  Congratulations on your success.”


“Thank you, my son,” Miaari smiled.  “Have you had the chance to study the data?”


“I have, Mother.  There is a viable treatment, but it carries some small risk,” he replied.  “We are researching to determine that risk.”


“What kind of treatment?”


“You are a Generation, your Grace, so you have some of us inside you,” Kereth told him.  “Because of that, a Kimdori healing stem virus could repair the damage to your neurons.  The virus would enter your brain, locate the damaged areas, and then transform into replacement ganglia and take their proper places.  This would regenerate your damaged brain tissue and restore you to perfect health.  It would also immunize you against further damage, since those particular neurons would be capable of producing new stem viruses if properly stimulated.”


“A stem virus?  What’s that?”


“Similar to stem cells in humans and Faey,” Kereth answered.  “They are what you might call blank slate viruses, common in a Kimdori’s body.  They are the fundamental building block of our ability to heal and shapeshift.  When we shapeshift, some of our viral cells take on specific duties and functions, but some do not.  They are capable of assuming any of the various viral types that perform specific duties.  It’s the viral stem cell that allows us to change our shapes.  Our bodies don’t produce specific viral cells, they only produce stem cells, which then go where they are needed and assume a role.  The same cells also react to injury by rushing to the injured site and transforming into cells to replace those damaged.  With a little gene therapy, we could adapt Kimdori stem viruses to your physiology and program them to seek out and repair your injured neurons.”


“Oh, okay.  I get it.  So, a Kimdori’s stem viruses can heal me?”


“Not in their natural state,” Kereth replied.  “But a virus stamped with the specific DNA of your neurons should.  That would cause them to seek out only your injured neurons and seek to replace them.”


“And this risk you were talking about?”


“The virus tries to rewrite the DNA in every cell in your body to match itself,” he replied.  “Obviously, this would be fatal, which is why we’ll need a specific countervirus ready to stop that should it happen.”


“Alright, that’s a risk,” he replied with a chuckle.  “Alright, let’s get the needles over with,” he said grimly.

Kereth smiled at him.  “I’m not quite ready for the needles, your Grace.  But you can relax a while and wait, so you’re available when we get to that point.  It should only be about ten minutes.”

“Take him to my exam room, Arai,” Songa ordered.  “He can wait there.”


“Yes, Commander,” the woman nodded.


Jason went back to Songa’s exam room, where he’d been not too long ago, and he and Miaari sat calmly and waited.  He did get some work done as he waited about half an hour, going through the reports they were sending to his interface at regular intervals, and he saw that the Aegis had completed its shakedown cruise to actively test the refit in real conditions and was put back on the board, returned to active service…thank God.  With the Aegis back in service, they could get Kellin and the kids back home, because the Aegis needed no task force to satisfy Aya.  That monster could take them home safely by itself.  Jason accessed some cameras to look at it, and saw that the refit hadn’t changed its appearance at all.  The GRAF cannon was in a bay near the bow of the ship, part of the major structural modifications, which was concealed behind gunport doors.  When the cannon was to be used, the doors would open, and the cannon would fire from its heavy mounts.  The cannon had no tracking; the ship had to move to aim the cannon, but that was relatively easy.  Despite its huge size, the ship could actually turn fairly quickly, and besides, the weapon wasn’t really meant for short range.

Aya, the Aegis is back on the board.  Think that’s enough to get Kellin and the kids back home?


I’ll allow it, as long as it has a squadron for escort, she replied with a nod.  I can’t think of anything that could threaten it.


Alright.  Myri, he reached out.


Yeah, Jayce?


Get the Aegis prepped along with a tactical squadron escort to take Kellin and the kids back to Draconis as soon as it gets back into orbit, he told her.  Aya gave consent for it to take them home.


Sure thing.  I’ll contact Kellin and tell him to pack, and we’ll have him and the kids on the way home in about two hours.  That alright?


Just fine.  Call Dahnai and tell her we’re finally sending her family home.


She’ll be overjoyed, Myri noted lightly.  And be glad you put that on the board before Juma got her hands on it.  She has plans for the Aegis.


She always does, Jason noted dryly.


Kereth, Songa, and Haeri arrived about ten minutes later, and Kereth gave him a thorough exam as the two Faey watched.  It took about an hour, as Kereth spent long minutes at a time studying a brain activity readout, then gave him a very long and detailed scan to see the interior of his brain, a much higher resolution scan than Songa had taken, right down to finding every single damaged neuron.  After it was done, he expected someone to stick a needle in him just to keep in practice, but Kereth waved him out of the chair they used for the scans.  “You may go home now, your Grace,” he said.  “I have the data I need.  May I come visit later, Mother?”

“Of course, my son.  It’s been a long time since we sat together and talked of affairs.”


“I’m looking forward to it,” he said with a gentle smile.  “As soon as I have news for you, your Grace, I’ll contact you.  But it will be tomorrow before I have anything.”


“Just in time for me to get home and have the twins chase me down,” he noted, then chuckled.  “They were on the calendar for yesterday, but with me getting this news, we missed the appointment.”


“Eh?” Kereth asked as Songa giggled.


“It’s an inside joke, Kereth.  I’m sure Miaari will explain it to you when you visit tonight.”


“And who got bumped tonight?”


“Nobody.  Some joker put Temika’s name down for today, and you know that’s not happening.”  He stood up.  “Tomorrow’s basically open too.  Myleena put her name there.”


“That’s not a joke,” Songa told him, suddenly serious.


“What do you mean?”


“Last takir, she had me isolate her most fertile window.  Tomorrow is her best day.”


“She—that bitch!  She was serious!” he declared.  “She really meant it!”

“Of course she did,” Songa said mildly.  “You’re her best friend, Jason.  It was fairly rude of her to not give you the chance to sire her first child.  Nobody really blamed her, we all know how you two feel about each other, but still, it was rude.”


“Okay, that’s just fuckin’ creepy,” he said, shivering a bit.  It wasn’t that Myleena wasn’t attractive or desirable, but she was Myleena.  His best friend outside of amu, the one woman that had never once flirted with him, at least by Faey standards. 


“I’m sure you’ll get over it, Jason,” Songa smiled.  “After all, close your eyes, and all girls are the same, aren’t they?”


“Yeah, yeah, bite me, Songa,” he retorted, which made her laugh.

Aya, Shen, and Suri took him home, and he kept up with work as he waited for Rann to get home from school.  Juma was almost done with her plans to invade and set up in the PR sector, and Jason was looking over her timeline, finding it efficient.  It wouldn’t be a large military base, it would be a launch point for attacks through the PR sector meant to cripple or destroy Consortium construction efforts, mainly through toys and clandestine attacks.  But, there had to be some defense there, which would be about 200 KMS and Kimdori ships.  There were currently no plans to put a Stargate out there, but the idea was being floated around.  A Stargate there would be risky, for if the Consortium somehow attacked, they wouldn’t have anything there big enough to tow the gate out.  They’d have to destroy it, and that was just a little too expensive to consider.  Stargates were dreadfully expensive and not easy to build, so the idea of putting one where it might have to be destroyed didn’t sit well with just about anybody.  Myri called and told him that Dahnai wanted to hold off Kellin’s return until 1600 local time, so she’d be done with court and would have proper time to welcome him home.  That worked for Kellin too, since he and the kids were over on Virga, touring the Kizzik hive there by invitation of the Hive Leader.  He called Jyslin to tell her about it, then worked through his in-box from home to pass the time, until Rann and Dera came in downstairs.  His son rushed into his office and jumped in his lap with Amber in his arms, hugging him with his free hand.  I can’t believe you’re actually home, he teased a little.

I’ve had a pretty chaotic day, pips, he replied with an audible chuckle.  How was school?


Boring.


Well, go ahead and take your armor off, and separate your stuff from Shya’s.  She’s going home today.


Awww!  Can’t she stay longer?


She’s been here too long already, she may forget she has a home, Jason chuckled.  And her mother misses her, so show a little consideration for Dahnai.  Besides, you two are going to spend your entire lives together once Shya turns fifteen, so it’s not like you’re being separated for life.


I wish I was fifteen already, he sulked as he slid down.


You’re older than Shya, that wouldn’t do you any good, Jason sent cheekily.  She’s the one that has to be fifteen.  You just wasted your wish, silly!


Stop being mean, Daddy!


But I’m so good at it, he protested, which made Dera laugh soundlessly.


Jyslin got home about ten minutes before Kellin returned with the kids, and Jason helped Shya pack, rather unwillingly, as she constantly tried to talk Jason into letting her stay.  He was kind of used to this by now.  Shya and Rann had an almost disturbingly deep connection, and they hated being separated.  It was almost as if they’d already pair-bonded, because there was certainly something there.  Rann proved how much he objected to the idea of being separated by trying to go over Jason’s head, and talk Jyslin into letting him go to Draconis while Jason stopped to attend the daily leader briefing, which lasted about 45 minutes.  Thankfully,  Aya played the bully there, absolutely forbidding Rann from leaving Karis.  If your father can’t leave Karis, then the heir to the Dukal throne cannot leave Karis, she stated flatly when Rann tried to wheedle Jyslin into letting him go to Draconis.  You are just as important as your father, Rann.  I will take absolutely no chances with your safety.

But, but, it’s the palace!  I’ll be safe there! he protested.


What you’ll face in the palace is an entirely different kind of danger, she drawled mentally, which made Jason chuckle.  And it’s my duty to protect you from that as much as physical danger.

Jason did have a little sit-down talk with Shya about twenty minutes before their corvette was scheduled to arrive.  Alright, little lady, he sent evenly.  Let’s have our usual talk.


What? she asked.


You know what I’m talking about, he replied.  I know you’ve heard a lot more than you should have while you were here.

Shya blushed a little.


Good, at least you had the sense not to deny it, he sent dryly.  Now, you know what I’m about to say, don’t you?


Keep my mouth shut, she replied immediately.  That I’ll be a Karinne someday, and I have to keep the family secrets, even from my own mother.  And if I say a word, you’ll make sure I don’t see Rann again until I’m fifteen.


I’m glad you have such a good memory, he told her, poking her lightly on her upper chest.  So, remember, pippy, a secret unspoken remains a secret.  And as a listener, it’s your job to keep a lot of secrets.


I’ll remember, she promised.


That’s my girl.  I love you, Shya, and I’m depending on you.  Now give me a hug.

She smiled at him and let him pull her up into an embrace.  I love you too, Daddy Jason, she replied, kissing him on the cheek.


Well now, don’t let Kellin hear you call me that, or he might get jealous, Jason chuckled aloud, patting her on the back.


You’ll be my daddy when I’m fifteen, she reasoned.


Be that as it may, let Kellin enjoy the time he gets to hear you call him father, he replied, patting her on the bottom.  Now go make sure you have everything packed.  You’ll be leaving in just a little bit.


Okay, she agreed as he let her down.  She rushed from his den on her little legs, hurrying to more or less hog as much time with Rann as possible before she had to leave more than make sure she was packed.


They got Kellin and the kids out onto the pier just as the corvette appeared, slowly descending to make a water landing far enough away to not splash them and then come up to the pier.  Usually they’d have the kids in armor for the return trip, but since they’d be on the Aegis, Aya deigned to allow them to travel in regular clothes…Terran tee shirts and jeans, and Sirri’s Blood Nugget tee shirt would no doubt send court into a tizzy to see the Crown Princess wearing a black shirt depicting a skull weeping tears of blood.  Maer and Sirri looked both excited to go home and a little unhappy to leave, since being on Karis was like a vacation for them.  Kellin, on the other hand, looked all kinds of ready to go home and see Dahnai.  Jyslin and Symone gave Kellin a fond hug when they got there, then they kissed their way through the kids as the corvette neared the dock.  Now you guys call every day, Jyslin ordered as she hugged both Maer and Sirri.  I’m going to miss you!

We’ll miss you too, Auntie Jyslin, Maer replied seriously, kissing her on the cheek.


Sorry we couldn’t have more fun, Kellin, Symone sent naughtily as she hugged him, then patted him on the butt, which made him laugh.


It’s alright, I understand.  Dahnai went through the same thing with Shya, and no doubt she’ll go through it again with the twins.


When she gets like that, just come on back, we should be over it, Symone invited.  In fact, I think I’m just about there.  A couple more days, and I’ll be back to chasing my men around the house, she declared, giving Jason a sly smile.


I’m sure they won’t mind getting caught, Symone, Kellin laughed.


At least after all the wounds heal, Jason noted, which made Jyslin giggle.


They almost had to pry Rann and Shya apart, then they waved as the hatch closed.  They watched the corvette take off, and Jason sighed.  I loved having them here, but I’m also happy to see them go home, he noted.  It’s less work for Aya and the guards, if anything.

Aya snorted.  We can handle it.  Kellin and the Empress’ children are much easier to handle than you.

I don’t take orders easily, he winked at her.


I’ve noticed, Aya replied blandly, which made Jason chuckle, step over, and pat Aya on the cheek.


Now that I won’t embarrass you in front of the visitors, it’s time to go back to giving you gray hair.


You’d better not, she warned.  I can add a whole lot more chores to that list.


I’m the Grand Duke.  It’s called delegating authority, he replied flippantly, which made Symone and Jyslin laugh.


I’m gonna miss Shya, Rann sighed as the corvette dwindled out of sight.


Well, I think a visit to the boardwalk to cheer up my sulking pippy is in order, Jyslin declared, putting her hand on his hand and patting him gently.  Go get your armor on, baby, and we’ll go.


Okay! he sent excitedly, running towards the house.


Well, that’s one way to distract him.  Bribery, Jason noted, which made Jyslin smile slyly.


They enjoyed a good few hours at the boardwalk, watching Rann ride the rides, playing games, eating junk food, and Jason got home just in time to get corralled by Lyn and Bryn.  They intercepted him just before he made it into the house then turned him right around, which made him laugh.  Can I at least go in and take my armor off ?


No, they replied in unison.  You won’t need the armor, and you won’t need clothes either, for what we have in mind.

Jason chuckled.  Well, lead on, then.

Twins were the same, but not all sets of twins were.


He’d shared a bed with Meya and Myra, and it was nowhere the same as Lyn and Bryn.  For one, the trouble twins were much more mischievous and a little competitive and combative with each other, but Lyn and Bryn almost shared the same brain.  They were very gracious of each other, much less intense, and much more laid back.


They didn’t just drag him back to their house and throw him in bed, though.  He had a nice dinner with the twins and their children, then, much as with Zora and Sora, he ended up spending time with them almost like a father, though he wasn’t the father of the twins’ children.  They enjoyed a little time on the beach, enjoying the warm sunset, then they had a bath to wash off the salt water.  After that, though, the kids went to bed, and the twins lured him into their bedroom.  They even shared a bedroom, and while they didn’t sleep in the same bed, both of them had king size beds, since when one twin brought home a man, both twins indulged in him.


And he couldn’t deny that he didn’t have a blast.  Any time a man got two women in bed it was erotic, and the fact they were twins just jacked that up.  But Lyn and Bryn were unique in that they telepathically shared everything they were feeling with each other at all times, so while he was having sex with Lyn, Bryn felt absolutely everything, linked to her sister that way.  Meya and Myra wouldn’t do that, but then again, Meya and Myra weren’t as interconnected as Lyn and Bryn were.  They shared a unique form of telepathic pair-bond that only twins could really cultivate.  If they ever got married, their husbands would more or less have to understand that they weren’t marrying just one of them, they were marrying both of them.  The other twin was part of the deal, a deal most men wouldn’t mind all that much.  But, while they were so interconnected, they were still very much individuals, in bed as well as out of it.  Lyn liked to do certain things, Bryn liked to do certain things.  Still, for a guy, it was pretty wild, and Jason had maybe a little too much fun.

They made sure to keep him all the way up to dawn, when the sunlight streamed in through their bay window and hit him right in the face.  He was on his back, and he had a twin cuddled up to each side of him, Bryn’s arm thrown over Lyn’s side.  That had been something of a shock.  Lyn and Bryn weren’t afraid to touch each other.  They didn’t have sex with each other, but there was a familiarity between them that went way past most sibling relationships.  Jason saw that it was more like an extension of self:  what one twin would do on her own, she wasn’t afraid to do to her sister.  Lyn had no qualms about touching her own body, so she had no qualms about touching Bryn’s, and vice versa.  It was just another demonstration to Jason how a telepathic pair-bond could invade a relationship and alter it and fundamental levels.  Symone and Jyslin had imprinted and entered into a sexual relationship despite having no bisexual tendencies beforehand, due to the bond they had with Jason, and the sibling bond between Lyn and Bryn allowed them to go a little further than what was considered moral in human society, but not all the way into the realm of incest, since neither Lyn nor Bryn had any interest at all in other women.  It had surprised him a little when Bryn and groped Lyn’s breasts and crotch while she made love to him, literally sticking her hand in their business, but after thinking it through after they stopped to rest a bit, it made a lot more sense to him.  Bryn would touch herself there anytime she pleased, so she thought absolutely nothing of doing it to her sister, and vice versa. 


He used the biogenic network to check the time and found that it was only 0748, just a bit past dawn.  His first appointment of the day wasn’t until 1040, so he had plenty of time.  He yawned and rubbed his eyes, causing the twins to stir, then he put an arm around each of them.  Morning, he called.


Morning, they answered in unison.  So, did we put Meya and Myra to shame? Lyn asked.


Jason laughed.  So competitive, he teased.


That was a skillfully dodged question, your Grace, Bryn replied lightly.


Yes, it was, wasn’t it? he replied flippantly,  then he gasped a bit when they both slapped him on the stomach, just to each side of his navel.  Uh oh, I feel an interrogation coming on, he predicted, which made them laugh.


You’re damn right you are, Lyn warned.  Who’s the best twins on the strip? she demanded.


You think I’m gonna answer anything other than you two with me being outflanked and outnumbered? he asked, grinning at Lyn.


Well, he’s not dumb, Bryn noted dryly, which made him laugh.


I hope you enjoyed last night as much as I did, he told them.


Oh, it was everything we’d heard, Bryn grinned at him when he looked at her.  And you’re not getting out of answering the question.


He laughed helplessly.  Alright, alright.  Lyn, Bryn, you are the most awesomest twins in Karsa.


Ha!  Eat that, Meya and Myra! Lyn called loudly and openly.  Jason just admitted we rocked him way better than you two did!


Is that so? Myra called in challenge.  And pray tell, are you two holding him down right now?

Bryn burst out laughing, and Lyn just gave him a sly little smile.  Maybe a little bit, but we still got him to say it!


Under duress, Jason added, which turned into a little broadcast of pain and a whoosh of his breath when Bryn slapped him on the stomach again.  See?  They tortured me into saying it!

That won’t save you from making you admit we’re way better than them, Meya replied teasingly.  War has been declared, and the Zoyanne sisters never back down!


I’m not a footballl, ya know, Jason protested, which made both Lyn and Bryn giggle a little.


Yeah, I know.  When I stick a football between my legs, nothing fun happens at all, Myra replied, which made Jason laugh ruefully.


You two are terrible, he told them, to which they just grinned at him.  Now, since I woke up so early, I think it’s time to reassess that opinion I just gave, sending with erotic undercurrents that they couldn’t possibly miss, rolling on his side towards Lyn.  Clearly, I need to do some more research before reaching a scientifically sound conclusion.


