Chapter 1

Kaista, 11 Demaa, 4404, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Monday, 26 March 2018 Terran Standard Calendar

Kaista, 11 Demaa, year 1329 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Karsa Medical Annex, Karsa, Karis

Some things never got old.

With a loving smile, Jason Augustus Fox Shaddale Karinne, Grand Duke of the House of Karinne and ruler of six planets, looked down at the newest member of the family, one Terry Timothy Fox McGee Ayalle Karinne, his son.  His newborn son, only five hours old, who was sleeping peacefully in his arms as Symone stirred out of a recovering nap in the bed beside the crib, in the heavily utilized post-natal recovery room in the Karsa Annex of the Karinne Medical Service.  He was the last one left in the room after Symone held court with family and friends who had gathered for the birth, and while he was the last one there, with all the work he had to do today, he really should have been the first one to leave.  But priorities were priorities, and his children always came first.

Sometimes, things just happened in ways that made him wonder if some things were fate.  Just yesterday, Jyslin was in this very same room, recovering from the birth of their twins, Jonathon and Julia.  In just two days, he’d become a new father twice, and what made things so odd, Symone had delivered the day after Jyslin.  The only thing that would have made things even more suspicious would have been if they’d delivered on the same day, within hours of each other, as Kumi and Myleena had with Jysara and Siyara.  But, Jysara wasn’t his, where the new twins and Terry were…mostly.

He would never tire of looking down at a new child, a new life, and what had become the butt of quite a few jokes around the strip, Jason had a lot of practice at it.  Little Terry here had pushed his kid count up to 22…which was a number that seemed both absolutely outrageous and just right at the same time.  Jason had 22 kids by 14 different mothers.  It seemed, well, sleazy thinking of it that way, but to a Faey, that just meant that he was a man’s man, doing what men were supposed to do in Faey society, get women pregnant.  Jason had more or less honored the wishes of all the strip girls to father a child by each of them, even Myri, who had been the last and had borne their son Zaen just two takirs ago.  He’d fathered sets of twins with Lyn and Bryn—those girls were almost getting silly with their need to be twins that had twins—and had finally succumbed to Sheleese’s incessant nagging over it.  After he impregnated Sheleese, Myri quietly approached him about it, which had honestly surprised Jason since she’d never shown the slightest inclination to have a child with him.  So, the eleven children he had with the strip girls were initially out of duty to the house, then were a duty out of friendship.  The other three women that fell outside of them weren’t much of a stretch, either.  Myleena was his best friend, Kumi was his extremely good friend, and Aura was his girlfriend.  And while it seemed like Jason was a complete manwhore of Tim levels of manwhore-ness, in reality, Jason hadn’t spread his genes outside of a very small circle of women who were very intimate parts of his everyday life.  The ten women who made up the original members of the House of Karinne, one of which was his wife, his amu dozei, his amu dorai, and two women who were among his closest and deepest friends.


But this baby, this one he owed.  This was his child with Symone, honoring their bonds as amu dozei, and while he technically had no legal rights to Terry, he was still Jason’s son, and a Generation.  Tim was listed as the father in the birth record, the husband of the mother, but Jason was listed as the donor, how the Faey classified a father not the husband of the mother.  In Faey society, Terry was Tim’s son in all ways, and Jason had no say in how they raised his son outside of the fact that he was the mother’s amu dozei, with the influence he could exert through that relationship.

Tim had reciprocated, and it was an almost surreal repeat of history.  Jonathon Jason Fox Shaddale Karinne, or Jon as he was already being called, was Tim’s son, where Julia was his daughter.  Dahnai had already started teasing Jyslin over copying her, having twins by two different fathers, but in Jyslin’s case, it probably wasn’t all that much of a shock.  After all, she had sex with both Jason and Tim on a regular basis, so quite often, the semen inside her was a mixture of the two of them.  That a sperm from each of them found an egg wasn’t quite so surprising.  It was quite surprising in Dahnai’s case, since she didn’t have sex with both Jason and Kellin very often at all.  Unlike Dahnai’s girls, however, Jon wasn’t born a Generation the way Miyai was.  Jon was completely Tim’s son, with no in-utero alteration of his egg or zygote by his sister’s DNA. But it did make it a little special for Jyslin to have a child by both her husband and amu dozei at the same time.

While Jason was obviously the most prolific father on the strip, he certainly wasn’t the sole reason that the strip was absolutely awash with kids now.  The older generation, Rann and the other kids born from the “first wave,” were all around 7 or 8 years old now, with the “second wave” as Jyslin often jokingly called them anywhere from nearly three to just over a year old.  There was a “third wave” of infants, as some of the women on the strip had already conceived and born children after their second, and there was even a fourth wave on the horizon, which was Maya.  She had born Aran, she had born Tika by another Generation, she had just given birth to Suli just three months ago, which was her third Generation-born baby, and they’d found out three days ago that she was pregnant again, this time by Vell, and that was almost a shock to both Maya and Songa.  Faey women were very nearly infertile for over a year, nearly two, after giving birth, but Maya had conceived just one month after giving birth.  That was very unusual.  In Faey biology, the longer after a birth, the easier it was for a woman to get pregnant, but a pregnancy so soon after childbirth was very odd in Faey medicine.  It wasn’t impossible, it was simply improbable.


He wasn’t alone in his admiration of the baby.  Surrounding him were four holograms, each representing the four active CBIMs operating on Karis.  Cybi and Cyra hovered to each side, while the Kosiningi CBIM, Cyvanne, was in front of him, bending over a little to regard the tiny new addition to the Dukal family.  Standing beside Cybi was the odd hologram out, a male hologram that represented the newest CBIM, the Kirgan CBIM Cylan.


Cyvanne had been in operation for about a year, and she had replaced Cybi as the disaster and recovery CBIM on Kosiningi.  She now operated the Karinne Emergency Response Agency and performed all of Cybi’s original, pre-Third Civil War duties.  Those weren’t challenging enough for a CBIM, however, so she kept herself busy as a secondary CBIM that assisted the other CBIMs with secondary processes when they were hit with spikes of work, most often assisting Cybi in her role as the science and research CBIM.   Cylan had only been operational for two months, and had just completed his probationary period and had taken over all Kirga operational processes, and like any new CBIM, he hadn’t quite developed his own personality quite yet.  He was still more programming than personality, but he was learning and growing, and he was demonstrating his uniqueness in many ways.  Cybi worked for Myleena and Myri, Cylan ran Kirga, Cyra ran Karga, Cyvanne ran KERA and assisted the other three CBIMs with extra processing power when necessary, and the CBIM that would run the Virgan continent was about four months from completion.

Jason found it intriguing that Cylan identified himself as male while the other CBIMs all identified themselves as female, even the five CBIMs that had been destroyed in the Third Civil War.  But as soon as Cylan—then named Cyla—had been given the option to change his hologram to suit his personal tastes, he chose a male hologram of a soft blue color, short hair, and with a masculine version of Sora Karinne’s face.  As soon as he did that, Jason changed his name to Cylan to represent that choice, and since then, everyone considered him a male, including Cylan himself.  It made Myleena go over his core with a fine tooth comb, but she found no anomolies.  Cylan was just “born” male, he identified as male, and for all intents and purposes, he was a male.  He was as much male as Cybi and Cyra were female.  Cyvanne…well, Cyvanne was a bit of a wild card.  She was much more whimsical than the other CBIMs, and didn’t stick with a single holographic representation for long.  She changed her hologram’s appearance about once a month on the average, always trying out new appearances, even taking on holograms of other species, just for the experience of it.

Cyvanne had the soul of an artist.


[He is very tiny,] Cylan noted, making sure to commune only with the other CBIMs and Jason so as not to disturb the sleeping newborn.


[He is actually fairly large for a newborn Faey-Terran hybrid,] Cyra answered, reaching down with a golden holographic finger and touching it to Terry’s forehead.  [And he follows the usual pattern.]

That he did.  He had Jason’s caucasian beige skin, Symone’s pointed ears, Jason’s green eyes, Symone’s high-cheeked features, and metallic colored hair, a kind of dark, steely gray, which was not normal for a Terran but completely normal for a Faey.


[3.9 konn, 21 tikra,] Jason declared proudly.  [And he has a strong grip.  He’s a future football player for sure.]


[I think you’re counting the chickens, as Terrans say,] Cybi noted.


[He’s the largest son I’ve had as a newborn, he’d better be a football player,] Jason retorted pugnaciously.  [Rann will succeed me, Aran’s gonna be a scientist, Zach shows no interest in sports outside of bachi, and the other boys are too young to see where they’re going.  I’ve gotta push one of my boys into sports, so I may as well pick on the one that showed the most promise at birth.]

Cybi slapped him very gently on the shoulder, since he was holding Terry, which made him grin impudently at her.  [That isn’t your decision, that’s Symone’s,] Cybi warned.


[Like I can’t make Symone do what I want her to do,] he snorted.  [Blow in her ear a little bit, stick my dick in her, and she’s as compliant as a little puppy.]


[Such a high opinion of your amu dozei,] Cyra noted slyly.


[Hey, truth is truth,] he replied shamelessly, then he carefully put his sleeping newborn down in the cradle by Symone’s recovery bed.  [But, as much as I’d love to hang around here, afraid I have to get back to work,] he added with regret twining through his communion.  He stepped around Cyra and leaned down and kissed Symone on the forehead, which made her stir and open her beautiful eyes.  Hey love, afraid I have to go, he told her gently, stroking her hair away from her face.  You gonna be okay?

Of course I am, silly, this isn’t my first walk through the garden, she replied with a beautiful smile.  Just send that goofball of a husband of mine in here to keep me company.


He’s out in the hall hitting on the nurse.


That’s my Tim-Tim, she sent impishly.


You have totally ruined him, you know that?


You call it ruining, I call it perfecting, she told him with a grin.  Where’s Jys?