I love science, Lyn purred as she let him roll her over on her back, wrapping her arms around him and kissing him seriously.


The twins were more than willing to let him have a little fun with them, then he let them cook breakfast for him as he took a shower.  He had no clothes, so he just wore a towel down rather than scratch up their dining room chairs with his armor. Uven, Riza, and Miza were already down and eating, getting ready to go to their school, and he kissed his way down the line before taking an empty chair.  You’re running late, pippies, he noted, looking at the clock.

That’s your fault for keeping our moms from cooking breakfast, Uven replied seriously.


He chuckled.  Sorry.  We were having fun.


Well, that’s alright then, Miza noted.


How are you liking the school?


It’s a little weird, Riza answered.  I liked being at Aunt Maya’s more, but it’s okay I guess.


Just give it a chance, you might like it, Jason told them, reaching over and tousling Riza’s blond hair.  You get to do more things at school than you could at Aunt Maya’s.


Yeah, but Aunt Maya never made us do this at this time, then that at that time, Uven answered.


Welcome to the rest of your life, Uven, Jason laughed.  All adults are ruled by the clock.  Even me.  Me more than just about anyone else, if you wanna be serious about it.

“But, you’re the Grand Duke,” Miza protested.  “Nobody tells you what to do!”


“Pippy, everyone tells me what to do,” he answered her aloud, with a slight smile.  “My job is to make life better for everyone in the house.  How could I do that if I don’t listen to what they need?  What they need tells me what I have to do, and I do it.  So, in a way, I do what everyone else tells me to do.  There’s also the meetings with other houses and the Empress and other people in other nations so we can make deals and buy and sell things, but that’s not as important as keeping the people in the house happy.”


“Oh.  Ohhhh, I get it!” Riza said, nodding.


“I’m glad you do,” he smiled at her.  Now, where’s that breakfast?

Keep your towel on, Jayce, it’s almost ready, Lyn replied coolly, which made Riza and Miza giggle.


He enjoyed breakfast with the twins and their kids, then he armored up and got back to work.  He had appointments most of the morning and early afternoon, with the cabinet, with Dellin over some scheduling problems up in Kosigi, with Myri and the upper brass, and then the daily briefing with the leaders.  That was where the day started going downhill.  “Lorna said she tried to procure a KMS squadron on the attack on Emdarao, but your commanders said there aren’t any available,” Dahnai asked right off the bat.


“That’s right,” he replied, putting up a picture of the construction going on over at the PR sector.  “Remember when the Kimdori briefed you about this project?  We can’t let that go unchallenged, Empress.  If they finish that machine, they can breach the interdictors.  All KMS forces are off the board for Confederate action while we deal with this threat.  Once we destroy what they’ve built and take out their construction yards, KMS ships will be put back on the board.”


“That sounds like a matter for the entire Confederation,” Assaba noted.


“It would, if they weren’t building this machine over in the PR sector, all the way across the galaxy,” he replied evenly.  “Only KMS and Kimdori ships can get over there, so it’s up to us to deal with it.”


“I have already assigned a portion of the Kimdori Defense Forces to the upcoming operation,” Zaa announced.  “The Grand Duke is correct.  Remember, all of you, that the primary focus of the enemy at this time is to capture Karis.  If they complete that device, it will give them that capability, so it must be destroyed before they can accomplish their task.”

“Myri assures me that Confederate fleets can retake the rest of Alliance space with little trouble, except for Trieste,” Jason added.  “They won’t let that system go, either to keep a foothold over here or because they’re doing something in the Trieste system they can’t afford to have interrupted.”

“But we need KMS ships in the attack fleet,” Vizzie protested.  “They form the core command of an attack!”


“They’ll have to do without my ships for a takir or so,” he said simply.  “Don’t forget, Prime Minister, if the Consortium can build that machine and circumvent the interdictors, then every interdicted system is vulnerable, not just Karis.  That includes Republic systems currently protected behind interdictors,” he said pointedly.  “Do you want the fleet that wipes out Karis to pay a visit to interdicted Republic systems next, Vizzie?”


She gave him a fanged frown, her scales shifting.


“As soon as we get things set up, KMS ships will be back in the rotation,” he assured them.  “I just need them for a while.  Until then, the picketed defense ships will stay where they are, the supply lines will stay open, and everything else we do for the Confederation will keep happening.  You’ll just have to work without my military vessels for about ten days, that’s all.”


“What do you intend to do?” Assaba asked.


“Take the war to them,” he said with a grim smile.  “While we’ve been chasing our tails over here, they’ve been very busy over there.  Well, I’m going to remind them that they’re not the only ones that can jump hyperspace in real time,” he said darkly.


“Then perhaps it is time for the Karinnes and the Kimdori to share the engine technology that permits jumping in real time,” Ba’mra’ei posed, to which several of them nodded.


“If you could actually use the technology, that might be a point of debate, High Staff,” Jason replied as Zaa gave him a cool, warning look.  “Your power systems can’t handle the requirements.”


“Then that should be shared as well.”


“When I took this chair, I took an oath, High Staff,” he replied immediately and intensely, “that Karinne technology would never be used to allow one group to enforce their wills on another.   Karinne technology will only be used to protect, not make war.  We will never, ever, use our gifts or our technology to subvert another group to our cause, nor will we be instruments for another to make it come to pass.  The simple truth of the matter is that I can’t trust anyone I’m looking at except for Zaa to take what I give you and use it peacefully.  I’m not arming all of you and giving you the ability to fight more brutal wars.  I’m not breaking one of the most sacred vows I’ve ever taken.  I was willing to share Consortium technology because it’s not part of my oath.  But the technology of Karinne will never be given to another group, not even the Imperium.  If I’m not willing to give it to my own Empress, I think you can be fairly sure I’m not giving it to the Alliance, the Empire, or the Republic either.”  He crossed his arms.  “We will fight with you, we will even die to protect you, we will use our technology to protect our sector from invasion, but we will never share what we know until we are absolutely convinced that it will never be used by those who get it to make war on someone else.  We will not help you kill each other more efficiently, but if you want us to help you develop some new technology to improve your farming efforts or reduce your mass transit power demands or help you build a new orbital station for trade, then we’re at your service.  That is what it means to be a Karinne, and I am a Karinne.”


“And that’s what I’ve been dealing with for six years now,” Dahnai sighed, smiling ruefully at him.  “He’s got his hackles up, so I suggest we take a break,” she added lightly.  Zaa gave him a prideful look as he glared a bit at the other members of the council.


“A break would be in order,” Ba’mra’ei said, giving Jason a hard look.


“Yes, and also for more than just to calm down.  Would you kindly make an appointment for us to confer, your Grace?  I would like to talk to you about building the very orbital station you mentioned,” Grran signed, his vocoder translating it into Faey.  “Homeworld needs a new station to help alleviate a bottleneck in our trade supply lines.”

“Make an appointment with my secretary Chirk, Field Marshall, and we’ll sit down with my secretary of infrastructure and Ayuma, dean of the Academy, and talk about it,” he answered calmly and with a nod.  “The Academy builds such things as school projects to train engineers in real world applications and problem solving.  The Master Builders oversee the students and ensure that things are done to their specifications and requirements, so the work is as if the Master Builders had done it themselves.  I’m sure the Academy would be happy to tackle that kind of project, we’ll just need to hammer out the financing.”


“Yes, the Academy helped us refit and upgrade one of our orbital stations at Uruma,” Sk’Vrae added.  “They also built a radiation shield at Bellar that has made mining efforts there much, much easier.  It was excellent work.  They may be students, but they are students of the Master Builders of the Makati.  That is saying something.”


“I will make the appointment immediately,” he signed.


“We’ll be happy to help,” Jason assured him.  “Now, if everyone doesn’t mind, I’ll take a break.”


He knew that was eventually going to come, the day the Confederate Council just came out and said that the Karinnes should share their technology to further the war effort.  That little speech hadn’t been rehearsed, but he’d had a lot of time to think about it.  He knew there were going to be some hurt feelings over it.  He’d just come out and said he couldn’t trust any of them, but at least he explained why he couldn’t.  That would help, at least with more pragmatic rulers like Grran and Vizzie.  Dahnai was used to it by now, but Assaba would probably take offense.  He wasn’t a bad Skaa, Jason actually admired him, but he had his pride, and Jason had just stepped on his toes, so to speak.  He ruled a vast empire, and he wasn’t used to being talked down to like that.  But, Jason wasn’t the typical ruler, either.  The Karinnes had a line they would not cross, and Jason had just explained that line to them in stark terms.


The Karinnes would not become what they very nearly became, had the Third Civil War not destroyed them.


They never did return to conference, deciding to save it until tomorrow, so Jason plowed through his work at the office, then went over to 3D to check up on how all the projects were coming along.  Myleena was there, overseeing the last touches on the gravity beam Jenny had invented, and she made sure to pull him into his office just before they were about to quit for the night.  [My house, twenty-two thirty,] she told him curtly.


[You know, this will be the creepiest thing we’ve ever done,] he told her.


[Songa blabbed, didn’t she?]


[Not on purpose,] he replied artfully.


[I was going to try to surprise you with it so you didn’t have to think about it all day like I have] she grunted audibly.  [And you’re right, it’s gonna feel…I dunno.  Wrong.  Well, not wrong, just strange.  Like I’m having sex with my brother.]

[We can always not do it.]


[No.  I need at least three more children by Generations, and I’m not going to be anything other than your best friend.  I’d be the worst best friend ever if I didn’t honor our relationship and give you the opportunity you should have had in the first place.  That means that we might have to do something a little creepy.  Besides, I bet if we had a daughter, she’d blow Kyri out of the water,] she added with a competitive little smile.  [Anyway, once we get going, I’m sure biology will take over.]

[Well, that’s one way to look at it,] he chuckled.


[I’m at the peak of my fertile phase, so don’t think this is a one night deal,] she warned.  [Tonight and tomorrow a couple of times.  I’m sure we can struggle through it.]


[If this is what you really want,] he replied.


[Yeah, it is what I want, Jayce,] she answered with an honest look.  [I didn’t decide to do this on a whim.  Not that I want to wrap your legs around you—well, you are handsome, it’s not that you’re ugly or anything—but, you know.]


[I know exactly how you feel,] he assured her.


[I’m positive that I’m going to enjoy the result, though.  A chance to have one of your children, and a child that I think will be special.  But most of all, I’ll love our baby because it’ll be part of both of us, an expression of the friendship we have.]


[Then that’s all I needed to hear.  Should I bring blindfolds?]


She laughed.  [No, I think we can pull this off without drugs or blindfolds,] she answered.  [I just hope it doesn’t change our relationship.]

[I haven’t noticed any changes with the girls on the strip since I opened up, except they’re maybe a little closer to me now.  Besides, we’re best friends.  Best friends can weather anything.]

She gave him a glorious smile.  [Fuckin’ right we can.]

He told Jyslin about it after he got home, relaxing in the jacuzzi after a stressful day as she kicked her feet in it, sitting on the edge.  I’m not all that surprised.  She does love you as a friend, Jayce, and no girl could go wrong having a baby with you.  Besides, you’re an endangered species, you know, she winked.  There’s just you, Rahne, and your children.  That’s it.  That’s nowhere near enough.  We fully expect you to try to have a couple dozen babies, since you’re a man and Rahne’s kinda limited since she has to grow them and push them out one at a time, she winked.

Ah yes, the pact.  Fifteen children by 4410.

Yup, she nodded.  We’re well on our way, you know, she winked.  Five already, two in here, and Yana’s carrying number eight.  So, seven to go, and we have nine years to get there.  I’m not really counting Raisha, since she’s Dahnai’s daughter too.  But if we do, that’s six to go and nine years to try.  Oh, what wonderful years those will be, she sent, her thought tinged with desire, something he hadn’t felt from her in a few weeks.


Why Jyslin, you’re getting horny, he declared.


She gave him a look, then laughed brightly.  I am!  Oh baby, I have plans for you now!


I have an appointment, remember?  Myleena’s fertile right now, it’s not like she can reschedule this month.  But I’m sure Tim would be willing to let you break his back.


Oh Trelle yes!  Tim!  Tim! she called.


What is it, love?


My room after dinner baby, I got my mood back!  Jason’s gonna be occupied, so bring your sexy bod up to my room and let me work out two takirs of frustration!

He heard Tim laugh audibly in his house.  No sweat, baby.  I’ll just tell Min that she’ll have to reschedule, because tonight you’re mine.  She’s off tomorrow, I’ll go over to her house and give her a proper apology before I go to work.


You act like you’ll have the energy to crawl out of bed in the morning, Jyslin replied naughtily.  Jason had to miss a day of work after I got my mood back last time.  I took him to bed, and I left him there, she winked at Jason.

You wear me out that bad, and Miaari’s gonna kick your ass, Tim warned.


I can deal with the furball, she replied confidently.


Ayama fed him a fairly big meal, then sent him off with a word of encouragement; Ayama knew everything going on around the strip.  He sat up in his room and pondered what was to come, at least until Tim and Jyslin came into the room, pawing each other and laughing, Tim trying to get Jyslin’s panties off as she pulled urgently on his shirt.  He finally managed to pull her panties off, leaving her nude from the waist down, then picked her up by two healthy handfuls of her voluptuous backside and swung her over the bed as she kissed his neck hungrily.  She laughed when he dropped her on the bed, then started unbuttoning his jeans while she watched.  I’m gonna make you come so hard you won’t be able to walk straight, baby, Tim promised as he unzipped his jeans.


Talk, talk, talk, I want to see some action! she retorted, whipping her shirt off so fast she nearly tore it.


I’ve got your action right here, bitch, he answered playfully, pushing his jeans down.  Jason could see that he had an erection.


My, that’s a pretty little dick, Tim, she grinned up at him.  Sure you remember how to use it?


You’re about to find out, aren’t you? he answered, kicking off his jeans and underwear and all but diving on top of her.  She laughed as he wrestled with her a little, then her laugh turned into a coo and a sending of sexual pleasure when he mounted her.  I think I’m using it now, ain’t I?


Ohhhh, baby, use it some more, Jyslin purred.


Jason left after they really got into it, pretty sure that he wasn’t going to have to worry about being able to perform.  Jyslin was all kinds of wound up, and her pleasure was bleeding through their telepathic pair bond and forcing him to actively concentrate on not getting an erection.


He wandered over to Myleena’s house maybe ten minutes early, coming in without knocking.  [Myli,] he called.


[Upstairs.]

He went up to her room and stepped in, then stopped and leaned against the door and chuckled.  “You know, I think you were supposed to wait for me to get here,” he said as he watched her masturbate, and since her bed faced the door, he got a pretty detailed look at what she was doing.


“Just making sure we don’t get friction burn, Jayce,” she replied a little breathlessly, stopping, leaning up onto her elbows, and looking at him from between her spread legs.  “If you can get it up, bring it over here while I’m wet and ready.”


“That won’t be a problem, Jys got her mood back.  She’s tearing Tim apart as we speak,” he told her as he pulled off his shirt.  “I’m picking up so much sexual charge off her a rock could get me hard if I looked at it the right way.”


“Well, that makes me feel like a woman,” she said, a bit tartly.


He laughed.  “You know what I mean,” he told her as he started on his jeans.  “Besides, looking at you like that would do it anyway.  Watching you frig yourself was pretty fucking hot.”


She gave him a slight smile.  “Well, get over here, goof, we don’t have all night,” she ordered, crooking a finger at him.


It turned out, he didn’t need Jyslin’s help to go through with it.


Once they started getting into it, both of them suddenly discovered that they were really enjoying what they were doing, and it made him really relax.  They didn’t have mechanical sex where the objective was to impregnate her, they had real sex.  They kissed, touched, caressed, groped, did all the things couples do, and while the guy is virtually guaranteed to orgasm, he was both happy and relieved that he’d brought Myleena to orgasm as well.  Touching Myleena while they were heavy into sex was a lot different than putting his hands on her in the bathtub, a world of difference, because in the bathtub, he wasn’t concentrating on feeling what he had his hands on.  Myleena was a tall, voluptuous, thoroughly sexy woman, and he made sure she knew it by making her feel like a woman.

It was strange, how what he felt changed once he realized that not only was Myleena his best friend, but she was also an excellent lover.  Once he realized that, he stopped thinking about her as Myleena and started thinking of her as a woman, and that got him going with earnest zeal.  His enthusiasm got her to relax and enjoy it, and it wasn’t long before neither of them had any trepidation whatsoever.

They had sex twice that night, resting and talking between sessions, as Jason rather amusedly told her what Jyslin and Tim were up to.  Jyslin was showing no mercy to Tim, and she was pretty much well guaranteeing he was going to either be late or miss work the next morning.  But it was still different than any other woman in that when he woke up, they weren’t snuggled up together.  She was on her side of the bed, he on his.  He put his arms behind his head and pondered the night before and how he felt now, and found that he really didn’t feel any differently about Myleena at all.  She was still his best friend, and while they’d had a lot of fun last night, he wasn’t thinking about her the way he thought about his wife, or even Aura.  It hadn’t been as creepy as they thought it would be, but it was still something they wouldn’t do without a reason.  She woke up and looked at him, then chuckled and put her hands behind her head as well, both of them looking up at the ceiling.  [Alright, that was awesome,] she admitted.  [The entire night was.]


[It certainly was,] he agreed.  [And the best part?  You’re still my best friend, Myleena.]


She gave a chuckle, reached over and patted him on the chest.  [Now remember, we’re not done,] she warned.  [Last night was more fun than I expected, but we’re not doing this for fun, you know.  Once or twice during the day today, come over again tonight, then I’ll have Songa check and see what’s going on tomorrow.  We’ll see if that track record of yours concerning knocking up us Faey girls holds true,] she winked.


[It’ll be such a chore,] he communed dryly.  [In fact, I think we can manage one of those right now.]

[They said you were fuckin’ insatiable,] she laughed.

[My wife and amu are morning girls, Myli,] he replied lightly.  [So daybreak gets me in the mood.]


[Well, I think I can get wet without having to jack off this time,] she communed crudely as she scooted over, rolled up on top of him, then leaned down and kissed him.


He proved to her again he was capable of having sex with his best friend, a lesson she enjoyed immensely, then they took a shower together and went downstairs.  Danelle padded down sleepily as Myleena started breakfast, which she cooked while naked and damp from the shower.  [Morning kidlet,] Jason called to her.  [Sleep well?]


[Yeah.  How did it go?]


[Well, let’s say that there’s a very good chance you’ll have a baby brother or sister very soon,] Myleena replied with an audible chuckle.  [I’m making anda, baby girl.]


[Yay!  Is it ready yet?]


[No, it’s not ready yet.  Go up and get your armor on, and it should be ready when you get back.]


[Okay!]

Jason watched Myleena cook, and realized that things had changed a little.  She was still Myleena, his best friend, but where before he wouldn’t pay much attention to what she was or wasn’t wearing, now he was checking out her ass.  Despite that little change, she was still Myleena, and she was still exactly what she’d been in his life before last night.  Best friend, confidante, and all around fixture in his life.