I’m right here, silly, Jyslin replied as the door opened.  She was walking a little gingerly, still recovering from her own childbirth just yesterday, but she was pushing the hovercarriage that held her twins, Jon and Julia.  Jason had to look down into the stroller when she brought it up to the bed, to marvel at his daughter and his adopted son.  Julia was an exact copy of Jason’s mother in all ways except her skin color and ears.  Blond hair color, blue eyes, French cheeks, narrow nose, she looked exactly like his mother’s baby pictures, and the resemblance was so uncanny that Jason had changed their planned name for her on the spot and instead named her after his mother.  Jon looked like Tim in the eyes and chin, but he had Jyslin’s cheeks and her auburn hair, a true product of both his parents.  When are we getting you out of here, baby?


Songa said I can leave in about an hour, I’m in observation, she sent with a dry tilt to her thought and a roll of her eyes.


You’re in observation because of the heart palpitations you suffered during delivery, dear, Songa sent from the nurse’s station outside, her thought stern.  You’re not leaving until we’re absolutely sure it was because of that gigantic beast you pushed out.


Hey, that’s my son you’re talking about there, woman, Tim injected.


He may be your son, but it was Jason’s genes that caused your wife to give birth to a giant, she sent playfully in reply.  I might have to check to see if there’s any Bari-Bari in his ancestry.

Ha, ha, ha, Jason shot back.  At least you could have said it was Keelo.

But that’s not nearly as insulting, dear, she sent sweetly, which caused Symone to stifle a laugh.


Bitch, I know where you live.


And I know where you live.  Do you really want to play that game with me, dear?


Oh, I do now, he promised.


As Luke says, dear, bring it on.


With pleasure, he answered, then kissed Symone on the lips, then had to untangle himself when she got way more into it than a woman who just gave birth six hours ago should.  You be good, baby, and I’ll see you when I get home.  You should be back by then.


I better be, she agreed with a smile.


With a commune to the CBIMs to tell them he was off, he worked his way out of the room, out of the ward, then out of the annex, heading for his hovercar.  He was alone, in a tee and jeans, and it had been a hard won battle with Aya to get back to that kind of freedom for him.  For nearly a year, she’d allowed him to drive himself in a hovercar and go without armor, but she’d also warned him that when the Syndicate forces were on the verge of arriving and the house shifted back to an active war footing, he’d be back in armor and back to being escorted.  And he’d agreed to that if only to have window of unrestricted movement. Aya did keep a rapid response team one minute away from him at all times, just in case, in the form of a corvette that quietly shadowed his every move whenever he was in his hovercar, or hovered just overhead whenever he was out of his car and among the people of the house.  But to get freedom from his armor, he had agreed to wear a personal hard shield, one of the newest inventions out of MRDD.  It was a unit the size of a frisbee that attached to his back, like the data discs from the Tron movies, which he wore as part of a harness over his tee shirt, that he could activate whenever he was in danger.  It created a personal Teryon soft shield that was strong enough to take several shots from an MPAC or pulse rifle before failing, and that would give the rapid response team the opportunity to react.  It also reacted to kinetic energy, which would allow it to stop a rail slug.  But like the shields from the Dune series, it didn’t react to low kinetic energy, which would allow someone to punch through it.  But, since Jason was highly skilled in unarmed combat, Aya deemed that a reasonable tradeoff for Jason.  Jason could defend himself hand to hand, a fact he had proven several times in the past.

The Syndicate.  As of that moment, they were four months, two weeks, two days from the edge of the Milky Way galaxy, and the Confederation was ready and waiting for them.  They had built a truly massive fleet to deal with them, to the point where the Confederation nearly matched the sheer number of ships the Syndicate had sent, though those ships weren’t nearly as large as Syndicate vessels on the average.  The Confederation was starting to ramp up, to call in their forces from their member nations and start the training refresher simulations to get them ready to face the gigantic ships of their foes.  They had battle plans to fight the Syndicae, drawn up based on Kimdori surveillance of the incoming fleet and Consortium data taken from their enemies, so they were not going to be taken by surprise the way the Consortium had surprised them.  They would be ready.


The Confederation…it was almost a zoo now.  It had gotten to the point where Jason rarely if ever attended council meetings, because of the sheer number of member nations that were part of it.  The Confederation now consisted of 90 rulers representing 141 different unique empires, both active members and neutral observers.  One ruler, High Chancellor Holikk of the Subrian Coalition, himself represented 51 other empires.  He was the ruling executive of the P Quadrant’s own version of the Confederation, an alliance of 51 different governments that owned nearly half of the territory in the P Quadrant, each empire a truly massive piece of territory numbering hundreds of star systems.  Instead of all 51 governments sending their own representative to the Confederation, they allowed Holikk to represent the entire Coalition in Confederation matters.  In the home quadrant, every empire in the sector cluster except the Chezaa was a member of the Confederation, as were empires from the R quadrant, the P quadrant, and the Q quadrant, making the Confederation truly a galaxy-spanning organization.

Then there was A.  Observer A, neutral observer of the Ruu, which was an enigmatic, mysterious race from the Q Quadrant.  Their technology was either on par with Karinne technology or surpassed it, but much to the chagrin of the rest of the Confederation, the Ruu were just as stingy with their secrets as the Karinnes were.  Observer A was nearly as quiet as the Leader in council sessions—when he bothered to attend—and his inclusion on the Confederate Council was purely for “scientific” reasons, at least so he said.  He was there because of the Academy, and only because of the Academy, because the Ruu had taken great interest in it and had sent many of their people there to both be instructors and students.  Observer A thought the Academy was the best thing his people had discovered in millenia, a grand endeavor by many governments and species united in the common interest of learning, and often lamented why his people hadn’t thought of building it first.

Every quadrant had representation in the Confederation, and had for over a year.  Over the last two years, the six empires in the RK sector had, one by one, joined the Confederation.  The Strath-Zegra had been the first, and the Dominion had been the last.  It had been the first major decision of the new Emperor of the Dominion, Hrathin, who had succeeded his father, immediately ended the war with the Keelo, and petitioned for entry.  Hrathin had no illusions about what was coming, and he had put aside local feuds in the sector to protect his empire from a larger threat.  Empress Voss of the Crai Empire was the sole active member from the Q Quadrant, since the Ruu were neutral observers.  The Crai’s domain was over by the border of the P Quadrant, leaving the region closer to the S Quadrant curiously devoid of advanced, spacefaring species.  There were thousands of low-technology civilizations, but very, very few who had interstellar capability.


The Rakarri were the norm on that side of the Q Quadrant, though they couldn’t be called low technology anymore.  They had joined the Imperium nearly two years ago, and had very quickly adapted to Imperium technology.  Rakarri were just starting to graduate from Faey primary school-level education and were starting to enter Imperium Academies.  In just a few years, there would be Rakarri entering the Imperium workforce with degrees and technical training certificaitons that would let them work with Faey technology.  There were already plenty who had tradeskill certifications.  Many Rakarri blacksmiths, ror example, had taken Faey metalworking training and earned tradeskill certification, and now they were doing metalwork for construction projects on Rakarr.

And those didn’t count the 32,105 Rakarri who were currently in training in the House Karinne.  Jason had been swift to get his people on Rakarr and recruit Rakarri into the house.


Jason landed his hovercar on his pad at the White House, where Miaari was standing, waiting for him, scratching absently at her white-furred tummy, just above her navel.  Even after so long, she still sometimes did that, scratched or patted or touched the white bar of a Handmaiden that ran down her chest and belly, almost constantly both amazed and humbled that it was there.  Beside her was Kemaari, who was holding a handpanel, and a Prakarikai that was part of her office.  The diminutive female was named Lessira, and she was one of Miaari’s best agents.  Lessira was short even for a Prakarikai, but she was absolutely adorable...like a china doll strong enough to shatter his thighbone with one punch if she was miffed.  She was also an exceptionally powerful telepath, on par with Jyslin, with formidable telekinetic ability.  “And how is the cub?” Miaari asked as he opened the door of his car and climbed out.


“Handsome and healthy, thank you,” he replied, accepting Lessira’s tiny yet powerful hand.  “It’s good to see you back on planet, Less,” he told her.  “How was Terra?”


“Thank you, your Grace,” she said in her high, nearly squeaky voice.  Lessira had shed a great deal of Prakarikai stiff formality since coming to Karis, which Jason suspected was half the reason she came here.  She wasn’t like most of her people, she didn’t find a four hour diatribe over how pretty a flower was to be very interesting.  That made her an anathema among her people, so she just went out and found other people more like her.  “And it was cold and rainy in New York the whole time I was there.”


“If Kiaari finds out you’re nosing around her territory, she’s gonna bite you, Mee,” Jason noted, which made Miaari smile slightly.


“And who’s going to tell her, Jason?  You?” she challenged.


“Annoy me enough, and I just might,” he replied threateningly.


“Besides, this had nothing to do with her territory.”


“Tell her that.”


“I’ll let her figure that out herself,” she replied as the four of them started for the building.  “If she can’t, she has no business being Terra’s Gamekeeper.”

“Well, what did you find out?”


“Nothing I didn’t already know, but we needed confirmation,” she replied as they entered the building, the armored Dukal Guard saluting as they passed.  Both of the guards flanking the doors were Faey, which was getting rare anymore.  The Faey were still the most populous race in the house, with Terrans just behind them, but more and more races were starting to be represented in the Dukal Guard, the elite division of the Karinne Marines that protected the most important sites on the planet.  The Dukal Guard was a reflection of the house itself.  The three of them followed him all the way to the office, where he nodded to Chirk, Brall, and his newest inner office employee, Brall’s assistant Verra, whom had been promoted up from the main administration office down the hall.  Verra was a female Beryan—those four small breasts never failed to creep Jason out a tiny bit, but not every bipedal mammal had two pronounced breasts—who had adopted a truly radical new practice among Karinne Beryans, not dying her tail in her family’s colors.  Her tail was dyed in the colors of House Karinne, blue, white, gold, and red, as if to declare that she had a new family.  She held down the fort for Brall while he was out of the office, doing some of his paperwork, but she also went out on her own to make sure things were being done in accordance with the Grand Duke’s wishes.  Brall was just one man, so he brought in Verra to be the second shin-kicker.  And that she could do like a champion, both kick shins and make sure things were being done the right way.  Dera and Suri were standing by the door to his office, nodding to him as he passed.  Though they didn’t follow him around anymore, Aya made sure that Imperial Guards were always where he was, where he was going to be, where he was supposed to be, or really damn close by.  He still tweaked Aya’s nose a bit from time to time by sneaking away or telling her he was going to be somewhere else, but she endured it with her usual stoicism…and now Aya had a paddle hanging behind her desk in her office in the barracks, an eternal warning that not even the Grand Duke Karinne was too important to spank like a naughty child when the situation demanded it.