He ate breakfast with them and went back up to dress, and she pulled her armor out of the closet on its little motorized stand.  [What’s on the plate for you today?] he asked.


[Mainly working up at Kosigi on the captured ships,] she replied.  [I’ll be down at thirteen hundred for lunch and sex, so don’t forget.]


He laughed.  [I’m sure Chirk will give me a long look when I tell her put that on the schedule.]


[I’m sure she’s been around Faey enough to understand our quirks,] she grinned over her shoulder at him as she grabbed her codpiece.  [Where do you want to do the deed?]


[I have a fourteen fifteen, so probably my office.  I have a bed in the back room.]


[Works for me.  Mind if me and Danny come over for dinner?]


[Please, we’d love to have you.]


[Great, I don’t have to cook!]


[Always weaseling out of cooking,] he laughed.


He didn’t bother dressing, just collected his clothes and walked back to his house as Myleena took Danelle to school before heading up to Kosigi, and got up to his room in time to see Tim and Jyslin wake up.  Jyslin stretched and gave Jason a satisfied little smirk as Tim groaned and sat up.  “Damn you, woman,” he told her aloud, which made her burst into laughter.


She warned you, Tim, Jason noted as he sat on the edge of the bed.


So, did you manage to carry through with Myli? Tim asked.

Multiple times,  Jyslin answered for him, giving him a wink.  She really got him horny.

It was like looking at her with new eyes, and then going right back to normal after it was over, Jason said.  I’d seen her and touched her lots of times, but it was entirely different when I was having sex with her.


She’s a really fun lay, really energetic and a touch kinky, Tim noted.  Tim would know, he’d been having sex with every woman on the strip except Temika for the last five years, and that included Myleena.  So, now that you’ve boned your best friend?

She’s still my best friend, he replied with a gentle smile.  And yeah, she’s a fun lay.  So, I’ll tell Miaari you’re going to be late for work.


I think you’d better, he agreed, flopping back into bed as Jyslin laughed, then rolled up on her side against him, patting him on the chest.  This bitch almost ruptured my spleen.


Which is why I’m glad you had to deal with it this time instead of me, he noted dryly, which made Jyslin grin at him and throw one of the pillows in his direction.


Demir made men weaker than women, you know, she teased.  I’m raring for more, but here you are, totally worn out like an expended PPG.  I thought you were the strip’s number one stud, Tim!  You’re a disappointment!

Bitch, you are so digging that grave, he warned, grabbing her and rolling her over on her back.  I’m going to prove you wrong, right here, right now.

So, I’ll tell Miaari you’re calling in.


Yeah, that’s a good idea, he agreed as desire tinged his thought.  It’s time to see who can’t get up out of this bed when it’s over.  Now spread your legs, bitch, and get ready to take it.


Bring it on, baby, she challenged playfully as she obeyed.


Jason let them have their fun as he armored up, then he went downstairs and nodded to Ayama.  Myli’s coming over with Danny tonight for dinner, just to warn you.


Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind when I decide what to cook.


When he got to the White House, he first warned Myleena that Jyslin wouldn’t be at work, then Miaari came into his office.  “Where is Tim?” she asked.  “He didn’t show up for work.”


“Jyslin has him, he won’t be coming in today,” he answered dryly.  “She got her mood back, and since she can’t really waylay me, she got her hooks into him.”


Miaari laughed.  “Ah, that explains it.  Though I doubt that the desire to copulate is a reasonable excuse to miss work outside of the Imperium.”


“Well, Faey women go into total overdrive when their frigid phase breaks, like a dam breaking.  So yeah, it’s more or less a viable excuse.  She’ll wear Tim out until she gets over it, then she’ll be back to normal.”


“How long will this take?” she asked.


“She should be over it by now, leaving Tim to try to figure out how his legs work,” he chuckled.  “He fancies himself a stud that can make any woman beg for mercy, but he’s never dealt with a Faey woman coming out of her phase before.  So, his pride is coming up against her raging hormones.  He’s going to lose.”

Miaari laughed brightly.  “That’s a fair description of my best analyst,” she agreed.


“I remember when it happened when she was pregnant with Rann.  She was a beast.  It was fun until she completely exhausted me and still wanted more.  I had to take the next day off just to get over the exhaustion.”


“Poor baby.”


“Bad dog,” he retorted, which made her laugh.  “How was your visit with Kereth?”


“Very good.  We haven’t seen each other since sister Kiaari called him to Cheyenne Mountain.  By the way, he told me that he’s close to beginning a treatment regimen for you.  They are simply waiting now to culture the virus they need.  Both of them, the treatment virus and the countervirus should something go wrong.”


“Sounds good.  I wonder what that’ll be like.”

“Completely painless,” she told him.  “Kereth told me that the virus should take about fifteen hours to repair your damaged neurons.”


“That’s it?”


“Kimdori viral stems work very fast, Jason,” she told him.  “Think about how quickly we can shapeshift.”


“True,” he nodded.


“The viruses will gather at your damaged neurons, invade them, and regenerate them from the inside, as they are programmed to do, and do it quickly,” she finished.  “Where your brain cells are unable to repair themselves, the stem viruses will do it for them.”

“Hmm, you know, that might have applications outside of just me.”


“No.  Kereth said that the only reason it would work is because you are a Generation.  Kimdori viral cells are too proactive and volatile when uncontrolled by a Kimdori to introduce into a species without Kimdori DNA, where your Kimdori DNA will protect you from the viruses attempting to destroy you from the inside out.  They will not attack their own, and all types of various Kimdori viral cells see Generations as their own.  That’s why you can sense us, why you can feel us share.  Were you a human, the stem viruses would kill you, for they would go out of control and attack your brain, try to rewrite every brain cell to match the viral cells’ own DNA pattern.  There is a risk of that happening even with you being a Generation, which is why they’re preparing countermeasures before the treatment.  You are a little too important to risk, my friend,” she said with a toothy smile.


“I just love being so important,” he said dryly, which made her grin.  “So, a Kimdori’s viral cells are lethal to other species?”

“Think about what they do, my friend,” she said simply.  “That is how we metabolize organic matter, we have specialized ‘attack viruses’ that we release into organic matter which transform it into a viral biomass we can control, either absorb to increase our own mass or consume as food.  Introduce some of the Kimdori’s viral attack cells into the host’s nervous system, and the viruses attack the host and kill within thirty minutes.  The Faey call it Freka’s Disease, though they haven’t had a case of it in nearly four hundred years, since their medical technology became advanced enough to analyze the dead to figure out exactly what happened,” she noted with a slight, dangerous little smile.  “We are the most virulent disease in the galaxy, my friend, should we so wish it,” she said lightly.


“Well, you’re certainly a cancer on me, woman,” he retorted, which made her laugh.  “That’s a creepy thought.”

“What is?”


“Have you…have you ever metabolized someone else?”


“It’s an efficient means of disposing of a body you don’t want found, Jason,” she said simply.  “How do you think our infiltrators in the Consortium replaced their targets without leaving evidence behind?  They consumed them and took their shapes.”

He shuddered involuntarily, which made her chuckle.  “Alright, that’s just damn creepy.”


“Creepy, yet effective,” she chuckled.  “You’ve seen me absorb food before.”

“Never something alive and sentient though.”


“True.  However, they die long before the process is complete.”


“Well, that’s a small favor, I reckon,” Jason noted.


The first appointment of the day was the daily briefing, and Jason slogged through it with a little cool distance from Ba’mra’ei and Assaba.  Both of them were still stinging a bit from his proclamation the day before, he reasoned, but it also let him basically sit and listen and not be bothered.  After that, he had a cabinet meeting, then he sat in with the general staff as they had a planning session.  They were almost ready to begin what Juma had coined Operation Javelin, the invasion of PR-371 to set up a base of operations to attack Consortium interests in the PR sector.  The Kimdori were already on board, and they were waiting for some final reconnaissance about the route their ships would take to PR-371, the Kimdori scouting out their planned hyperspace jump points where the crews would drop out and rest, searching for any dangers to their ships and placing SCM ships at those points to hide them from any Consortium long-range sensors.  There was little they could do about the possible clairvoyant spying from the energy being, but it was only one being, and it was trying to watch over a big fucking galaxy.  After that, Myleena arrived for lunch and other things, so they went down to the cafeteria and grabbed a bite to eat, then they retired to his private room off his office where he had a small bed and took care of their other business.


And again, it was the same “on switch” deal with him.  Myleena went from Myleena to woman as soon as they started fooling around, and he not only gave her what she wanted, he managed to bring her to orgasm.  Then, after it was over, the switch went off and things were right back to normal.


His 1415 was Field Marshall Grran, and he called in Ayuma and his Secretary of Infrastructure, a Makati female named Bunvar Koan, a certified Master Builder who had held her golden hammer for nearly twenty years.  It had been a coup to get her, and her knowledge of engineering and construction made her the most qualified infrastructure secretary in the galaxy.  Her responsibilities were layered with other departments, like energy generation and logistics, but while the others made the schedules and planned the routes and wires, it was Bunvar’s job to build the energy transmission lines, build the transports and commercial orbital stations, build the mass transit, buildings, and just about anything that dealt with house infrastructure.  It was a fairly complicated system they used, but it worked, because it let the other departments worry about things like maintenance, staffing, planning, and monitoring and let Bunvar handle the construction, which was done absolutely to the specifications of the requesting department.  The only infrastructure that Bunvar’s department didn’t build was Civnet interlinks, the biogenic network, and Teryon comm systems.  They had specialists that handled those construction projects.  Her other job was to monitor house infrastructure and look for weaknesses or problems, and propose solutions to the controlling department.  Bunvar was like the house’s contractor to whom they took their plans and projects, and it was her job to coordinate the construction of those projects.  For a house that was building up as rapidly as Karinne, having an infrastructure department was absolutely necessary.

To build an orbital station that would primarily be a cargo terminal, they needed Bunvar’s input as well as Ayuma’s ability to tell the Academy what to do.  Jason basically just sat back and listened as Bunvar demanded a detailed description of what Grran wanted, how much cargo would pass through the station, possible other uses of the station such as having a section devoted to military ship docking and resupply, and so on and so on.  Grran had to pull in one of his own government officials who had that information, and Bunvar listened as she rapped her little red fingers on the table.  For a Makati, Bunvar was almost cute, but among her race, she was considered just on the homely side of plain.  Makati favored strong, blocky features, where Bunvar had a more rounded face and smaller nose compared to other Makati females, though she had the sturdy, husky frame that Makati males found to be desirable.  She also had longer, more prominent than normal horns sticking up out of her pulled-back white hair, pulled into a ponytail, which was seen as an attractive feature to Makati.  Homely face, attractive body, nice horns, that’s how males saw her.  Despite her homely stature among her kind, she was married and had nine children, four of them halfway through the ordeal to earn their Master Builder’s hammer themselves.

After about two hours, Bunvar finally quoted a price, and Ayuma assured Grran that said station was well within the Academy’s ability to build.  Grran found the cost of the station a bit pricy, but he couldn’t deny that had he not gone through the Academy, it would have cost twice as much to get a Makati engineering firm to build the station  Makati were expensive, but they were, quite simply, the best.  One paid for that perfection.


“I believe I can arrange financing through the Moridon, since they’re granting us loans at significantly reduced interest for the duration of the war,” Grran’s vocoder intoned as he signed.  “And this station will increase our trade profitability significantly.”

“Well then, Field Marshall, I’ll have the Academy’s planners draw up several station design proposals while you’re dealing with the Moridon, and you can have your trade minister pick the one he finds most aesthetically pleasing,” Ayuma replied.


“We are Jobodi, Dean, aesthetics aren’t all that important,” Grran replied with a playful flick of his seven-fingered hands.


“You’d be surprised how much it matters when you have something built and you realize you think it looks ugly,” she replied lightly.  “But, I’ll make sure to have the planners study Jobodi architecture and stay within your cultural style when they draw up the proposals.”

After the conference, Jason looked over the latest military reports.  The Aravalo was on schedule for repairs, and a new heavy cruiser was in the final stages of construction and would be launched tomorrow for official christening and commission.  They already had a captain for it, Farea Karinne, the captain of the cruiser Imai, named for an important figure out of Faey history, Imai Dovalle, the savior of the Reandis system during the war with the Urumi after the Third Civil War.  Jason had already made time to be there for the commission ceremony, though he already knew that Farea intended to name her new ship Hailaeri, which was the name of a mythical sword once wielded by a Faey warrior that was both part of actual Faey history and also some of their oldest myths.  Her name was Jarani Horalle, and she was an Arthur-like figure, a warrior queen who unified the entire Draconian continent on Draconis some twelve thousand years ago and was the precursor to the eventual unification of the entire planet under single Imperial rule, which happened some six hundred years later by one of her descendents, Malai Horalle, the First Empress of what would eventually become the Imperium.  That was the fact.  The myth came around Hailaeri, a sword that was reputed to be unbreakable and sharp enough to cut through solid steel, Jarani’s counterpart to Arthur’s Excalibur.

That wasn’t the only ship almost ready to come off the docks.  One destroyer was also slated for completion tomorrow, and what was more important, the second tactical battleship was only one day behind them.  And projected at two days behind that, moved up in the timeline because Dellin was shifting workers and resources to it, the first of the carriers was projected to be complete.  Those carriers were going to be huge.  With the smashing success of the Wolf fighter, a dedicated carrier ship could mean all the difference in a large scale battle, a ship that could launch absolute hordes of Wolves, against which the Consortium still had not managed to effectively counter.


Jason could almost envision a carrier task force, much akin to the way the American Navy used to do it.  A carrier protected by dedicated attack ships, the other ships supplying the firepower while the carrier supplied the fighters, each ship performing its role.  Myri and the generals weren’t sold on the idea until they saw how powerful the Wolves were against the Consortium, then they couldn’t get the carrier on the construction board fast enough.  Building the carrier was much easier than other military ships because it lacked the heavy weapons and power requirements, but where it was easier to build in that respect, it was a little more complicated in another, and that was in building a ship to house so many people.  The ship had to carry out its mission as well as being able to house, feed, and support the huge numbers of personnel required to run the carrier and carry out its mission, nearly as many people as there were on the Aegis in a ship a third the size.  Ship officers, fighter pilots, fighter maintenance crews, technicians, cooks, and so on and so on, it took a lot of people to man and operate a carrier, so it took a lot more design and construction to build a ship to house them all and still allow the carrier to perform its task.  They’d cut over a month off the projected construction time by shifting assets to get the first carrier completed and into service, because everyone could see just how fucking important it was going to be when the fat hit the fire and the Consortium finally decided to come after them in great numbers.  Their vulnerability to Wolf fighters, and fighters in general, was something they had to exploit like there was no tomorrow.

He perused the officer charts, and saw that they had people moving up, as usual, focusing on the names he knew best.  Koye was moving from the Veriven to take over the Imai, promoting up to the next ship class, and a human officer named Danielle Childers was taking over on the Veriven.  The two new destroyer captains had already been chosen, the Urumi officer Hr’Kass and Toiri Karinne, wife to the Generation male Foran.  Jaiya was being moved to the new carrier on its completion, and Yura was being promoted up to replace her on the Trelle’s Gift.  Jeya was moving up from the Defiant to command the Temeron, which was normal for the Defiant’s captain to replace a heavy ship class captain when a position came open, and she’d been awarded that position before Jarani was given the new ship.  Drae was moving from the Demir’s Sword to the Defiant, and probably wouldn’t be there long since there were more big ships slated for completion within the next two weeks.  Joni was moving up from the destroyers to command the Demir’s Sword.  The second tactical battleship still had an open slot, meaning that Myri and Juma were probably fighting over who got the chair.  Most likely, Pemai Foralle from the heavy cruiser Jefferson would get the chair, they wouldn’t give a ship like that to someone that didn’t already have experience commanding at least a heavy cruiser.  If they did that, then they’d have two heavy ship slots open, so their next best cruiser captain would move up…which would probably be Drae and Ravai Karinne, captain of the cruiser Shaivi.  Her scores were only slightly better than the other cruiser captains.  If that was so, Hora had the next best scores and would probably move up from the Devenne to take over the Shaivi.  The 16th of the tactical cruiser class ships was also soon to be off the line, in about 6 days, which had the interim designation Warlord and still had an open chair.


The Defiant would probably lose its status as the gateway ship up to the big ships with the tactical cruisers coming into service in viable numbers now, since they were larger and more advanced than standard cruisers…but the Defiant would always be special to him.  It was the first of the cruisers, the first of the big Karinne ships, and there wasn’t a single person in the KMS that didn’t see serving on the Defiant as one of the greatest privileges in the Navy.  After the war, he was of a mind to put the Defiant in orbit as a floating museum of sorts and leave it commissioned, like the U.S.S. Constitution had been, a ship that would eternally be ready for action but wouldn’t see another battle, but would let civilians take a tour of an operational KMS warship.  That seemed a decent thing to do for his favorite ship.

The KMS.  He remembered when they only had three ships.  With the latest ships coming off the drydock, the KMS was up to 317 vessels; one command ship with one more in production and nearly complete, the first carrier nearly complete with four more in production, four battleships with 26 more in production (Cybi had altered the battleship plans slightly, which delayed producing more battleships), soon to be two tactical battleships with 18 more in production, 8 heavy cruisers with five in production, 16 tactical cruisers with 13 in production, 76 cruisers with 33 in production, and 210 destroyers with 67 in production, and the rest of his drydocks were in a “build another drydock” cycle.  The army had 72 corvettes with 30 more in production (they could build 6 corvettes at a time in a standard drydock), commanding a huge force of 7,250 Wolf fighters and 15,012 Gladiators, along with nearly 90,000 infantry and various smaller support units like logistics transports and armored personnel jumper dropships.  They’d had to scramble to get Karinne volunteers trained to man those ships, since they’d had such a huge influx of new soldiers since the war began.  And virtually all of those ships had been built since the war started.  Kosigi could now produce a destroyer in 9 days due to the sheer number of workers they had available; the addition of the Kirgan Kizzik had dramatically increased production, and that was added to Dellin’s wise decision to focus all early construction on drydocks so they could build ships. They gave up 12 days of ship production for the ability to produce up to 167 ships of various classes at a time…and those were just KMS drydock facilities.  The INS had 300 docks, many brought from their other shipyards, the CSS had 252 docks in operation, again brought from other shipyards, and the Kimdori had 193 which they’d built themselves.  And Kosigi was only at 6% operational capacity.  The honest truth was, they could build thousands of ships at a time within the hollow moon if they had the docks and facilities built to do so.  And Dellin was working diligently to reach that capacity.  He had a new project underway that had a shipbuilding crew build a drydock after finishing a ship, which they could do in about five days.  Drydocks weren’t all that complicated to build.

The KMS was a viable military force now, a powerful force against which nobody in the sector would want to battle.  And every day, more and more ships came off the line.  Usually a ship a day came off the line, at least a KMS ship, but the reality was there was a new ship coming out of Kosigi to be parked in the staging area literally every hour, be it Kimdori, Faey, or Collective, with a constant stream of dropships ferrying new crews out to take them over.  Everyone was building up and building up fast, but the idea that the House Karinne was employing such a huge fleet—huge to him anyway—and getting bigger by the day was a strange feeling.