Miaari tapped the control console by the door, and the window behind the desk shimmered when she put the office in secure mode.  “Alright, Less, shoot,” he said as he went around his desk and flopped down in his chair.


“As far as I could find out, your Grace, the hack attempt didn’t have help from anyone on Terra,” she began as Kemaari silently handed him the handpanel she’d been carrying, which had Lessira’s full report in it.  Six days ago, someone tried to hack into the Karis computer network, trying to get in through Civnet.  Cybi and Siyhaa both had responded immediately to the attempt, crushing it, and now Miaari was on the trail of the perpetrator.  “Siyhaa traced it back to New York, but it was a proxy for the origin.  Nobody in 2M had any direct knowledge.  The hack came from outside and it was all by computer.  It was a remote hack, and whoever did it was very, very good.  That’s what we already knew, but now we have confirmation that our intel was good.”

“Kiaari’s agents have already closed the hole they used to get in,” Miaari added.  “They got in through Merrane Macrotechnology’s Terra mainframe, which as you know, is corporate and outside sister Kiaari’s direct control.  She sent her team in to fix their security flaw, then told them of the fix.”


Jason laughed.  “Typical Kiaari,” he said.


“She does have her own style,” Miaari noted, Kemaari’s tail wagging a tiny bit at mention of her sister.  Kemaari adored Kiaari, mainly because they were much closer in age.  “I’ve sent Mahja Siyhaa the task of hunting down our attackers, because now it falls fully into her area of expertise.”


“It won’t take her long.  Nothing ever does,” Jason chuckled dryly as he put his feet up on his desk.  “So, we just wait to see what Siyhaa finds out.”

“As you said, it will not take her long,” Miaari agreed.


“Did you bring back a snow globe, Less?” he asked.  Lessira had developed a liking for snow globes, and whenever she went to Terra, she always picked one up from where she visited.  She had some 28 of them on a shelf behind her desk.


“Two, I was in both New York and Los Angeles,” she smiled.  “I’ll send you pics of them.”


“What were you doing in L.A.?”


“I came in through the L.A. starport, so Kiaari didn’t notice me right off,” she replied with a slow smile.  “And I left about two steps ahead of some of Kiaari’s agents.”


Jason laughed.  “So, you field the angry call yet, Mee?”


“She’s left four messages for me,” she replied blandly, which made Jason laugh even harder.


“Sounds like you girls have everything under control,” he said.  “I’ll read through your report when I have a chance, Less.  Good work.”


“Thank you, your Grace,” she replied in her squeaky voice, bobbing in a bit of curtsy.


The three of them excused themselves, and Suri and Dera came in and took seats over on the far end of the office, which wasn’t all that unusual, leaving Jason to get to work.  Symone’s labor had murdered his schedule today, and now he had to play catch-up.  Any other day he’d have blown most everything off, but today was not one of those days, because two very important things were happening today.  It was his good luck that both were happening this afternoon, so he didn’t have to miss the birth of Terry.  The first was beyond his control, because Ba’mra’ei was due to arrive on Karis in about two hours, part of a state visit that had been on the schedule for nearly a month.  Ba’mra’ei had fulfilled Graith’s term as the High Staff, and Alliance law said she couldn’t serve another term immediately afterward.  She was bringing her successor Ethikk Gra’Krenn to meet Jason, who was a Beryan.  She wouldn’t have been offended at all if he didn’t show up to greet her, but this way he didn’t have to leave her and her successor stranded at the starport.

The second big thing that was happening today was within his control, because the first—and only—Fleet Flagship was coming off the dock, and in five hours, it would be formally commissioned.  It had taken them nearly three months to design it and fifteen months to build it, their answer to the Syndicate’s moon-sized ships.  The new ship was so big that it just barely fit through the capital doors of Kosigi, and that was with the ship turning at an angle to get its stern lined up with the corners of the doors, but despite that, it had been built in an external dock enclosed in a pressurized hard shield to hold in atmosphere that was in orbit around the gas giant planet in the Karis system, planet seven.  They’d built it outside Kosigi because if their math was wrong, then the ship would be stuck inside the moon, making it effectively useless until they widened the capitol door tunnel.  It was an absolute monstrosity, nearly eight kathra long and three kathra wide across the beam in the stern, the widest part of the ship, built in the same triangular, flying pie-wedge design as all KMS vessels, but it lacked the stubby stern wings that the smaller ships had.  More than any other KMS ship, the fleet flagship most closely resembed a Star Destroyer from the old Star Wars movies.  It was made of so much metal that the thing had the same mass as the moon orbiting Planet Four in the Karis system, and building it had almost completely wiped them out of Neutronium to build its carapace outer hull.  It was so big that it couldn’t approach too closely to Kosigi else its mass would affect the moon’s orbit if the navigator wasn’t careful.  Special navigation protocols would have to be put in effect to get the ship to and away from a planet without it affecting the orbital tracks of moons, space stations, or satellites.  Admiral Palla Karinne had been promoted from the Aegis to take command of the new vessel, and Kiya Karinne from the admiralty command staff had transferred out of the command center to take command of the Aegis.