Ships.  He looked up the status of the second capital ship, being built over at Kimdori Prime.  They too had accelerated production, and accelerated production vastly.  They’d originally had a year to go on the thing, but when the war started, they quadrupled the workers assigned to the ship, to get it built and out of their drydock so they could build their own ships if for no other reason.  The ship, conditionally named the Iyaneri because that’s what Haema said she’d name it, was 39 days from projected completion.  It already had a GRAF cannon installed on it, and while it looked to be complete on the outside, inside they were still doing the last phases of the installation process.  The superstructure was complete, they were now installing all the equipment the ship needed to operate.  That let them get it out of their drydock, and the keel for a Kimdori command ship had already been laid

Jason almost found it silly how fast an officer could move up in the KMS…if only because they almost had more ships than they had qualified captains to command them, and more ships kept coming off the docks every day.  It was a running joke with the top brass in the KMS that a ship captain shouldn’t unpack her luggage when she took command, because she wouldn’t be there long.  They were almost at a critical shortage of Wolf pilots now, literally producing more than they had pilots to man them, but the Wolves were one of the critical keys to winning this war.  So, the KMS was on a major recruiting drive, offering flight training to just about anyone who could pass the physical and screenings to pilot a Wolf fighter.  And they were getting volunteers from everywhere.  The newest class of hopefuls weren’t just humans and Faey.  There were Shio, Alliance races, Colonists, and Skaa in with them, who had joined House Karinne and the KMS when the call went out for pilots.  They were thoroughly investigated by the Kimdori and were screened for sincerity, but the house was more than happy to have them.  Through diversity came strength, and the house would only get stronger with Shio, Bari-Bari, Jakkans, Shurai, Stevaki (the plural of Stevak), Beryans, Skaa, and Colonists joining the multi-racial House Karinne and adding their talents and strengths to the house.  The Makati, Kizzik and Parri had proved in spades to Dahnai that an inclusive atmosphere that let each race do what they were good at was a working model for efficiency, and Jason wasn’t going to stick his nose up at the intelligence and radiation immunity of the Jakkans, the blisteringly fast reflexes of the Shurai, the durability and strength of the Stevaki, the implacable determination of the Bari-Bari, the cunning of the Beryans, the charisma of the Shio, or the wisdom of the Colonists.  They even had applicants from outside the sector.  Two entire Moridon companies, some 83 Moridon, had officially applied for membership to the house because they could smell the opportunities to build successful computer companies in the highly advanced Karinne system, seeing how Mahja Siyhaa’s company had skyrocketed into prominence when Jason hired them to protect Karis from cyber attacks and threats.  To Jason’s surprise, 223 Veruta had also applied, which were an empire from the next sector over, with which the Alliance had a treaty and relationship.  Veruta looked somewhat like the Parri in that they were a feline race, but they were fully bipedal and had highly evolved four-fingered hands and plantigrade feet…just tipped with wicked claws.  They all had green fur with black stripes, natural camouflage from their evolution in the jungles of their home planet, and were reputed to be ferocious ground-based fighters and masters of guerilla warfare.  All of them had both applied for house membership and also applied for entry into the Karinne Marines, wanting to help because they knew that the Consortium wouldn’t keep the war in just the next sector over, something the Verutan Empire discouraged, trying to stay out of it.  Jason could see the value in learning the Verutan methods of stealth and guerilla fighting.  A tribe of 116 Jobodi had applied for membership offering their specialized extreme cold weather skills, and 12 Zyagya had as well, a mated pair, four grandparents, and their six cubs.  The adults were farming specialists that wanted to work on Exile, of which Jason approved.  They wanted to test Exile’s climate in raising Zyagyan plants for export back to their homeworld, and Exile had all kinds of room for such experiments.

The Shurai especially, an Alliance avioid race that had the instincts of flight while having lost their wings to evolution, were panning out to be devastating fighter pilots.  Not only did they have flight instincts, but they had ridiculously fast reflexes which made them agile as hell and hard as fuck to hit in a dogfight.  They specialized in fighter combat in the Alliance, the backbone of the Alliance’s Warhawk fighter squadrons, and now they were bringing their insane reflexes and natural aptitude for flying into the cockpits of Wolf fighters.  The Shio as well were showing a curious aptitude for the Wolf fighter, mainly because they seemed to be extremely compatible with the interfaces, able to sync with them much more efficiently without any kind of training whatsoever, and in a Wolf, that natural sync translated to faster response times.

After working through the military reports, he moved on to the more mundane production reports, at least until Dera got his attention by poking him in the chest.  It’s time to go home, your Grace, she told him with a grin.


Already?  It’s only like fifteen hundred.


It’s fifteen fifty, she replied.  You’ve been reading reports for a couple of hours now, and Lady Jyslin told us to make you come home if you were out of appointments..


Really?  Wow, he mused.  Time flies when you’re doing stuff you hate.

She gave him an impish smile.  I’m sure she’ll entertain you, she winked.


I’m sure, he drawled in reply.


It turned out that Jyslin was up at Kosigi when he got home, and Tim was sitting on a lounger by the hot tub.  He hadn’t bothered to put on any clothes, and Dera gave him an appreciative look when they arrived.  Hey.  Can you walk?


Barely, he replied.  I’ve never seen Jyslin like that before, even when she’s raging horny.

Now you know what breaking phase is like for the man, Dera told him teasingly.


And think, you get round two when Symone gets over it, which shouldn’t be long, Jason noted.


God, he grunted mentally in reply, tinged with reluctance, which made Dera giggle wheezingly.


Don’t worry, Tim, you have lots of stamina, Dera sent lightly.  And you’d better find some quick, because I demand a full twenty-five credit’s worth out of you.


Oh, you bought tonight? Jason asked.


She nodded with a grin.


You realize you may not get him.  I still owe Myli one more night, and Jys won’t want to be alone.


Then I get him tomorrow, she shrugged.  And that gives him one more day to recover.  We just move the schedule back one day, no problem.

Are you back, Jayce? Maya called.


Yup.


Can you watch Danelle for me?  I need to go into town.


Sure.  Where’s everyone else?


Up in Kosigi with Jyslin.  Danelle had a doctor’s appointment, so she had to stay.


No problem.  Come on over, pippy.


Alright, Daddy Jason, she replied.  Doc Songa said I’m all healthy and stuff!


Well, that’s good to hear! he replied earnestly.


Jason had no problems looking after Danelle, her gabbing away as he got out of his armor, sitting on his bed and kicking her legs as he got his armor off, then decided to take a bath with him when he picked up his towel.  He washed her hair as she continued to tell him all about her day, communing easily and flawlessly, then they enjoyed a nice soak in the tub as she practiced her telekinesis, making the soap fly around them in circles as she wore a serious little expression on her face.  Myleena had been training Danelle fairly effectively in the time she had to spare.  [You’re getting very good at that, pippy,] he complemented.


[Mommy tells me to practice every time I think about it, that the more I do it, the easier it gets,] she replied, her brow furrowed in concentration. The soap stopped, then rotated in midair with building speed, until it was spinning in place with some decent rotational velocity.


[She’s right,] he affirmed.  Danelle squealed in surprise when she suddenly lifted up out of the tub, wriggling her legs a little, then she laughed and gave him an accusing look.


[Stop cheating!] she protested.


[Cheating?  Cheating how?] he replied, putting his hands behind his head and looking up at her.  [I’m not doing anything.]


[Put me down!] she demanded, putting her hands on her little hips and trying to glare at him the way she often saw Jyslin do it.


[I’m so afraid of a naked six year old,] he drawled.  But he had to duck when she used her power to launch the soap at him, wresting it out of her telekinetic control with his own power and shooting it right back at her.  She flinched when it rushed towards her nose, then she gasped and giggled when he pulled her horizontal and about an inch from his nose.  [You better ask nicely to get down, pips, or you’ll be up there all night,] he threatened.  [In fact, I think you’d better give me a little love,] he added, tapping his nose imperiously.

She laughed and capitulated, kissing his nose, and he put her back in the bathtub gently.  She then turned on him and attacked, and he had to wrestle a very determined little girl bent on revenge.


Myleena opened the door and laughed when she saw him trying to fend Danelle off, who had hold of one of his ears.  [Stop harassing my daughter, Jayce.]

[Pft, she’s as good as mine too,] he retorted flippantly, tickling her.  [She spends almost as much time with me as she does with you.]  He grinned down at Danelle.  [Wanna give over on your mom and come live with me, pips?  I have a spare bedroom, you know.]


[Jason!] Myleena communed in shock, then she laughed helplessly when she saw his expression.

[Nah, Mommy would be sad if I left.  Besides, you need that room for the twins,] Danelle replied seriously.  [But I’ll remember that the next time Mommy nags me to clean my room.]


[Danelle!] Myleena barked, then she snorted and broke down into helpless laughter when she saw Danelle wink.


[Girl, you have got to stop hanging around Kumi and the twins,] Jason told her with a conspiratorial little smile.


[They’re sneaky, I like them.]


[And they’re teaching you things you shouldn’t know until after you’re old enough to move out of your mom’s house, or else you’ll give her gray hair,] he replied with a grin.


He helped Danelle dry off and dress as Myleena went back to her house to get out of her armor, and they met her in the living room.  [Any word from Songa about that treatment they’re cooking up?] Myleena asked.


[Not yet, but Miaari visited with Kereth and told me they’d probably be calling after me tomorrow sometime, they’re just culturing the two different viruses they need.]


[I’m not sure I’d let them monkey around with my brain.]


[I have every faith in Songa,] he replied.  [Besides, the treatment is for neurons already damaged.  If the treatment fails, well, not much more damage they can do.]


[Kill the other neurons,] she snorted.


[That’s not how the damage is,] he told her.  [The neurons are all still there, it’s the ganglia between them that got destroyed, according to Songa and Kereth.  That’s what the viruses are supposed to regenerate.  From what I understand, they’ll enter the neurons with damaged ganglia and grow new ganglia using the neuron as a base of operations, as it were.]


[Oooohhhh.  Well, that’s not quite as bad, but it would still freak me out.  Faey don’t let anyone anywhere near their brains.]


[Protecting what little you have,] he quipped.


She punched him in the arm.  She was not gentle.


Ryn, Suri, you saw that! he barked.  She assaulted the Dukal person.  Do something, something guardish to her!


And just what did you say to make her punch you? Ryn asked, amused.


He said Faey don’t let doctors into our brains because we’re protecting what little we have, Myleena supplied.


Well, I’d say that’s a justified thwap, Suri winked.


Traitors!


We’re here to protect you from harm, not from trouble you get yourself into, Ryn teased.


Pft, it’s not like I wasn’t speaking the truth.  We all know why the male Faey are the ones that go into science.

Myleena gave him a frosty look. Danelle joined her mother with a pretty convincing frosty look of her own.


Nobody can dig a hole faster than our Jason, Suri noted to Ryn, who nodded with a light smile.


The cavalry arrived, in the form of a garbled sending from Jyslin, sending from maximum range.  But the fact that she was at maximum range meant she and the kids were almost home.  After a few seconds, her sending clarified.  You better be home, buster! she called.


Of course I am, you have Rann with you?


All the kids, Ayama, and Surin, she replied.  Ayama doesn’t feel like cooking, she ordered out.  She had a busy day herding the kids.


That’s fine with me.  Why did you have them up in Kosigi?


Them and their entire first year class, she replied.  Field trip.


Ah.  I guess the rest of the class rode Rann’s coattails.


If you mean they used him to get into Kosigi, yeah, they did, she replied with a chuckle.  The teacher was the one that pulled that off, actually.  He went over all our heads and asked Aya about it.


Naturally.  I really need to put that woman in her place sometime soon.


Good luck with that, Dera murmured privately to him, which made him chuckle.


Ryn and Suri stood down to get some rest as the afternoon shift came in, Kaera, the second watch commander, and Yoii, a shockingly tall Faey with dark green hair, taking their place.  Yoii was seven feet tall and willowy, one of the tallest Faey on Karis, and she’d naturally gravitated to basketball as a recreational sport of choice…and she was good.  She could easily play in a semi-pro league as it was, and could go pro with some more development.


Jason was about to go out to the pad to meet the family, but another communication stopped him.  [Your Grace], Shey called through his interface.


[What is it, Shey?] he asked.


[It’s a bit strange, but the Parri shaman has asked to come to your house tonight.  She wants to talk to you.  It’s taken a little while to come down through the channels.]


[Well, that’s fine,] he replied.  [Get in touch with the liaison at her village and arrange for a dropship to bring her here.]


[I’ll have her there within the hour.]


[That’s my bad girl,] he replied lightly.


[I’m so glad you remembered,] she retorted just before she broke contact, which made him laugh.

Kaera, Ayama ordered out.  I need to you to order extra, food fit for a few Parri, he told the second watch commander.  The Shaman is coming to talk to me, we should offer her a meal as well.  She may be alone, she may have her apprentices, I’m not sure, so let’s err on the side of caution and order enough for three.

Kaera nodded, her sapphire blue hair bobbing in her comb-over style that Jyslin had originally wore as a Marine, one side of her head’s hair cut very short and the other side reaching her shoulders, which she then combed over the cut side.  It was a popular style among military women.  And Kaera’s handsome face and very dark blue hair made her quite popular among the Faey men.


Jason managed to get out to the pad as the last of the kids filed off, and he put his arm around Jyslin and let her tell him about her day working on the captured Consortium ships, as most of 3D was doing at the moment, studying their big ships and looking for weaknesses to exploit.  All the food arrived as she was taking off her armor, and the Parri Shaman arrived just as she finished.  Jason felt a bit justified when he saw that she had her two apprentices with her, each of them carrying a shoulder bag that hung down as they padded down off the dropship on all fours—Parri preferred moving about on all fours if they had to travel any distance, since they weren’t very fast walkers when walking on their hind legs.  Unlike the Veruta, the Parri were built on that quadrupedal base and simply able to take a vertical one to use their hands.  But, the trade-off for that was that the Parri could run very fast on all fours, as fast as a horse.

“Honored shaman,” Jason greeted, offering her his hands.  “It’s good to see you again.”


“And you as well,” she said in reply, clasping his hands in her rugged paw-like hands.


“What brings you to my home, honored shaman?”


“I wished to visit your tree, and talk of affairs,” she replied with a gentle expression.  “There is much to discuss.”


“Certainly.  I had some dinner arranged for you and your apprentices,” he said, turning to walk with her.  “You are welcome in my home.”


They first visited his tree, which now towered over the backyard, nearly 20 shakra high, or about 24 feet.  It looked like a sixty year old oak tree, but its leaves looked nothing like oak leaves, shaped like the spades suit from a deck of playing cards and a vibrant green. It was also starting to canopy out, to widen through its upper branches like a Terran savannah raintree, which was the same as the oye trees at the Parri village.  Eventually, if it kept growing to be the same size as the other trees here on Karis, it would shade the entire house, and probably require them to move the landing pad when it got so big that it made getting under the canopy to land a tricky proposition.  Jason still managed to find time to water the tree every day, to show it the love the shaman had described, and he did find time to sit on the bench and view it when he could.  It was one of Jyslin’s favorite places, and she always managed to get the tree in the background when she talked to Dahnai so she could see it and fume over not having her own, Jyslin being the competitive bitch that she was.


The shaman and her apprentices enjoyed dinner with his family and friends, many of them coming over to visit when they heard the Parri were here, and they both had the oye dishes Kaera ordered and tried out some barbecued chicken and some seared and spiced huaga fish from Menos, which they found delicious.  Parri didn’t only eat products from their trees, they enjoyed the occasional meat dish from time to time.

After dinner, the shaman and her apprentices bade him to come down to the beach, where they built a fire and she brewed tea.  She was silent until she poured out the cups, and they both took a sip.  “The other shaman have informed me that their protections hold,” she told him.  “The darkness has tried to reach its fingers past the light of our interdiction, but cannot abide.”


“That’s good to know,” he answered, taking another sip.


“It is important to know that they try,” she added.  “They have not tried before.  Some of us sense desperation from the fingers of darkness when they try to endure our light to get close.”


That fit in with the current intelligence that the Kimdori had, that the Consortium was getting desperate.  The Syndicate was coming, and the Confederacy had turned out to be a lot more resilient than they expected.  And what was worst for them, the Karinnes were deeply entrenched behind multiple layers of defense which made taking Karis extremely difficult with the resources they had available.


“That is what the Kimdori tell me as well, honored shaman, but it’s good to have corroboration.  Our enemies are getting desperate.  Things have turned out poorly for them, and their old enemies from their home are following them here.  They’re running out of time, and are no closer to taking Karis than they were when they started.”

“The desperate often surprise, my friend,” she told him.  “There are omens in the wind, Jason Karinne, and they bode ill for this world.”


“I’ve had the same feelings,” he grunted, leaning back.  “They’re building something over on the other side of the galaxy, something that will let them bypass our defensive device that slows down their ships.  We’re just a couple of days away from invading that side of the galaxy to destroy those devices before they can complete them.”


“This is not what I feel,” she told him.  “There is something already here, Jason.  It bodes ill.  We feel it shivering the leaves of our trees.  Whatever it is, it is already on this planet.”


“You mean you think we’ve been compromised?”


“I…do not know,” she replied.  “The omens are not clear.  But there is a darkness starting to coalesce on this world, and it comes from within.  We are striving to locate this darkness, but it senses us and hides from us.  It is forever lurking at the fringes of my awareness, watching and waiting.”


“I’ll take that seriously, my friend.  I’ll talk to Miaari and pass on your fears.  She’ll look into it in the mundane world.  Between you and her, perhaps we can find this darkness and deal with it before it becomes a threat.”


“Perhaps,” she agreed, taking another sip of her tea.  “I would ask a boon of you.”


“Anything, shaman.”


“Do not leave your house,” she declared.  “Not for some few days.  The darkness is attracted to you, Jason.  It lurks as close as the light protecting you will allow.  Within your home, close to your tree, you are safe.  The protections I invoked upon your home repel it.  You are the heart of the house, and the darkness knows that to kill the body, it need only still the heart.”


“I will do as you ask,” he said immediately.  “I’ll stay at home until you send word that you feel it safe for me to leave.”


“That relieves me, my friend,” she told him, patting him on the leg.  “Now, on to other matters.”

Those other matters were just smalltalk, but to a Parri, the small things were just as important as the big ones.  He played the gracious host, but as soon as the Parri were tired and ready to return home, he had Zora fly them home and immediately called Miaari.  Once she got there, he sat her in his home office.  “The Parri believe we’ve been compromised,” he told her without preamble.  “I may not believe in their mysticism, but I’ve seen too much to discount that they have their own ways of getting information.”


“What kind of danger does she see?”


“She can’t tell.  She just said it’s a growing darkness that’s coming from within.  She said that it’s lurking around me, trying to get past the protection she put down to get at me, to try to kill me.  So, it has to be somewhere on the planet.  She’s worried enough to ask me to stay in my house for a few days, inside the protections she placed around the house, and I’m gonna do it.  Aya would skin me if she found out I was ignoring a warning, even if it’s from a source she may not believe is feasible.”  He looked at her.  “If they could get an Imperial Guard to try to kill Dahnai, I’m not going to pretend I’m safe here just because all the outsiders are in Kosigi and up at Virga.  They’re just one stolen shuttle away from me.”


“True.  I will start hunting for this invader, my friend.  I usually keep a very close eye on things given how important the Karinnes are to us, but you are right.  We cannot ignore the warning, and with all the foreign workers working in Kosigi, there might be an agent among us that somehow managed to evade all my precautions.  I will ask Denmother for some additional help, some brothers and sisters with a great deal of experience to come and start investigating.”


“Remember, she said it was coming from within.  So don’t just focus on the foreigners.”


She nodded.  “Perhaps they have concocted another virus targeted at someone close to you, and are simply waiting for the right moment,” she pondered.  “Or perhaps, they have found a Karinne that could be bribed.”

“Unlikely, but I guess it’s possible,” Jason grunted.  “People do change.  Someone that passed the screening five years ago might have changed his mind by now.”


“Aya,” Miaari barked.  Within seconds, she opened the door and she looked in.  “Jason is not to leave the strip until told otherwise by both the Parri shaman and myself,” she ordered.  “The Parri have sensed a threat against him, and he is to be kept protected until that threat is exposed.”


She nodded grimly, then touched her interface.  “I’ll put the strip on stage two alert and put a full squad with the Dukal family  at all times when outside the strip,” the mechanical voice intoned, the thought to speech device they’d invented for the guards so they could interact with those who couldn’t hear sending, such as the Kizzik and the Kimdori.  Clearly, Aya had felt it was not a violation of their oaths to use it in certain circumstances.


“That should be satisfactory,” Miaari agreed.


You belong to me now, Jason, Aya purred, giving him a hawkish smile.  I have so many plans for you.

“Out, hussy,” he retorted, which made her wheeze with that voiceless laugh and close the door.

“What did she say?” Miaari asked curiously.


“Just lording it over me that I’m grounded,” he replied, which made her grin toothily at him.


They discussed the matter for about an hour more, then Miaari left to call in reinforcements, Gamekeeper-level Kimdori she wanted on the planet to ferret out this mysterious, unknown threat.  Jason wandered down to the beach and sat with the waves lapping at his bare feet, his jeans pulled up to his knees, pondering it himself.  It didn’t make him feel all that good knowing that something hostile was somewhere on Karis, but at least the shaman had given them advance warning.  He was confident that Aya could keep him safe, and she’d keep Jyslin, Rann, Tim, and Symone protected as well, since all of them were part of his immediate family.  He watched as some of Aya’s precautions took effect, in the form of larger patrols of guards who were now patrolling the strip using the grav pods in their armor, watching everything from above with hand-held sensors and telepathy.  The strip’s fence was now powered up and the gate was closed, which prevented citizens from coming in to talk to him, but that was the price he paid when the guards were on heightened alert.  If Aya decided to go to stage three, a shield would be activated that would enclose the strip.  He backed up as the tide came in, backed up a bit more, then abandoned that and took off his clothes to keep them from getting wet and let the waves roll up over him, leaning back and looking up at Kosigi as he contemplated things.

Jyslin came out and joined him, having already shed her clothes before she sat down to prevent getting them wet.  Jason smiled and patted her blue thigh, then caressed it gently.  Hey baby.  How are you feeling?

Like I miss you already, she smiled at him.  I want you upstairs, but I know that you’re doing Myli a favor, so I’ll endure Tim for another night.


Make it sound like a chore now, he teased, which made her laugh.


He’s just the amu, love, you’re the real deal.


It’s so nice to be appreciated


So, you’re grounded now?


Yah.  The Parri think there’s someone here on Karis that wants to take me out, and Aya and Miaari are taking it seriously.  So am I.  I don’t know how they know what they know and do what they do, but I believe it when she says it.


Well, that means you’ll be here in the morning, and I’ll tell Myli I’ll be late for work, she purred, kissing him on the ear.


He chuckled.  I accept your invitation, he replied, putting his arm around her and feeling her lean against him.  I’ve missed you too this last month.


Trelle’s garland, I am so glad to be out of my phase, she declared in relief.


From nun to psychotic sex slut in twenty-nine hours.  What a change, he teased.


Half of that was just putting Tim in his place, she replied impishly.  The strip stud had to learn he’s not all that.  We had to put Kellin in his place, and Tim was getting a bit too full of himself, so Symone and me got together and made plans.


I think you drove that point home, he replied lightly.  He looked like he’d run a triathlon when I got home today.


And when Symone comes out of her phase, she’s going to go after him too, she laughed.


Mean girls.


But you love mean girls.


So I do, he agreed, kissing her again.


Jason, as a rule, never missed a ship christening.  It wasn’t just his duty, but his privilege to welcome a new ship and a new crew into the KMS.  And while he was restricted to the strip for his own safety, he made sure to find a way to be at the christening of the newest destroyer.

Cybi had already showed him how to do it.


So, when Commander Hr’Kass greeted him in the docking bay of his new destroyer, what he greeted was a hologram of Jason.  Jason was safely back at Foxwood, and he was in an induced merge as he shunted his consciousness through the biogenic network and into a little hovering pod that generated a hologram of him through which he could see and hear, to give the illusion that he was really there to himself as well as the crew.  It wasn’t entirely exact, and everyone knew it wasn’t really him, but the word had gotten out that they were keeping him locked down due to an undisclosed threat, and every single officer and enlisted, what the Faey called a striper, in that ship would beat him senseless if he showed up in person.  They were more than content to get the fake Jason.

“Welcome aboard, your Grace,” Hr’Kass intoned in his sibilant voice, bowing as his Crusader armor creaked a little around his bony plates.  “I am honored you found a way to attend.”

“As much as I’m allowed to, since I’ve been grounded,” the hologram replied with a cheeky smile.  “So, let’s get this inspection under way.  I’m told you have a shakedown cruise scheduled in an hour.”

Looking through the pod was a curious exercise.  It didn’t threaten to do any harm to him, so Songa permitted it, and it was a lot like linking up with a Wolf or Gladiator, looking through its cameras using his interface.  What made it different was the distance involved.  He’d never tried to link with a biogenic device that wasn’t literally right there, and the very, very brief delay between him and the pod as communion data passed through the biogenic network  made it feel a bit…tweaky.

He endured it as Hr’Kass took him on an abbreviated tour of the ship, then let him talk with the crew, which looked less and less Faey with every new crew.  Only about half the crew were Faey, and the other half were human, Makati, and a lone Kizzik noble and four drones.  The engineering department was dominated by the Makati, which was also where the Kizzik was assigned, but that was just fine with Jason.  They were built for that department.  It just meant that Hr’Kass’ ship was going to run smoothly and be hard to take out in combat due to outstanding damage control and fast repairs.  After the tour was complete, they went to the bridge.  Jason didn’t sit in his chair due to him being a hologram, and it was an Urumi chair and looked highly uncomfortable for anyone but Hr’Kass anyway, then Jason asked him the question.

“I have pledged my allegiance to the House Karinne and you, my Grand Duke, but I would like to honor the one who personally permitted me to seek my fortune among you.  So, with your blessing, I would honor the Brood Queen and name this ship after her.”


“Then this ship is now the KMS Sk’Vrae, and I declare it commissioned and ready for active service,” Jason said with a nod.  “May you bring honor to her name, Captain.”

Hr’Kass nodded soberly.  He received the flag and charter of the ship from an aide that had been assigned to hold them, and he bowed deeply to the hologram before touching the flag to his forehead, an Urumi custom, then he reverently handed them to his exo, a Faey with dark purple hair and green eyes.  “Place these in my ready room, Gana.  I entrust them to you.”

She nodded to him and carried them towards the ready room.


Jason went from that christening straight to the second one, which for him was just moving from one pod to another.  This ship was the newest heavy cruiser, and Farea was there to greet his hologram when it activated, along with her command staff and rows of enlisted, in the main hangar.  Farea was a cutie, an almost insufferably cute woman with dark pink hair and hazel eyes, but with one of the saltiest vocabularies in the known universe.  The woman could swear in 37 different languages, and do so fluently.  But, that was only when she was mad, and it wasn’t easy to make Farea mad.


“Hey cuteness,” he teased.  “I hope I made it in time.”

“Cutting it a bit close, your Grace,” she grinned.  “We’re scheduled to leave in thirty-two minutes.”


“I know, I’m sorry.  I got bogged down in the office.  So, we’ll have to dispense with the usual inspection and tour and just get to the heart of the matter.”

“You can always grace us with a personal visit later.  And dinner in the mess hall with the crew,” Farea noted.

“Deal,” he agreed.


It took them nearly twenty minutes just to get to the bridge from the main hangar deck, due to the size of the ship and where those locations were placed within it.  The whole time, Jason and Farea basically talked shop, about the fleet and their upcoming plans, as well as the new ships and crews.  “We might have to slow down ship production, or just park them, Jason,” she told him.  “I’ve seen lower and lower performance scores coming from the new destroyers, because they’re plundering them of experienced crew members to man the larger ships.  Most of them aren’t even battle tested.  I’d rather not have my own destroyers scraping my shields in tactical maneuvers.”


“We know, it’s something Juma’s been watching as well,” he agreed.  “She’s trying to hold back the greenest ships so they can get more practice and drills in before they’re sent into combat.  From what I read, half of your shakedown cruise will be wargames.”

“Good, I’m glad they’re paying attention up there,” Farea nodded.


“So, how does it feel to jump over the Defiant and go straight to a big ship?”


“Like I was cheated somehow,” she chuckled.  “But I’m not the only one.  There are way too many ships in production for us all to cycle through one ship.  When’s the next one due out?  Tomorrow?”


The hologram nodded.  “There’s both a cruiser and a tactical battleship slated for christening tomorrow.”

“The next bulldog, eh?  Too bad I didn’t get that one.”


“Patience, grasshopper.  Cut your teeth on the heavy cruisers first, then you’ll move up,” he replied.


“Who’s getting it?”


“Pemai,” he answered.


“Well, she’s a good choice at least,” Farea grunted in agreement as they reached the bridge deck.  “That woman is almost scary.”


“How so?”


“I think she’s got some precognition in her, she’s well known for being able to out-think the opponent.  Always a step ahead, always right where she needs to be to kick your ass during wargames.”


“Well, that just makes her a good choice for a bulldog.”  His pod floated along with Farea as they entered the bridge, then they stopped at her chair.  “Well, I can’t sit in it, so I declare that I am sitting in your chair in my heart, Farea,” he told her, which made her chuckle.  “Are you holding to the name?”

“Yes.  This ship will be the Hailaeri.”


“Then I declare that the KMS Hailaeri is commissioned and ready for active service.  May he serve long and well,” Jason intoned, to which the bridge crew applauded.  An aide presented Farea with the flag and charter of the ship, which she held to the breast of her armor, fighting back tears.  “Now, you have ten minutes to get ready to head out, so I’ll leave you to it,” he told her.

“Remember, dinner in the mess hall as soon as you can,” she told him.


“You won’t let me forget.”


“Damn right I won’t,” she winked.


Miaari was waiting for him when he opened his eyes, sitting in the chair across from his desk.  “Sloppy, Jason,” she smiled.  “I could have been an assassin.”


“Suuuure,” he drawled.  “What’s up?”


“The Kimdori I sent for are here and already at work,” she answered.  “Already they’ve uncovered something I thought you should know.”


“And that is?”


“Dahnai sent three spies along with the construction crews.  Highly trained, one of them a listener and the other two certified mindbenders.  They somehow managed to slip through the initial screens.  I’m going to be discussing that failure with Graazi, the Kimdori in charge of Kosigi screening,” she sniffed.  “But, we know of them now, so we can keep them under control.”


“I should be surprised, but I’m not,” he sighed.  “It seems that Dahnai can ignore our relationship for her own benefit as much as I’m forced to ignore it to protect the house.”


“She’ll admit it herself, Jason.  Love is love, but politics is politics.  I’ve decided to leave the spies alone for now, they might be useful to us later.  I’ve attached shadows to them to edit their memories when necessary to protect Karinne secrets.”


“I’ll leave it in your hands,” he nodded to her.  “Anything else?”

“Nothing of importance.  The main threat the Parri told us about has not been found yet.”


“Alright, how about less important matters?  The latest batch of applicants?”


“Ninety eight percent were approved,” she answered.  “I think only about five percent are Imperium races or Urumi since we opened applications to all races, and the majority of them are Shio.  I start to worry that the house might lose its Faey majority to the Shio if they don’t stop applying to enter the house, and then passing,” she chuckled.  “We just finished screening those Veruta last night.  They’ve already been admitted into the Marines, and start basic training tomorrow.”


“That’s good.  How about some of the other newcomers?”


“I’ve already hired four Beryans for my staff,”  she chuckled.  “They’re very intelligent and highly cunning, and that’s always an asset for a spy.  We Kimdori have always admired their race.”


“Well, that’s saying something,” Jason noted.  “I’m sure the Makati like having another race their size around to talk to, as long as they don’t mind the tails.”


Miaari laughed.  “As far as the enemy goes, nothing new has come from Denmother.  Our infiltrators are still working to gain more access to the planets building those devices.  But, security has been extreme.  Our foes know we are there, and have put up as many obstacles as possible to keep us from what we seek.  But we will prevail,” she said simply, and that was honest truth.


“PR-371?”


“On schedule.  All scans have come back favorable.  The enemy has no interest in that part of the sector, and we’ve set up our SCM network along the projected route.  We only wait for the final report and for the invasion force to jump.”


“Well, the final report is due today.  In about three hours, in fact,” he noted, looking at the clock.  “So, the invasion force will probably jump out late today or tomorrow, that’s up to Juma.”


“They’re ready, so the only question is, will 3D be ready?”


“They’re ready,” he answered.  “We’ve got new toys to throw at them as well as some defensive gadgets to reinforce the system.  The gravity gun is perfected, the solar accumulator works, and Leamon finally got the stealth meson cannon working right, so we’re adding that to the toybox.”


“Can it fire while cloaked?”


“It can now,” Jason said with a smug smile.  “That’s what Leamon ironed out.  It can’t hide the barrel flash or the meson pulse, and the pulse isn’t shield-piercing, but it doesn’t bring down the CMS when it fires like it did at first.  Leamon’s one of the best when it comes to getting cantankerous conflicting energy systems to cooperate, and now it’s a perfect weapon to hit ships when they have their shields down, when they think they’re safe.”


“Interesting.  Might I inform Denmother about this?  We might have a use for a weapon that can fire while cloaked.”


“Sure, have her send some techs to 3D to get trained,” he answered.  “It has some power consumption issues, but I don’t think it’ll cause you any problems.”


“Overheating?”


“No, it just drains the grid when it fires,” he answered.  “Massive power hog, one of the biggest power hogs I’ve seen in a while.  We had to give it its own power plant on the stealth platforms, it sucks up all the power otherwise.”


“So that was what Leamon was fixing.”


“One of them yeah.  When he finally got it to fire while cloaked, the cannon drained off the power to the CMS and made it come out of stealth mode,” he chuckled.  “It took him another day and a whole lot of cursing to fix that.”


“I’ll sent it on to Denmother, then,” she nodded, standing up.  “I have an appointment, my friend, I need to begin orientation with my new Beryans,” she smiled.


“Alright.  Come back for dinner.”


“I’ll be here.  Make friend Kumi come as well, we haven’t sat and talked for a while.”


“She’s always a busy girl,” Jason chuckled.


He looked over the applicant batch after she left, and saw that she was right.  There were 28,290 applicants to the House Karinne in the latest application cycle, and the majority of them, 18,904, were Shio.  The Shio wanted revenge for what had been done to their planets, and since the Federation was in no condition to fight, they were so incensed that they were applying for entry into House Karinne so they could fight now.  There were only 971 applicants from the Imperium or the Collective, the rest were mainly Alliance races, Shio, Colonists, and Skaa mainly, all of them in this sector outside of those Verutans.  They wanted to fight the Consortium, but if they passed both Karinne and Kimdori screening, then they truly wanted to be in the house, and he would gladly take them.  Nobody was in House Karinne that did not want to be in the house.

His musing was interrupted when he got a call from the medical annex, and Songa’s face appeared on his monitor.  “Jason,” she called with a smile.  “We’re ready now.”


“So, we’re making an appointment?”


“Yes.  As soon as you get here,” she answered.


“Then you’d better talk to Aya, I’m not allowed off the strip right now,” he answered.


She nodded.  “I’ll arrange it.  Be ready to stay overnight.”


“Alright.  I’ll call Jys and let her know.”


To his surprise, it didn’t take Songa long at all to get everything arranged.  Two hours after she called, Aya, Shen, Dera, and Suri were escorting him to a sealed and heavily guarded part of the annex, where Ryn was commanding 14 other guards who were already there, sealing off the place against the threat sensed by the Parri aboard the Dragon.  The corvette didn’t land, it hovered over the roof of the annex with its skids only about an inch off the surface, a real feat of piloting, and Songa and Kereth met him there.  “Everything’s ready, Jason,” Songa told him.  “You’ll stay overnight, and after we give you some tests in the morning, you’ll be on your way.”

“Alright.  Jys is bringing the kids over to stay with me.”


“They won’t get much out of it, my friend, you’ll be in an induced coma so the viral stems have the opportunity to do their work without your brain making it hard for them,” the Kimdori warned.


“I sorta figured it’d be that way,” he sighed.  “Alright, let’s get it over with.”


The guards had cordoned off almost an entire wing of the annex for him, with guards at every door and rovers carrying hand sensors while Kimdori counter-infiltrator specialists lurked about the entire annex, hunting for anyone who tried to invade the building to get at Jason.  They took him to a standard hospital room, with a bed, table and chair for guests, a vidlink monitor on the wall facing the bed for the patient, and a medical scanner bank on the wall behind the bed.  The walls were painted in bright, cheerful colors, part of the Faey philosophy of happy patients healing faster.  They had him take off his armor, and all five of his normal guards stayed in the room with him as four guards stood outside the door, armed with motion sensors and railguns on top of the pulse weapons in their armor.  He had no doubt they’d shoot first and ask questions later.


“Aren’t we waiting for Jys to get here?” he asked as Songa started an IV, which came right out of the wall.


“Not if you want to leave in the morning,” she winked.  “Just relax, dear.  You’ll wake up in the morning and be right back to normal.”


“Just so you know, I hate these induced comas,” he told her as she leaned him back in the bed.  “And I’m going to find a way to make you pay for this.”


Songa kissed him on the nose.  “I’m sure you will,” she teased as he started getting drowsy.  “Alright, Kereth, let’s attach the sensors and start the infusion,” her voice drifted to him, and then her voice dropped into darkness.


He wasn’t joking that he hated those comas.


They weren’t just closing his eyes and opening them again.  While he was under them, he knew he was in a coma, yet couldn’t do anything about it.  There was a kind of helplessness about it, knowing he was asleep but unable to wake up.  He couldn’t really think or dream while in that state either, so it was a primal sensation of knowing he was asleep, and primal states were the hardest to ignore.  Being aware but unthinking was a scary thing for anything but a pre-natal infant, who only knew that state.

His eyes fluttered open and all he could see was blue and red blur, but it slowly focused down to Jyslin’s lovely face.  She smiled gently at him and put her hand on his cheek, then leaned down and kissed him.  Good morning, she sent lovingly.  How do you feel?