The new ship had one real function, and that was to serve as the flag for a major task force when taking on large segments of the Syndicate fleet, and to beat the shit out of the enemy during the battle.  It was built with the same mindset that went into tactical battleships, and that was the fact that the ship was there to fight, not to stay in the rear echelon and issue commands.  It would certainly be commanding any task force it anchored, there was no doubt about that, but the ship was armed to the teeth with just about everything that would let it fight Syndicate ships both at long range and toe to toe, if necessary.  It was armed with a GRAF cannon, as well as dozens and dozens of the most powerful weapons they could put on it.  Particle beam projectors, rail cannons, pulse batteries, plasma torpodoes, Coalition disrupors, missile batteries, it was a one ship armada of the most devastating weapons the Karinnes could put on the field.  It also carried four tactical fighter squadrons, two exomech companies, and two platoons of the new Titan exomechs to support it and its task force. The ship was a one man wrecking crew

Jason already knew that Palla was naming the ship the Tianne, they’d already made out the charter, and Juma had already seated the ship’s crew…all 9,000 of them.  A ship that big needed thousands of crew to keep it going.

The choice of the name Tianne wasn’t all that surprising.  She was a figure from Faey mythology whose closest comparison to Terran mythology was the Angel of Death, the first child of Aris that wasn’t Baaen, the first of Aris’ many half-god “love children” with mortal men, who was brought into Trelle’s domain to serve the Trinity.  In some ways, Tianne was comparable to an angel, but in their mythology, the “angels” were actually the half-god offspring of Aris and mortal men…and there were thousands of them.  Aris was one seriously fecund girl back in her wilder days.  After being brought into the Faey version of heaven to serve the gods, she was particularly known for being sent out to kill the enemies of her divine mother and grandparents and bring their souls back to Trelle to face her punishment, to be the Angel of Death, and she did it using Demir’s sword.  Demir only went out to do battle when it was a foe so powerful, so formidable, that Tianne could not defeat the foe herself…after all, she was only half god, not a full god, and some of the beasts and monsters and enemies in Faey mythology were extremely powerful.


She was the only figure in Faey mythology allowed to touch Demir’s sword aside from Demir himself.  Not even Trelle and Aris were allowed to touch Demir’s sword.  Demir was the Swordbearer, but Tianne was known as the Swordmaster.

And that also fit into Faey mentality, Jason supposed.  Demir’s sword was iconic, as much a part of his identity in Faey mythology and religious lore as Trelle’s hair and garland or Aris’ necklace, but he was a male, and males in Faey society weren’t allowed to fight.  Jason had always found it a little, well, paradoxical that the male god in Faey mythology was the one that carried a sword, but he also almost never used it.  Demir most often lent out his sword to Tianne, and she was the one that used it to kill things.  For Demir, it was a magical artifact that allowed him to bring forth life by letting him prick his finger with it and draw his blood.  And in their mythology, Demir’s sword was the only thing that could hurt a god, so it was with no small measure of trust that he allowed Tianne to use it.

Barely five minutes after Miaari and the others left, Chirk warned him he had another courier, this time from Kumi’s office.  And in strutted Eliara Lussi, one of Kumi’s best business agents.  She was Sha’i-ree, and what was typical for the race, she was heart-stoppingly gorgeous and bare-ass naked, wearing only slippers on her feet.  Her silky tail swished behind her as she sauntered into his office, her face and body just exuded, oozed sensuality and ripe, inviting promise.  She put most Faey women to shame with her sexiness, a fact that sent quite a few Faey women in the White House into jealous pique.  She had perfect mocha-colored skin, perfect white-gold hair, perfect blue eyes, perfect teeth, perfect breasts, perfect hips, perfect long legs…even her tail was perfect, and Faey women didn’t have tails.  She made Faey women want to have tails.  But make no mistake about it, Eliara was as intelligent, cunning, and ruthless as she was lovely, and she knew how to use her looks to get what she wanted, both out of men and out of business rivals.  Anyone that found Sha’i-ree to be attractive was nothing but a victim awaiting her sensual trap, given Sha’i-ree extremely casual attitudes towards sexual activity.  Anyone.  Eliara was just as willing to use sex to get what she wanted out of a woman as she was a man, and she enjoyed it equally.  “Your Grace,” she said in that husky, sexy, seductive voice, speaking the musical Faey language as if her very words were audial sex.  “The quarterly trades report,” she added, holding out the panel when she reached the desk, leaning over and putting a hand on the desk as she reached it across to him, a move that made her perfectly sized, perfectly formed, and perfectly jiggly breasts do what she wanted them to do.

Jason had the sense not to fall into that trap, a lesson Tim had to learn over and over and over and over and over.