Same as always, he replied, blinking and looking past her.  He was still in the hospital room, and his guards were not in the room.  His armor was on a stand in the corner, and the vidlink was on, tuned to ESPN; Jyslin had been watching a bachi game.  He felt perfectly fine.  No tingling, no headache, no sensation that they’d done a thing, just the usual sensation he felt after an induced coma, like he had to kick-start himself to get moving.  He yawned and looked around.  Where is everyone?


The kids are at school, Songa and Kereth are on the way back from the lab after running a couple of tests, she answered.  Everything went just as they said it would, love.  They say all the damage has been repaired.  They’re so confident about it that they’re not standing here watching you every second, she winked.


He accessed the biogenic network, and the instant he did, he felt Cybi take notice of him.  Her hologram shimmered into existence in the room, and she was giving him a glorious smile.  “My Duke, I am so pleased that you are awake,” she said brightly, ghosting up to the other side of the bed from Jyslin.  “How do you feel?”

“Just fine,” he answered her aloud.  “Jys said that Songa said the treatment was a success.”


“Yes, she reported the same to me as well, but it did not feel so until you were awake,” she replied, reaching out and touching her holographic hand to his forehead.  “The hospital scanners show that your biometrics are quite normal, but that is nothing compared to seeing you smile.”

He laughed.  “Watch out, Jys, she’s looking to replace you.”


“I am not!” Cybi retorted, a bit indignantly, which made Jyslin laugh.


“Yup, he’s feeling just fine,” Jyslin grinned at him, leaning forward and touching her nose to his.  “Such a flirt.”

“You’re the one that gives the leash, woman,” he teased, reaching up and poking her in the sides, which made her laugh even harder when he shook his hands after jabbing them into her armor.


“Speaking of your escapades, Myleena said it was alright to tell you.  She’s pregnant.”


“Well good for her!” Jason said happily.


“She’s having a girl.  She’s already named her Siyara.  So, that’s one more closer to fifteen,” she winked at him.”


“Congratulations, your Grace,” Cybi intoned with a smile on her holographic face.


Songa came into the room, with the hulking Kereth right behind her.  She gave him a smile and walked over to him.  “I see you’re already feeling better,” she told him.


“Much.  Jys said you said it was a success?”


“A complete success,” Kereth answered.  “We have some tests to run, and then you’re released and allowed to return to using gestalts, your Grace.”


“Alright then,” Jason said, clapping his hands.  “Let’s get this going.”


They gave him a battery of tests and scans, including another in-depth brain scan, then they had him actually use a gestalt while under that scan.  He felt no headaches, nothing out of the ordinary while connected to a gestalt…but then again, he hadn’t when he was injured either.  However, Songa and Kereth assured him that using the gestalt didn’t cause any damage.  “We need to schedule a few tests using Cybi herself,” Songa told him, “to have you merge with her while we’re there to observe, see if we can track down exactly where and how you were injured in the first place.  But, those will have to be later.  I want your brain to have time to fully heal and settle in with the new ganglia, for your ganglia to break in, as it were, before we take that risk.  We’ll do those tests in about a month.  But, for now, you’re allowed to use gestalts and tactical gestalts again.  So, you can go back to Mark II armor, and you can reactivate the gestalt in your basement.”

Aya stepped up to him, and gave him the gestalt he’d been using before he learned of the injury.  He chuckled and accepted it from her, then closed his eyes and put it on.  He underwent that slightly unpleasant sensation of it entwining itself through his thoughts, then he blinked and stood up from the test chair in which he’d been sitting.


“Alright, so, I’m done?”


“Yes, Jason.  You’re free to go home.  And I expect to be invited to dinner tonight as a thanks for all my hard work,” she said lightly.


“Yeah, yeah, I’ll have Ayama make something special for you,” he teased, which made her laugh.

As soon as we have your Mark II armor brought in, then you’re done, Aya sent sternly.  If you can wear it, you’re not leaving this secure position without maximum protection.  Ryn should be back with it any minute.

Alright.  [Myli, Jys gave me the good news!] he communed to her using his gestalt.  [Congratulations!]


[Thanks, babes, and it’s for both of us.  We’re having a daughter, Jayce.  Siyara.]


[It’s a lovely name, if a bit front loaded,] he told her.  It also showed that Myleena was putting some stock into their child, since the word siyara in the old Faey that the Exiles still used meant savant or highly gifted.  Only Aura, Jason, and Jyslin, and possibly the twins since they’d worked with the Exiled so long, would really know that meaning.

[I’ll bet my left tit she’ll make Kyri look like a human,] she sent smugly.


Jason had to laugh.  [Competitive bitch.]


[Damn right I am,] she communed back without a hint of shame.  [Now let me get back to work, babes.]

[Alright.  I’ll see you tonight.  I think I’ll have a barbecue to celebrate my successful treatment.]


[Sounds good to me.]

Jyslin stole a few toe-curling kisses, then she went back to work.  Jason too had work to do, so the guards took him back to the strip, he took his armor off and replaced it with swim trunks, and he went about the serious business of having a swim, celebrating his successful treatment a little bit, then he visited his tree and watered it, noticing that it looked to have grown a few more inches or so, its spade-like leaves green and vibrant.  The tree wouldn’t fruit for quite a while, but according to his data, it would start to flower soon…and an oye tree in flower was a wonder to behold.  They had small round soft-petalled flowers like the Japanese cherry blossom, small flowers that bloomed in multitudes on the tree, and like the cherry blossom, the tree’s flowers would shed their petals in a gloriously beautiful rain of soft pink and red and white teardrop shaped petals.  The Parri didn’t have a celebration about it the way the Japanese did, but that didn’t make the event any less beautiful.  His tree would flower without bearing fruit for years, then, when it was mature enough, it would start to produce fruit.  After tending the tree, he sent Ayama and Surin out to get enough food for an old-fashioned barbecue for the entire strip, burgers and brats and hot dogs and a side of parga ribs, which was a delicious rich-textured meat that tasted like a cross between pork and beef, supplied by animals that grew to be nearly five tons.

After that, he attended the christening of the new tactical battleship via holopod, right on time.  Pemai and some of her new crew were formed up in the main port side landing bay, which was large enough to hold about 30 dropships and interfleet shuttles.  Pemai Faralle Karinne was a curious Faey.  She was from that same planet that produced a much darker hue of blue skin than standard Faey, so her face and hands, the only parts of her not in armor, were sea blue.  She was quite lovely, as most Faey were lovely, but there was a certain something about her that drove men extra crazy, a kind of, of sensuality that men couldn’t ignore.  Even Jason wasn’t immune to it.  Pemai was called the Succubus by many of the human male KMS members, a woman with a nearly mystical aire about her that just turned men on, a trait that she was not unhappy to possess.  She had even taken that nickname as a badge of honor, and had had a painting of a Succubus from human mythology hanging in the ready room of her cruiser, which was no doubt in her new ready room already.  What really made her a curious Faey, however, was her hair and eyes.  Her hair was almost so perfectly matched to her skin that it was hard to see where her hair ended and her skin began when they were together, and since it was dark, it made her just that much more attractive to Faey men.  Her eyes really jumped out at you, since they were almost unnaturally large and shimmering gold, and that gold surrounded by her cerulean skin was like a pair of lighthouse beams on a dark, foggy night.  Pemai almost never spoke, one of her little quirks, and she was well known to be almost a taskmistress, very demanding of her crew.  She ran a tight ship, but she was also fair and very loyal.  A crewwoman under Pemai would work hard, but have a captain that would go to bat for them when it came to getting extra training, recommendations if they were deserving of them, and even help changing job classifications.  Pemai busted her ass for her crew, and expected them to do the same for her.

“Welcome aboard, your Grace,” Pemai said in her husky voice, a voice that made it clear she didn’t speak often.  “I see you found a way to make me talk to you.”


Jason laughed back in his study.  “That’s right, this was all just an elaborate setup to force you not to send to me,” he teased.  “And I’m keeping myself immune from your charms by not being within a thousand kathra of you.”

“Posh,” she replied, then she laughed.  “Well, are you ready to begin the inspection and tour?”


“Let’s get to it.”

She first let him inspect the crew, the vast majority of them Faey and human, but with a couple dozen Makati, a single Kizzik noble with six drones, and to his honest surprise, a male Shio wearing KMS ensign’s rank just over a Shio military rank of Major.  He had to stop to talk to the handsome green-skinned man.  “I didn’t realize anyone from the Shio had gotten through basic training yet,” he remarked to the man.


“I only just graduated yesterday.  I was the first, and for my accomplishment, I was assigned to this ship,” he said proudly.  “Ensign Javra Blackstone, your Grace, at your service.”


“Well, welcome to the KMS, Ensign,” Jason replied, nodding to him.  “What’s your PTS?”

“Security, sir,” he replied.  “I’m tactical response.”  Tactical response was the dedicated combat arm of ship security, the SWAT team of shipboard police, like the Marines, but they were attached to a specific ship and were part of the Navy, where the Marines were their own military service.  If the ship were ever boarded, Blackstone would be one of the primary soldiers tasked to fend them off, being backed up by the Marine complement on board.  They also trained for boarding other ships along with the Marines, and often backed them up if the Marines needed more manpower for a boarding operation.  Tactical response also handled basic damage control and crew safety during emergency situations where they weren’t needed to fight off boarders.  Tactical response soldiers were very well trained in shipboard small arms combat, and were just as effective at unit-based combat as the Army and Marines.  Any Consortium enemies that boarded a KMS ship would be facing both Marines and the TRs or Tarks, as they were called, and that was a formidable combination.  Jason was a bit surprised that the Faey on board hadn’t had a fit when they found out that a male had become a Tark, but then again, there were males in the Army and Marines as well, in infantry units.  The Faey were slowly starting to accept gender equality in the military.

Then again, looking at the muscle twitching in Pemai’s jaw, maybe they weren’t quite as over it as they pretended to be.  He had no doubt that Pemai would probably keep Ensign Blackstone way the hell away from any real combat if she had her way.


“Well, congratulations, that’s not an easy job to qualify for,” Jason told him.


“Thank you, your Grace, but I was a security chief on a Shio frigate before I joined the house, so I have prior experience,” he said with a graceful, flourishing bow that made a few Faey women nearby almost sigh.  Shio men were just as attractive to Faey women as Terran men were, and their natural charisma and charm made them very popular.  There was little doubt that he’d be chased all over the ship by amorous Faey women.


He visited the Makati and Kizzik as well, and found that they too were in engineering, which was something of a growing trend within the KMS of which he approved.  Only one of them wasn’t in engineering, and that was a Makati male who was part of a gunnery crew for one of the plasma torpedo batteries.


Jason knew his way around a tactical battleship, but he was surprised at how much Pemai knew about it.  Then again, he had no doubt that she’d been getting as much time on the Prophet as possible once she got her own tactical battleship.  She impressed him with her knowledge of the ship, from stern to bow, top to bottom.  They ended at the bridge, which was more of tactical center in a ship that size, which was manned and operating, about two dozen Faey and humans in armor carrying the gold stripe of command deck officer scurrying around.  They ended at Pemai’s chair, where he told her that due to the fact he wasn’t really there, he couldn’t sit in her chair.


“That’s quite alright, your Grace,” she smiled.  “I’d rather you be safe than in my chair anyway.”


“It’s a good thing you said that, since Aya’s in the room with me.  Any other answer and she’d probably pay you a personal visit with a switch.”

Pemai laughed.  “Which is why I said it,” she winked.


“Alright, time to settle the bets, Pemai.  What name will we put on this bulldog?”

“I’ve decided to name him the Jason Karinne,” she declared.


Jason blinked both through his hologram and in his study.  “The what?”

“Come now, do you really think we’d tolerate a ship in the KMS named after the Brood Queen without an even bigger one named after our Grand Duke?” she asked with a winsome smile.  “And I can name this ship anything I please, that’s the KMS tradition.  So, this ship is named after you, your Grace.  We will carry the honor of your name and the strength of your convictions into battle, and this ship will be a beacon of hope for our allies and a sight of terror for our enemies.  This will be the most prestigious ship in the navy, the one ship everyone wants to serve on, because we will work twice as hard as any other crew to put them all in the dust behind us…because we carry your name on our hull.”

“Wow.  Pemai, I’m…I don’t know what to say,” he said in honest emotion, looking at her through his hologram’s camera.  “I’m, I’m honored.  Stunned.”

“We love you, you silly man,” she said simply.  “We all love you.  Actually, I’m shocked that someone hadn’t named a ship after you already.  And I was serious, Jason.  I’ll make this ship the shining star of the Karinne Navy, because it carries your name.”


“Well, then it should have been put on a command ship,” he said lightly, which earned him a short glare.  But then Pemai saw the expression on the hologram, and she laughed helplessly.


An aide presented her with her flag and charter, which she cradled to her chest.  “Now then, with all due respect, your Grace, get off my ship,” she winked.  “We have to join the wargames in progress at Karis IV.”


“Keep me posted on your progress, Captain, and good luck.”

“We don’t need luck, your Grace,” she sniffed.


Jason didn’t go very far, for twenty minutes later, he was attending the christening of the new cruiser.  It hung in space beside the Aravalo, which was looking better and better with every passing day, and the differences between them were noticeable.  The cruisers had been slightly redesigned since production began, part of the endless improvements, so the new cruiser, first of the Mark II class, was about 70 feet longer than a standard cruiser. The extra length was taken up primarily with enlarged fighter bays, allowing the Mark IIs to carry 20 more Wolf fighters and 15 more Gladiators than a standard cruiser, including new recessed bunker positions on the hull for Gladiators to be outside on the ship firing at other ships or fighters during combat. It also had 6 more heavy mount rail cannons and pulse weapon batteries than a standard cruiser.

The new captain of the ship waited for him in front of his pod, and that captain was one of the real symbols of Karinne progressivism compared to the Imperium.  Jann Wilson saluted sharply, the only Faey male military ship captain in the entire KMS.  He had been promoted from the destroyer Jeza’s Hammer, where he served with distinction.  Jann was, to a female Faey, an absolute heartcrusher.  He was devastatingly handsome, had jet black hair so long that it reached his knees, and what put almost every Faey in the KMS into utter despair, he was married to a human woman who had human women’s attitudes towards letting her husband stray.  His wife was a human telepath, Alyssa Wilson, who worked in the Academy satellite center as a teacher.   Jann had followed Faey tradition and had taken Alyssa’s last name when they married, and despite being in the house and being allowed to take the last name Karinne, Alyssa had kept her human surname.  Not only were most women almost violently opposed to Alyssa not sharing her husband with her friends, they were equally furious that a human woman had managed to catch and marry one of the most handsome Faey men on Karis.

“Your Grace!  Right on time!” Jann said, saluting sharply.


“It’s easy when I’m not being shuttled around on a corvette,” Jason answered through the pod.  “Ready to begin?”

“We’ll have to make it quick, we’re already under orders to join the wargames as soon as we can clear Kosigi,” he answered, a bit apologetically.


Jann’s crew was more like what he was used to seeing, predominately Faey and with a smattering of humans and Makati, but his ship as well had a single Kizzik noble officer and five drones under her command, and again, they were assigned to engineering.  Jason chatted with the crew for about ten minutes, then Jann gave him a tour of the changed parts of the cruiser compared to the Mark I, the redesigned engine room, the larger fighter bays, and took his pod down to one of the particle beam nacelles, where a crew of ten tended the weapon wearing black armor with red and yellow stripes, the color code of weapons and munitions specialists.  After that, they went up to the bridge, again slightly redesigned but looking familiar enough, and they reached the question.  “I’ve decided to name my ship after a beast from both human and Faey mythology.  Your Grace, welcome aboard the KMS Dragon,” he said, using the Faey word.

“Nice name,” Jason said with a smile through the hologram.  “Alright, I declare that the KMS Dragon is commissioned and ready for active service.  May he serve long and well.”

“I hope they don’t mind if I have a dragon painted on the hull,” he mused as the bridge crew applauded.


“I doubt it,” Jason chuckled.  “I like it when captains have hull art done, it gives a ship real character.”

Jason was again hustled off the ship after Jann was presented his flag and charter of commission, since the crew had to do its shakedown, but he did watch the Jason Karinne and the Dragon leave Kosigi through his cameras, then jump out when they reached jump distance.  He just hoped that naming that ship after a living person didn’t jinx it, he remembered some old superstition or whatnot about that.


But, that was the last of his official appointments until the daily leader briefing in six hours, so he sat down and tackled some work.  Chirk and Brall came over to his house and they talked about things, and once they got his inbox cleared out to an acceptable level, he decided to take a relaxing soak in the hot tub.  Kumi came over with Yila Trefani, who still had access to visit Karis whenever she pleased, and visited quite a bit as she and Kumi worked on their nefarious plan to take over the entire galaxy.  The fox-faced Yila gave him a slight smile as they looked down at him, wearing a Faey woman’s shirt with one sleeve much longer than the other in blue and bearing the Trefani crest, as well as showing off quite a bit of cleavage.  She had no pants, just a pair of white silk-like panties that peeked out under her long-tailed shirt, and a pair of black synth-leather boots that ended just above her knees.  Been digging through Kumi’s closet there, Yila? he asked lightly.

She chuckled and touched her bare thigh.  I don’t think Kumi’s in the habit of wearing the Trefani crest, Jason, she replied dryly.


Hey babes, want some company? Kumi asked.


Since when do you not try to crash my hot tub, Kumi?


That’s a yes to me, she grinned naughtily, grabbing the tail of her tee shirt.


What are you on Karis for, Yila?


Oh, you know, the usual, she replied, pulling her own shirt over her head and displaying the fact she had no bra.  Her gracefully ample breasts jiggled a little when she tossed it aside, one of Yila’s best features.  And she knew it.  Jason made room for Kumi after she struggled out of her jeans, panties, and shoes, and Yila joined them after she fought her boots off; boots like that were quite in style for Faey women, but they were a beast to get off and on.


Piracy and general mayhem?

She chuckled.  More general mayhem today.  We did the piracy on my last visit, she answered as she sat femininely on the edge of the tub, splashing her hand in it as it bubbled around her legs.  Jason noted absently that she had a jaingi tattoo just to each side of her neatly trimmed, dark pubic hair.  One was an ancient Faey pictogram depicting wealth, and the other was the pictogram depicting power.  Wealth and power, what Yila was all about, marked permanently on her body, but not in a place where it was easily seen.  Noble women of Yila’s rank weren’t of a habit of large tattoos or dramatic body piercings, though jaingi tattoos were more common than Jason had realized.  It was definitely Yila, breaking tradition but doing it in a discreet manner, almost like her personal brand.  I heard that your treatment was a success, Jason.  I’m glad to see you’re well, but I was surprised to find out you were ill.


We kept it quiet, for obvious reasons, he nodded.  It wasn’t anything anyone needed to know about.


Well, you do need to keep me more up to speed, Jason.  We’re not just business partners, I’m starting to feel that we might be friends, she noted, giving him an amused look.


Said the spider to the fly, Jason retorted, which made her laugh.  You’re far too dangerous to be my friend, Yila.


Oh come now, we haven’t made this much money in years since me and Kumi teamed up on a few mutually beneficial opportunities, not since the days of the Chagga smuggling routes through the wasteland, she retorted.  Anyone who fills my bank account on Moridon is definitely my friend, Jason.

He laughed helplessly.  So, money is your friend.

As well as whoever brings me more of it, she replied shamelessly.


So hopeless, he teased as she slid down into the hot tub, the leaned back against the lip.  There’s more to life than money.


Yes, yes, I know, the Templars say that money is the seed of sorrow within the tea of false happiness, but I disagree.  Money may not bring happiness, but it certainly buys a girl a good time.

Jason laughed as Kumi grinned and nodded in agreement.  I’ve been trying to teach him that for five years, Kumi added, lifting a leg out of the water and pushing her toes against his shoulder.

Alright, so, exactly what are you two up to today?


Oh come now, you think we’re going to tell you? Yila teased.


Today you are.


Alright.  Kumi and me are going to expand Karinne’s metal ore sales into the Verutan sector, she replied.  I have the connections and the available freighters, you have the materials.  It’s a mutually beneficial relationship.


Just keep it at least somewhat legal, he warned.  I don’t want the Verutans or the Haumda beating down my door in a hissy fit over your shenanigans.


Shenanigans?  Us?  Shenanigans?  Jason, we don’t do shenanigans, Yila answered dryly.  We do complete and total chaos.  Shenanigans are for amateurs.

He laughed again, then took a glass of oye juice that Ayama offered as she came out.  She served Kumi and Yila as well, then silently went back into the house.

Faey nobles are about three things, babes, Kumi grinned.  Power, money, and sex, and not always in that order.


I’m certainly getting two of those here, Yila smiled.


I’m not going to ask which, Jason sent dryly as he took a drink of his juice.


Coward.


That’s me, Jason the chicken-hearted, he replied.  Were you at court yesterday?


Yeah, and it’s getting annoying, she replied.  All the Siann wants to talk about is the war.  There’s not nearly enough gossip and plotting going on to keep me entertained.


That place could do with a lot less gossiping and plotting.


Really, Jason, they’re the only things worth going to court for, she winked.


That does remind me.  Feel like staying for dinner?


Sure, I don’t have any pressing business back home.


I’ll call Anya too, I haven’t talked to her in a while, and I’d like to see her.


That works, I have a few ideas I’d like to discuss with her.


Get your claws out of Terran farming, Yila.


Who says I don’t already have my claws into the Terran farming operations, Jason? she asked lightly, fluttering her eyelashes at him.


I wouldn’t be surprised if you did, he replied blandly.  Footsteps made him turn and look, and he saw Zachary padding up onto the deck.  He was alone, carrying a hoverboard.  Hey Zach, Jason called lovingly.  What’s up, kidlet?

My board broke.  Can you fix it, Daddy?


Well, I might.  Come say hello to Yila, right before you tell me why you’re not in school.


School’s over, Daddy, he replied.

Well, where’s Rann and Danelle then? he asked.


Dunno.  Hello, miss Grand Duchess, he said to Yila, bowing to her.


You can drop the formality, pippy, she smiled at him, reaching her hand out to him.  Come join us!  I haven’t talked to you in a long time!


Well, I guess, he replied, setting his board down.


And she keeps you from leaving to fix his board, Kumi noted lightly to him privately.


She always has an angle, Jason replied with a light smile.


That’s why I like her so much, Kumi grinned.


Zachary was his most serious child, and with that seriousness came a certain amount of silence.  Ilia had taught him the value of listening over talking, and he was usually very quiet in settings where he had to deal with strangers.  He wasn’t shy, he was just cautious.  Yila surprised him a little with how warm she was to him, however, pulling him down onto her lap and putting her hands around him after he shed his clothes and got into the hot tub with them.  He looked a little unsettled on Yila’s lap, but he relaxed a little as Yila joked with him.  Her real motives were revealed after about ten minutes, however, when she patted Zachary on the chest.  You know, Zachy, I have a daughter that you might really like, she noted to him, smiling down over his shoulder.  Her name is Dara, and she’s about two years older than you.  I think I’ll bring her to visit the next time I come, so you can meet her.

Don’t even think you’re getting a betrothal out of me, Yila, Jason warned with a light smile as Zachary leaned back against Yila’s chest, looking up at her.  My boys get to pick who they marry.


Well, I might like this Dara, and I won’t know if I don’t meet her, Zachary reasoned, looking up at Yila.  Can you share what she looks like?


I certainly can, pips, she grinned, then she sent an image, a memory of her daughter.  Dara had Yila’s fox-like face, but her hair was jet black, not the brunette hair that Yila had, and her eyes were a dark violet.  That made her very exotic and very pretty.


Rann and Danelle arrived just then, both of them laughing as Danelle chased Rann across the deck and into the house.  Kaera came up behind them and nodded to Jason.  All the children are back on the strip, your Grace, she reported.


Thanks, K.  Any trouble?


Just the usual, your Grace.


Now then, let’s talk about you meeting Dara, Yila sent, nuzzling Zachary a little bit.  I can get her here tonight for this dinner your father’s having, she noted.

Why not, Daddy?  You say we should get to know the other houses, Zachary reasoned, looking at him.
Well, played, minx, Jason sent privately to Yila, who just gave him an arch little smile.  Alright, we’ll try, he sent openly.

I’ll inform Captain Aya.  She has to approve any visitors to the Dukal compound at this time, Kaera interrupted. 


Tell her I’m inviting Anya as well, he added.


Yila set Zachary in Kumi’s lap as she went off with Kaera to make the call, and Jason couldn’t resist watching her walk away; she was a dangerous woman, but she was also very handsome.  Kumi tickled Zachary, making him giggle and squirm.  Say it, say it! she called.  Who rules you, Zachy?  Who rules you?
Stoppit! he demanded, pushing at her.  She got more than she bargained for, however, when he used his power to launch a column of water in her face.  She let go of him, spluttering and coughing, and Jason both laughed and was a bit startled that he had that much control over his telekinetic abilities.

Where’d you learn to do that, kidlet?


Do what? he asked as he surfaced, then laughed when Kumi gave him a hard look.


Jason laughed.  What a surprise lurking inside his quiet little son!  You just used telekinesis that even Kyri would be hard pressed to do, he grinned.  Affecting liquids like the way you did is not easy!


I did?


Yeah, I’d say you did, Kumi grunted, spitting out a little water, then wiping more off her nose.

I think you and me are going to sit down and have some extra lessons, Jason told him.  And that’s what you get for being a bitch, he added teasingly to her.

This is being a bitch, she grinned in reply, reaching over and grabbing him, and she didn’t let go.


No, that’s you being you, he replied easily as Zach climbed back onto Kumi’s lap.  If you didn’t grab my equipment when it’s within arm’s reach, I’d think you were sick.

Yila returned faster than he expected, climbing back into the tub, this time beside Jason on his other side, and pulled Zachary back onto her lap.  Zachary settled himself, his feet resting on Jason’s legs, and endured it as Yila tousled his hair.  Faey girls of any age could not resist touching his thick, coal black hair.  Your captain agreed to let Dara come, she informed him.  I called my manor and told them to let your KMS take her.  They’re sending a ship for her now.


Sounds good.  Aya, how about Anya?


She accepted and is on the way, Aya replied.  Anya had rights to pass through the Karis Stargate as well, and she had her own ships to bring her.  She told me to remind you that if you don’t make some barbecued chicken, she’ll tear up your contract.

That woman has an obsession with chicken, Jason chuckled.  Now, Yila, let’s have a little chat about you worming your way into my family.


Talk all you want, Jason, she sent with a sly smile.  I know how to go over your head.


And he was checking out your ass when you got out of the tub, Kumi added, giving him a lascivious little smile.


Oh really?  And did it meet your expectations, Jason? she asked with a smile.


Almost.  You didn’t wiggle it enough, he replied.


Well, we can try again, I suppose, she offered.


Nah, I’ll just steal my looks when I think you’re not looking.  I like to see natural beauty, not women trying to shake it to get my attention.


Well, at least I have natural beauty, she noted to Kumi.


That’s just his way of saying he’d bone you, Yila.


Oh really?  Let’s talk about that a little bit, Jason, she sent sensually, leaning against the lip of the tub.

Kumi, he sent warningly.


Oh come on, you were checking out her ass like you wanted to yank her back in the tub and make her squeal like a chabi, she pressed.


Well, that certainly makes me happy, Yila laughed.  A girl likes to know that men think she’s worth it.

It wasn’t all fun and games, however.  He sat in on a conference with the generals, and they told him that they’d received final clearance and would have the invasion fleet on the move in four hours.  About 72% of their active fleet would be going out there, most of them towing external cargo containers holding automated weapons that had been built for the operation, and the system would be packing some fearsome defenses as well.  They fully intended to hold PR-371 and colonize it after the war was over, establish another extreme distance colony, and they’d take a Stargate out there after they had the Consortium out of the picture.  So many of the defenses they were taking were intended to protect the system long after the war was over.  The interdictor on its own was protection enough on their side of the galaxy, but given that the Consortium had taken the FTL tech they were going to use against Karis from the conquered race over in the PR sector, they couldn’t only rely on interdiction to protect the system over on the other side.

That was what the twins were getting ready to go back to doing.  They were about to resume searching for long-lost Karinnes, but they were also going to send out probes to search for worlds like Exile, temperate, life-sustaining planets out in the middle of nowhere that they could colonize and use as a base to search those sectors of the galaxy in greater detail.  The difference was, instead of going in a scout ship, now they were going to be doing it from a squadron of a tactical cruiser, a standard cruiser, and three destroyers, and they’d be taking an interdictor with them everywhere they went.  They would arrive at a system, turn on the interdictor, conduct their scans, then turn it off and move on.  They had the cruiser chosen for the mission in drydock now, emptying some of its internal space to make enough room for it to carry an interdictor in a huge cargo bay, though it would have to be launched in order for it to operate.  The cruiser would have reduced fighting capability, converted into a science vessel and carrying the interdictor for protection, but that’s what the tactical cruiser and destroyers were for.  The tactical cruisers didn’t follow the same philosophy as the tactical battleships, they didn’t trade off fighter bay space for extra weaponry.  They did sport four particle beams and two plasma torpedo launchers on top of bristling with multiple rail cannon and pulse batteries, but they gained those weapons by increasing the ship size rather than sacrificing bay space.  The tactical cruisers were 21% larger than the Mark II cruiser, nearly the size of a heavy cruiser but still handled like a standard cruiser, and still carried the standard complement of 27 Wolf fighters and 14 Gladiators.

Jason had decided that the house needed to expand, and how they were going to do it was by spreading out, having a planet or system in every quadrant of the galaxy, giving them galactic-spanning capability.  They weren’t going to fall into this trap again, where an enemy could hit them but they couldn’t hit back.  They had Exile in the N quadrant, they’d soon have PR-371 in the P quadrant, they’d have at least two more systems in each of those quadrants, and at least three house systems in the Q quadrant.  That would give them reasonable response time to any part of the galaxy save the core…but nobody lived near the core anyway except the Kimdori.  It would also allow them to produce a hell of a lot of food, since they’d be searching for unclaimed terrestrial planets.  With the Kizzik to manage farming efforts, the Karinnes would be the bread basket of the home quadrant, making sure nobody ever went hungry…and nobody would dare go to war with one of their primary food producers.

After getting through the briefings and meetings, he went back out to meet Anya, who had just arrived, and also meet Yila’s daughter, Dara.  Dara was just as cute in person as she was in pictures, a lot taller than Jason expected and quite athletic.  Athleticism wasn’t unusual for little girls, but Dara took it to extremes, having actual muscular definition and was amazingly strong.  “She trains using gravity inducers to increase her weight,” Yila told him after he met the little girl, and she and Zach were picked up by Rann and Danelle to go try out their body surfboards.  The waves on their beach weren’t often big enough for actual surfing.  “She’s almost obsessed with bachi.  She wants to play professionally.”


And you’re going to let her do that?


She’s my fourth born, I guess I can let her pursue her dream a little bit.  Besides, having a famous pro bachi player in the house might be useful, at least from a public relations point of view.


Is she good?


They put her in the next age group because she dominates the field, she answered smugly.  And she still dominates the field.  She can score a goal from the midcourt line.


At eight?  Holy shit.


I told you, Jayce, she’s good.  She’s also started playing Terran tennis, says it helps her aim with a bachi stick.

She should play golf.


Ah, I like that game! Yila sent happily.  Secretary Kim took a few of us house leaders out for a game the last time we made a state visit to Terra, and I really enjoyed it.  I’m having a course built back at our estate on Tamiri.  Tamiri was the home planet of the Trefanis.  It’s very relaxing.


Nothing like hitting the links after slitting throats and swindling pensioners, eh Yila?

She gave him a tart look.  Don’t start with me.  I’m not as afraid of your My Little Pony as I once was.

Uh oh.  Sounds like I need to remind you how nasty I am, Jason sent teasingly, patting her on the cheek.   He gasped when she reached down and grabbed him by the testicles, and she kept a firm grip.


Never tease a woman when she’s within arm’s reach of these, you silly man, she taunted, making him wince.


Any excuse to get your hands on me, he retorted.


Who needs an excuse? she winked.


He did talk a little shop with both Yila and Anya as more and more of the girls came in from work, heard about the barbecue, and started getting involved.  It certainly wasn’t a very official meeting, since they were sunbathing nude on the beach, watching the kids body surf or swim or play in the sand as Sora coasted around on her little hoverbike.  Anya and Yila had entered something of a friendship since the radiation shield ceremony, and Yila was spreading her claws into House Surrale, getting access to a Highborn house and the advantages they enjoyed.  Jason stayed out of it, since it wasn’t really his concern.  He discussed the upcoming farming season on the northern hemisphere with Anya and some of the changes Grik’zzk had sent down, introducing a few extra extra-terrestrial crops into North America for the first time now that environmental impact studies had been completed, in case the plants started growing wild outside the farmbelts.  Anya and Yila discussed some business they had while Jason enjoyed the sun, then the kids came over and made them stop such ridiculous things to go out and have fun.  They swam a bit, then helped Ryla, Riza, Miza, and Kyri build a sand castle, then Danelle joined them.  Yila noticed how close Danelle and Jason were, and commented on it after she decided to go body surfing with Rann.  She’s as good as my own, Jason answered with a fond smile at Danelle.  She spends as much time at my house as she does at her own.  Myleena’s always so incredibly busy, and I rather like babysitting her.

Must be hard on Danelle.


She understands.  Myleena’s very busy, but she’s also very loving and attentive to Danelle when she’s here.  Danelle doesn’t feel like she’s being abandoned.


That’s good, Anya noted.  It’s hard for a child when she feels her mother doesn’t have time for her.


Myleena makes it clear that her always being so busy is my fault, Jason chuckled.


There was a high-pitched whine, and a sudden reddish tint washed over the beach.  Jason looked up and saw that the perimeter shield was activating, cascading down and then solidifying into a visible hard shield that extended about 100 feet out into the water.  Aya, what’s going on?   The shield just came up.


Miaari sent down the order, she answered.


He had a finger to his gestalt immediately.  Lemme find out what’s going on, he told Anya and Yila.  [Miaari, what’s going on?]


[We have something.  The shield stays up until I give the order.]


[What is it?]


[I’ll tell you when it’s over.]

“Pft,” he grunted.  Miaari ordered it.


And that means?


That I won’t have the faintest bloody fucking idea until she decides I need to know, he answered.  She likes to keep her secrets, even from me.


I used to envy you, having Miaari as your ambassador.  I don’t anymore, Yila sent impishly.


Ain’t that the fucking truth, he agreed, which made Anya laugh.


The shield wasn’t the only defensive protocol Aya ordered.  She put her guards on stage one alert, and that included bringing out the Wolves and Gladiators.  Kyva and three members of the KBB were summoned from the Karsa barracks, and the shield was turned soft so they could step through it.  Eight Gladiators were stationed at strategic points around the strip, and the four Dukal Wolves were prowling the air over the shield, their weapons hot and ready to shoot at anything that didn’t have permission to be there.  The residents just kept going with their plans for a barbecue, since Aya hadn’t ordered them inside.  Jyslin got home not long after the shield was turned on, and she joined him out on the loungers, chatting with Anya and Yila.  Ayama started both the grills, and soon the smell of hot dogs, hamburgers, bratwurst, chicken, and huaga was drifting across the strip, enclosed by the hard shield.  He wandered over to filch something and saw she was also grilling corn on the cob and something wrapped in foil, either potatoes or ruga roots, a Makati vegetable that wasn’t as bland as the rest of their fare.  Ayama slapped his hand when he reached for a freshly grilled brat, and he had to laugh.  He backed off, waited for her to start flipping a piece of chicken, and stole the brat using his telekinetic ability.  She threatened him with the spatula, chasing him off the deck as he laughed and returned back to his lounger with his prize.

Is she making chicken? Anya asked eagerly.


With spicy barbecue sauce, just the way you like it, he affirmed, taking a bite of his bratwurst.


Fantastic! she exclaimed.


Surin and the guards set up tables on the beach, and they all started to eat, about 30 of them, including the guards nicking burgers, dogs, or pieces of chicken or huaga when they had the chance.  Anya managed to make a royal mess of herself with the barbecue sauce, even getting it on her bare breasts somehow.  Ayama and Surin kept refilling the platters with fresh grilled goods, keeping them going until they couldn’t eat anymore.  The adults chatted, the kids ate and then ran out to play and then came back to eat more, and they generally had a pretty good time.


After he ate his fill, however, he did go up to his office and got hold of Miaari again.  She blew him off, so he went back outside and chatted some more with Anya and Yila, until Miaari stalked up onto the beach in person.  She gave him a single look, then walked past and motioned for him to follow.  He hurried after her as she took him up to the office, then she put it in secure mode.  “The Parri were right,” she said right off.  “There was definitely something here.”


“Well?  Spit it out, woman.”


“It was one of the energy beings,” she told him, which made him widen his eyes and whistle.  “It seems that each of them has their own little special tricks.  One of them can look across the galaxy, well, this one had the ability to possess corporeal beings.”


“You mean take control of them?”


“From the inside,” she nodded.  “We caught it by sheer luck, one of my added Kimdori brushed past it at the Karsa barracks.  As soon as he touched it, he knew it wasn’t a Faey’s mind.  He reported in, and we locked you down as we chased it.”

“Did you get it?” he asked eagerly.


“I wish,” she sighed.  “It changed bodies to get away from us, but we had the barracks on alert and under sequester.  It took nearly three hours to find it again, and by then it was already readying to escape.”


“Short version, Miaari!”


“It’s dead,” she told him.  “Believe it or not, the Parri shaman showed up once we had it pinned down and trapped in a hard shield.  She did something that forced it out of its host body, questioned it for about ten minutes, and then the thing committed suicide once it broke free of the shaman’s control.”


“Shit,” he growled.  “How long was it here?”


“Just a couple of days.  It was here to do two things, Jason.  Steal a destroyer, and kill you,” she declared.  “They wanted one of our destroyers to take apart and reverse engineer how we jump the interdictors.  They also wanted to kill you, since killing you would cripple the house.  It had already arranged for an assassin to come in, who was about to try to get into the system.  We have the assassin under surveillance, and will take her into custody when she attempts to travel to Karis.  Had she somehow managed to evade screening, she might have managed to get into a position to kill you,” she growled.  “A single assassin with a railgun could assassinate you from miles away with the proper aiming equipment.  An oversight I intend to rectify quickly.”