But Eliara showed that since the Confederation started expanding in earnest not long after the defeat of the first Consortium invasion, the House Karinne had been expanding much the same way as the Confederation had.  Every single member race of the Confederation from every quadrant except the Coalition races from the P Quadrant were represented on Karis with three exceptions, and they weren’t outlandish ones.  People of the Kirri, the Jun, and the Ruu races had not joined the house, each with its own perfectly logical reasons not to do so.  Kirri did not live where their microbes did not, and Karis didn’t have sufficient saturation to move there on a permanent basis.  The Jun did not leave the Fatherland.  And the Ruu stayed separate from the other races for the same reason the Karinnes did, to protect their secrets.  There were Sha’i-ree in respectable numbers on Karis, more than enough to make them a common enough sight on the street for people not to stare, and Vekk, and Ujjo, and Jhri, and Jirunji, and Udra, and the races of the RK sector, even a small complement of Hrathari, and every other race that had joined since the Consortium had been defeated.  The Coalition races had only been part of the Confederation for the last six months, and since their homes were all the way across the galaxy, they hadn’t really started filtering over to the home quadrant in any real numbers yet.  But even despite that, there were members of 26 of the 89 races represented by the Coalition that had passed screening and were members of the House Karinne.

“Thank you, Eliara. Where’s Kumi?” he asked.


“On Terra, your Grace, with Duchess Temika and Duchess Rahne.  They’re finalizing a deal with Coalition Consolidated Metals for carbidium, tungsten, and adronite.”


“She’s off world?  She didn’t tell me.”


“Does she ever, your Grace?” she asked with a sensual smile.


No doubt she raced right off as soon as she was off maternity leave, Dera noted slyly to him.


She better have put Jana with Maya, or I’m gonna be pissed.


She did, Suri assured him.  Rest assured, Jason, your daughter is in good hands.


Better Maya’s than Kumi’s, he sent honestly.  “As a matter of fact, she doesn’t,” he said aloud as he set the handpanel down.  “And I think I’m gonna do something about that,” he added in an ominous voice.  “I’ll check this over when I finish what I’m doing, Eliara.”


“Very well, your Grace.  Good afternoon to you,” she said, then she made quite a show out of turning around and sashaying her tailed posterior back out the door, pausing to nod and smile at Suri and Dera before leaving.


She’s certainly trying hard, isn’t she? Suri sent impishly after the door closed.


Given she’s a Sha’i-ree, I’m surprised she didn’t just go around the desk and stick her hand in his pants, Dera replied, giving Jason an amused look.

She’s not quite that aggressive.  She enjoys making men come to her, which is completely opposite her cultural norms, Jason sent clinically.  She finds aggressive men to be almost intoxicating, and there’s plenty of them among the Faey, Terrans, and Shio.


So she gets off on seducing men, Dera noted.


She gets off on enticing men into making the first move, he corrected.  That’s a bit different from seduction.


So, she gets off on flirting, Suri deduced.


Yup.  And the hotter she gets a guy, the more she enjoys it when he takes the bait.


That’s almost Faey, Dera noted lightly.


Maybe now you see why she moved to Karis.  Faey women are more her style.

Jason spent time waiting for Ba’mra’ei going over several reports from the Confederation, dealing mainly with the Coalition.  The Coalition had joined the Confederation—sort of, it was actually more of a merger of two quadrant-spanning cooperatives—six months ago, and the two organizations were still ironing out the small wrinkles, mainly revolving around working out chains of command and lines of communication between the Confederate agencies on Terra and the Coalition bureaus on Cappria, over in the P4EB sector.  The High Chancellor Hovikk sat in on Confederate Council meetings, and the Confederation had an emissary that sat in on the Coalition Congress, which was their council of allied empires.  Since the Confederation had no elected executive, they had selected a ruler to represent the Confederation in the Coalition Congress.  Believe it or not, that job was given to Kreel.  The Coalition rulers found Kreel to be both enigmatic and almost mesmerizingly entertaining, and he served Confederate interests well in his dual role representing the Grimja Union in the Confederation, and representing the Confederation in the Coalition Congress.

He did such a good job that he’d been re-elected High Councilor just last month, and was secure for another six years as the executive of the Union.  The Grimja would ascend Kreel to godhood if they could figure out a way to do it, both the Grimja lay populace and the other Councilors thought so highly of him.  The Union had never had such growth and prosperity before, had never had a period where some segment of their population didn’t go hungry, and most of it was thanks to Kreel.


The Coalition was actually quite similar to the Confederation in some of its goals.  It wasn’t a military alliance, however, it was mainly an economic one.  It had been created to foster trade and keep the peace between the member empires through diplomacy, and over time, it had evolved to include mutual defense treaties.  Declaring war on any one member of the Coalition brought all of them into the war on their partner’s side.  They didn’t have a combined military headquarters, though they did often go on military exercises with other member empires.  The Confederation existed to combat the Andromedan invaders firstly, but also to foment trade and peaceful relations between its members.  The Coalition existed to foster economic prosperity and peace among its member nations, but did also defend its member empires from hostile aggression through their mutual defense pacts.  But unlike the Confederation, the member empires of the Coalition weren’t aggressive or expansionistic.  They had lived within their defined borders for centuries, even millenia, and were more than content to grow their economies rather than their territory.