“How were they going to steal a destroyer?”


“It wouldn’t be that hard.  Destroyers can actually run without a crew for if they’re rigged for automation, and that would have given them a chance to jump it to Consortium space, if they could get out to jump distance before they were stopped.  Their plan was to have the being get control of a pilot or engineer, board one of the new destroyers parked outside of Kosigi that’s already rigged for automated operation, so it only needs a pusher pilot, then jump it to Trieste.”

“Naturally,” Jason grunted.  “And if it was at the Karsa base, it just had to hang around and wait for a crew change.”


“Yes,” she nodded.  “I’ve recommended that ships waiting outside Kosigi have their jump drives both manually disabled and held on computer lockout controlled by central command until the ship is manned by a crew.”


“A good idea, I’ll back it,” he nodded.


“Fortunately for us, the creature had no opportunity to send back any intelligence of anything it learned here,” she said.  “We keep too firm a control on our gravband frequencies and interstellar transmitters, and the one time it tried to transmit an unauthorized message, the automated anti-espionage protocols killed it and triggered an alert.  That was what doomed it.  That brought several Kimdori to the base, and they happened to find it by random chance.”


“Luck favors the prepared,” Jason stated.  “Why did it try to use our comm?”


“Because to get here, it could bring nothing,” she answered.  “It possessed a worker that was stationed in Kosigi and somehow managed to get down here, probably taking over a dropship pilot.  And now we know the energy beings can’t communicate over vast distances the way the Parri seem to be able to do.  If it could, it would not have tried to use our comm to send data.  It must have learned something so important that it risked sending a message, and that led to its capture.”


Jason leaned back in his chair, frowning.  That had been damn close, and if not for the Parri, they’d have had no idea that thing was on the planet.  It very well might have actually managed to steal a destroyer, and that could be potentially disastrous.  They could have reverse engineered their power system, which would have given them the ability to mimic the modifications to make their ships able to jump through an interdictor.  And what was just as bad, they’d have gotten their hands on Karinne particle beam technology.

“I’ve also enacted changes to our screening policy to prevent this from ever happening again,” she added.  “With us finding spies that evaded Kimdori screening and now this energy being slipping through, it’s obvious that our current system is a failure.  I also intend to rescreen every off-system worker systematically.  And thanks to some scans while we had that thing in the shield, we can actually scan for it.  Even within a host, it gives off a unique energy signature our sensors can detect.  We’re currently in the middle of a high-sensitivity sweep of the planet, searching for another one.  Once that sweep is complete, I’ll allow the shield to be lowered.”

“Alright.  You’d better inform Denmother.  I’m going back to the barbecue.”


“Evil man, giving me work while you indulge in pleasure,” she said with a light smile.


“Your fault for locking me in here.  If I’m gonna be in jail, I’m gonna enjoy it,” he retorted, which made her laugh.  “Actually, I need to get rid of Anya and Yila.  We have some things to talk about.  Stay here, Mee, we’ll talk after I get them to go home.”

“I’ll call Denmother from here,” she said with an apprehensive sigh.


At least they could joke about it.  Miaari would take some heat for allowing that thing onto the planet, but the fact that she stopped it before it did anything was the balancer.  Personally, Jason was both relieved and concerned.  He was relieved that it was found and neutralized with no damage to the house or any member, but concerned that these energy beings seemed to have some serious tricks that made them exceedingly dangerous.  One of them could see all the way across the galaxy, and now they find out that one of them could possess people like some mythical spirit.  It had been stopped before it could steal a destroyer or kill him, but the fact that it got as far as it did was a reason to worry.

But, one good thing came of it…now there were only three of those things in this galaxy now.  It would have been far better if they’d captured it, so they could get every bit of information it had about the Consortium, but he wouldn’t cry too much that it was dead.  Dead was better than escaped and free.


He rejoined the barbecue as it waned down to simple talk and only a few people left on the beach, as Ayama and Surin picked up the leftovers that they’d be eating for the next three days or so.  Anya and Yila were still there, and Dara and Zachary were riding Sora’s hoverbike, Zachary driving it and Dara with her arms wrapped around him as he zoomed them to and fro along the water’s edge.  I hope he knows how to ride that thing, Yila sent cautiously.

Of course he does, Sora taught all her brothers and sisters, Jason assured her as he rejoined them, sitting on his lounger beside Jyslin, who immediately sat on his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck.  Hey there, sexy, he sent lovingly, putting his arm around her and setting the other in her lap, then kissing her under her pointed ear.  Been keeping them in line?

You know it, she giggled audibly in reply, kissing him on the forehead.


What did Miaari want? Yila asked.

To tell me why they raised the shield.


And?


Not anytime soon, you nosy wench, he replied slyly.


Wench?  Watch who you’re calling a wench, buster, she replied tartly.


If there were ever a truer word to describe a Faey, it’s wench, he teased.  Bitch comes in a close second, but wench is the clear winner.


Now I can live with  bitch, Yila nodded to Anya, who laughed in her nasally, annoying voice.  And I hate to say it, but I’ll have to leave soon.   I’ve wasted most of the day here when I didn’t mean to.


Eh, everyone has to stop and have a little fun now and again.  And sure, you guys can go, I think I’d like to have a little fun with my wife, he told them, boldly pawing her breasts with his free hand, then brazenly sticking his hand under her pubic hair.


She laughed.  You basically just guaranteed that’s going to happen, buster, she warned.  No man grabs me there and gets away with it, she trailed off huskily.

Well, now I know how to drag you back into bed in the morning.


As if you didn’t already know, she winked at him.


Well, I think we’ve been dismissed, Anya, Yila sent lightly.


It seems so, she agreed as Jyslin kissed him, quite seriously.  Let’s go arrange it with Aya so we can go home.


Good idea.  “Dara!  Dara, it’s time to go!” she shouted, then resorted to sending in a way her child could hear her when she failed to respond.


I’ll talk to you two later, Jason sent.


Definitely later, Jyslin agreed, her sending turning hungry.  Let’s go to our room before we show them way more than they need to see, she ordered.

I won’t mind, Yila teased, then she laughed when Jyslin got up and grabbed Jason by the hand, and then started dragging him towards the house.


Jyslin was a bit shocked when he wasn’t half as amorous once they got inside.  He held her up at the door and waited until Anya and Yila were on a dropship and on the way home, then he kissed her and patted her shoulder.  Give me five minutes, love, he told her.  I had to send them on their way without alerting them that anything was wrong.


Oh, if you think you can—


I fully intend to come to the bedroom, just give me five minutes.  Think of it as getting ready for me to arrive, he sent lightly.


I’m setting my timer, she warned, touching her interface.


At least don’t start it til you get to the bedroom, I have to talk to Miaari.


Well…alright.

He went back up to his office and found she hadn’t left yet.  She was talking to Zaa, whose hologram was pacing angrily in front of Miaari as she stood with her tail drooping and her head bowed meekly.  “Good, I got here in time,” he said.  “Don’t blame Miaari for all of it, Denmother.”


“Oh, I do not, but the screening failure is most definitely her fault,” she said icily, which made Miaari wince a little.  “However, I approve of her proposed changes to seal the hole through which four enemies have slipped.”


“I don’t have much time, I kinda did something to Jyslin and now she’s counting down to explosion,” he said.  “Denmother, do our enemies know that we’ve killed their spy?”

“I do not think so, there is no indication within their comm networks.”


“Good.  Denmother, they’re expecting a Karinne destroyer to jump to Trieste.  We should give them one,” he said intensely.


“A trap?”


Jason nodded.  “We custom build a destroyer and fill it with Consortium gear we stripped off the other ships to make it operational enough to get there.  We jump it to Trieste, then, when they come after it, we set off the trap.  We can blow it up, we can do whatever, but we need to decide quickly.  Could you come to Karis so we can convene 3D and discuss it face to face?  Whatever we do, we have to do it quickly, before they realize we’ve eliminated their agent and smell out the trap.  We need maximum damage.”

“I will be there in two hours,” she nodded.  “And we will further discuss this matter when I arrive, Miaari,” she added frostily, just before her hologram winked out.


“Well, at least she has two hours to cool off and has something else to think about,” Jason said, patting Miaari on the shoulder.  “Let me go placate Jyslin.  Call Myli and assemble the Legion for a meeting in two hours, alright?”


She chuckled.  “I will do so.  You are truly a friend, Jason Karinne,” she told him, licking his cheek.


“Hey, I’m considering doing something to force Denmother to give me Jinaami too,” he winked.  “I want all the cleverest Kimdori working for me.  Now, let me get in there and deal with Jys.”


“What did you do that makes this so urgent?”


“I convinced Yila and Anya to go home by getting frisky with her in front of them, so they didn’t think anything was wrong,” he replied.  “Now she’s all worked up, so I have to face my punishment like a man.”


“Punishment,” she noted clinically, giving him an amused look.


“I’ll endure it with stoic fortitude,” he replied dryly.


“I’ll make sure she knows you said that,” Miaari teased, feeling a little better.


Jyslin had been quite serious about timing him.  You only had twenty seconds left, she demanded archly when he entered the room.


Well, we only have two hours then we have an emergency Legion meeting, he told her.  So, let’s get this over with.


Excuse me? she asked in a dangerous tone.


He laughed.  Gotcha.


Bastard.


Your one and only.  Now c’mere.

Jyslin gave him a fun time, and then they armored up, Jason got special permission to leave the strip from Miaari, and Aya took him to the Shimmer Dome…which was probably the only reason she let him leave.  The Shimmer Dome’s ever-present shield was powerful protection.  The corvette landed and they disembarked, then entered 3D to find most of the crew, Miaari, Kiaari, and Denmother Zaa already there.  Jason greeted Kiaari fondly, letting her put her hand on his neck in greeting.  “When did you get here?”


“Ten minutes ago.  Denmother felt I needed to attend this meeting.”


“Well, you’ll definitely be handy.  Let’s sit down and get down to business.”


Jason explained their window of opportunity, then he let some of the most evil thinkers on Karis run away with the idea.  Ideas ranged from totally obliterating the entire planet using a hull filled with antimatter bombs to a trojan horse to try to take back Trieste using some kind of pulse, signal, or weapon that would disable the thousands of Consortium warships in the system.  The Kimdori supplied information that kept their ideas within the bounds of actual practicality, allowing them to refine their ideas down until they had a working concept.

Nanites.


Bo had come up with the idea, and they all agreed that it was the most practical one.  They would fill the ship with nanites set up to run on their power system, which would be ejected out into space once the destroyer arrived.  They would certainly scan the ship before getting close to it, realize it was a fake, then most likely destroy it, but it would be perfect for delivering the nanites into the system.    Consortium sensors couldn’t detect them when they were powered down, picking them up only as microscopic space dust, which would let them spread around the planet.  They would attach to the hulls of Consortium ships by static electricity, and that would cause them to turn on.  The nanites would invade the ships and take residence within them, but would not do anything.  They’d just be in the ships, attempt to spread to the crews, attempt to spread to other ships, like a virus.  There were 9,450 Consortium ships at Trieste, the majority of the fleet that came from Andromeda, as well as an absolute slough of Faey and Karinne built weapon platforms on top of the cheap copies the Consortium had been building as well.

And that was what was so fucking clever about it.  Myleena furthered the idea by promising that she could make the nanites behave entirely differently when they invaded the weapon platforms.  They would try to disable ships and Consortium-built platforms, but they would take over the Imperium-built weapon platforms the Consortium had taken from the Shio, then turn around and have them attack the Consortium-built platforms and their other defenses.  There were nearly 1,000 Faey-built platforms there, and if those platforms attacked the Consortium’s own defenses, it would cause chaos.  It would be easy for them to take them over, since they were built using Faey technology and Faey computers.  Myleena could hack an Imperium computer in her sleep, and was certain she could program the nanites to do the same.


It was deliciously insidious.  If they could keep the nanites spread out enough to where the Consortium didn’t notice an area where their broadcast power was suffering unusual drain on its energy field, those nanites could infect ships and platforms and severely weaken any defense the Consortium mounted when they attacked Trieste.  They could get back the last planet the enemy held in their sector, taking away a base of operations within close proximity to Confederate space, which would deny them the ability to launch FTL missions from Trieste to get around the interdictors.


Jason approved it, and the Legion gathered up their tools and headed for Kosigi.  They would take over one of the in-production destroyers and take out everything Karinne and replace it with just enough Consortium gear stripped from their other captured ships to allow it to jump to Trieste.  Siyhaa would build a computer that would do the job without giving the Consortium anything they didn’t already have.  Jason, of course, wasn’t allowed to go.  He kissed Jyslin goodbye and then was taken back home, back to safety, where all he could do was watch and wait.


He was in time to witness the other important thing going on for the war.  From his office, he watched as the fleet was given final orders, and then headed out to begin their three day journey to PR-371.  It was led by the Aegis, and it numbered over 400 military ships and freighters carrying the gear and weapons they would employ.  Conventional weapon platforms, an interdictor, solar accumulators, CMS stealth meson cannons, gravity guns, Buzzsaws, marble bombs, as well as a build crew that would start building an orbital station and two military bases on the planet’s surface.  It was the beginning of their new policy, the colonization for quick reaction policy, as well as claiming arable planets to increase the food supply in their sector.

He watched the ships until they jumped out, then sighed and sat at his desk, rubbing his temples.  At least he knew this headache had nothing to do with brain damage.  His girls were going out again, going out and putting themselves in danger at his behest, and doing it gladly.  The enemy had sent one of their most important to Karis to kill him and steal a destroyer, but they had failed thanks to the Parri.  And what wasn’t forgotten, Dahnai had sent three spies to Karis, to try to steal Karinne technology.  That…he would have to deal with.  He wouldn’t enjoy it, but he couldn’t let her get away with it.

She was just doing what they all wanted to do, though.  Any of them in the Confederation were probably trying to find some way to get a spy on Karis to get their hands on Karinne technology.  He’d opened the planet’s northern continent to factory construction and Kosigi to shipbuilders.  It had been the right decision, but now he was dealing with the consequences of increasing Confederate industrial output.  The original Karinnes had managed to keep their technology secret when outsiders were at the Academy, so he was fairly sure they’d do the same.


He leaned back in his chair, looking out the window.  He could sense that this war had entered a new phase, now that the Karinnes were going on the offensive, moving to attack the Consortium in their home territory on the far side of the galaxy.  They would attack Trieste and kick them out of the sector, then prosecute the war all the way across the galaxy, fighting until they completely destroyed all Consortium presence in their galaxy and sent what was left of them running back to Andromeda with their tails between their legs.  Then, they would have two to three years to prepare for the arrival of the Syndicate, and the possible second war that would ensue with their arrival.  Denmother had told him that they were worse than the Consortium, so he had no doubt that war would be the end result.

Either way, it was going to be a fucking mess.


He closed his eyes and gathered his thoughts.  The daily briefing with the leaders was in about an hour, and he wanted to be ready for it, both mentally and physically.


The day was almost over, yet there were still many things to do.


Deep under the low, grassy hills of Kosiningi, within the core room, Cybi hovered in her holographic form, looking at a hologram of Jason as he sat at his desk, leaning back and eyes closed.  Her glowing eyes showed no indication of where she was looking, if indeed she was looking anywhere at all, for at that moment she could have been accessing any of the millions of cameras on and around the planet or delving into the pathways of Civnet.  She had come of the habit of manifesting the hologram of physical self almost all the time now, leaving it hovering motionless within the core room when it wasn’t projected through a floating camera to be in the presence of Jason or some other person in need of her personal attention.


But at this time, the need for the projection of self was important.  The large, black-furred Kereth stood beside her projection within the room, having delivered his final report to her in person, as she had commanded.  He stood there with arms folded, tail swishing absently as he looked at the image of Jason, then glanced at Cybi.  “You don’t have to worry about him, Cybi,” he assured her.  “He may suffer an occasional minor headache, but no other side effects.”


“How long will it take?”

“Three to five months,” he replied.  “If Songa catches it in its early stages, she might try to interfere.”


“I have access to her medical scanners.  She will not catch it.”

“Just keep a close watch on him.  You know how volatile Generation DNA can be when it’s forcibly manipulated.  The long history of cancer in his family is a glaring indicator of that.  Make sure you scan him for cancer at least once a week.  It will appear quickly and spread like wildfire within him.”


“I will ensure he remains well.  Thank you, Kereth.”

“I am ever at the service of a CBIM, my Lady,” he replied easily, then he was quiet a long moment.  “Are you sure this was the right path?  Perhaps we should have had Rahne undergo this procedure first?  After all, they are the only two who are susceptible to being harmed by you in a merge.  The children share Faey synaptic maps, they’re immune to the damage.”


“No.  Jason is the most compatible with me.  We have the strongest merge.  For this to work, it had to be him.  The safety of the house depends on it.”

“But the risk.  If we lose him, the house will fall apart.”


“I have every confidence in your skill, friend Kereth,” she answered easily.  “We also cannot afford to lose him if he must merge with me again to defend the planet.  I will not see him harmed by my hand again, even if it was accidental.”

“If things get out of my predicted course, call me immediately, Lady Cybi,” he warned.


“I will take good care of him, Kereth.  He is not just my Grand Duke, he is also my closest friend.  I will watch him every second and keep him healthy and well.”

“Very well, Lady Cybi.  I’ll leave it to you and return to Kimdori Prime.”


“Good journey to you,” she told him without looking at him.  The tall Kimdori stalked out gracefully, leaving her alone to perhaps stare at the hologram before her, or perhaps not.  She was absolutely motionless for nearly ten minutes, then the hologram shimmered and vanished.


The appearance of her then shifted and floated past the core at the center of the room, shifting to where it usually hovered, motionless, when she was busy with other matters.  It was from there that she began her vigil, watching her Grand Duke every second, keeping scanners on him to watch for any cancerous cells that appeared because of the Kimdori stem virus within him, slowly altering the DNA in every cell of his body in a very small, very subtle manner, correcting the minor genetic error that had caused her to harm him in the merge.  It was a genetic flaw that Jason and Rahne shared, and a flaw that only Jason and Rahne suffered, that would cause them harm if they exerted too much power in a merge.  Rahne too would undergo this therapy once Jason had completed it, and it would be done quietly, so Jason would not know about it.

He had forbade her to restart the Program.  This was not the Program, but altering her Grand Duke’s DNA to heal him of the flaw that harmed him in the merge would certainly fall within those restrictions, should he know what she was doing.  For his own good, she would keep this secret.


Her devotion to Jason as a friend and a Grand Duke was eclipsed only by her duty to the house.  For the good of the house, this had to be done.

But only if it was Jason.  She would not be denied the right, the duty, and the pleasure of joining her mind to his once again, to know what it felt like to be alive, to almost feel as if she had a soul.


This had gone beyond programming. 

Thus ends the story of Tribulation.

In the next story, Secession, Jason and the Karinnes escalate the war against the Consortium, even as old hatreds and machinations from within threatens to tear the Confederation apart.

And there will be other stories to tell.