But that didn’t stop Coalition members from registering with the Confederation Agency of Exploration and Annexation.  Like the Faey and the empires of the home sector, the only way the member empires of the Coalition could expand peacefully was through colonization of distant star systems, and they were more than happy to use the Confederation agency to help them explore open territory, find star systems, and claim them.  The agency didn’t have a sister bureau in the Coalition.  Then again, the Coalition didn’t have real-time jump engines or Stargates either.

But they would soon.  Already, Academy scientists were working with the various members of the Coalition to upgrade their fleets to real-time engines, to match Confederation technology.  Real-time engines were now mainstream in the Confederation, with almost all of their members having achieved that breakthrough…either on their own or with clandestine Karinne assistance.  They’d managed to upgrade nearly half of the Coalition members to real-time engines, and were working with the other half, those with less advanced engine or power generation technologies.


Jason often regretted doing that, unleashing empires like the Faey, Skaa, Prakarikai, and the Verutans on the galaxy at large, but it simply had to be done.  The Syndicate had real-time engines, and if they couldn’t match that mobility, they’d be at a major disadvantage in the coming war.  And every empire’s contribution to the war effort mattered, both with the Syndicate and with the coming second wave of the Consortium, which was much bigger.  Jason would just have to keep a very close eye on things and make sure that they didn’t abuse the gift they were given.  Real-time engines gave them the ability to cross the entire galaxy in about two hours, giving Confederate empires galactic reach, which they would need against the Consortium and Syndicate.  But it also opened distant, remote, technologically inferior civilizations to attack, which would make Jason rely more than ever before on the Kimdori to make sure that didn’t happen.

He managed to clear out his inbox before Ba’mra’ei and Ethikk arrived, which gave him time to look in on his new son a little bit.  Symone had left the hospital while he was bulldozing his inbox, and she was at home and resting in her comfy chair as Terry slept in a hovercrib beside her.  Jyslin was on the couch with Tim, watching viddy and each with one of Jason’s twin girls in their laps.  Both Bethany and Siyae looked to be napping, and Lyra was definitely napping, laying on the end of the couch by her father.  Tim looked almost fatherly with a little girl using each of his legs as a pillow, his hand on Siyae’s back absently as he watched viddy.  Rann and Shya were sitting on the floor playing a game in their interfaces.  The new twins were in cribs by the couch, and Tim and Symone’s maid/nanny Resli was coming in from the kitchen.  They’d hired her not long after Lyra was born, when they found they could use the help around the house, and she fit in very well both in their house and in the strip in general.  Then again, Miaari had found her, so there was no doubt she would.

Ayama and Surin would have been there, but they had their own child to look after.  They were on official leave right now, because two weeks ago, Ayama had delievered her first, an adorable baby girl she named Sanjira.  Jason and Jyslin would never make her care for their own kids over her newborn, so she and Surin were on leave…which really just meant that they weren’t babysitting outside the house anymore.  They still lived in their apartment in the house, and Ayama would be minding Jon and Julia along with her own baby.  Her daughter would grow up in their house and be as much a part of the family as Ayama and Surin were.  They just weren’t doing any official work right now, Miaari had brought in a temporary maid to do the cooking and cleaning until Ayama and Surin were back on duty.  That maid, a young Shio woman named Seido Sunsinger, was probably going to end up becoming permanent.  They were going to need another hand in the house with so many babies and toddlers running around, and Seido had already proved that she could manage the unique form of chaos that existed within Jason’s house.

How quickly all those spare bedrooms in Jason’s expanded house filled up.  He almost had to force himself to believe that he had seven children in the house now; Rann and Shya, Bethany and Siyae, Sanjira, and now Jon and Julia.  Rann and Shya were eight, the twins were coming up on three, Sanjira joined them two weeks ago, and now they had their newborn twins, only a day old.  And that didn’t even count Danelle, who had her own bedroom in the house and occupied it more often than not, and the fact that Jason’s other children often stayed over with Rann, creating a constant stream of kids moving in and out of the house.


Yeah, he, Jyslin, Ayama, and Surin were definitely going to need help, and Seido had proven her mettle in one very important way; she had not yet slept with Tim.


So much domestic tranquility, and here he was, stuck at work, unable to be a part of it.  Life sucked sometimes.


The babies made him switch over the Civnet on his hologram and look at the latest round of pictures that Dahnai had released.  The scandal born of Miyai and Raisha had died down over the last couple of years, and besides, nothing stamped out the last flickering embers of a scandal like pictures of a brand new Imperial Prince.  Little Kaen Merrane looked just like his father Kellin, an absolutely handsome little man who had just celebrated his one month “birthday.”  Dahnai was still over at her summer palace, maybe lingering more than a little bit before going back to Draconis, but then again, she’d lingered on purpose to be on Karis for the birth of the twins and the birth of Terry.  She’d been right there when all three were born, since she was their godmother, but she’d had to go back to the summer palace to deal with some issue that had come up in the Imperium not long after Terry was born.  Kaen was a very boisterous little boy, and he was already starting to frazzle Saelle a little bit.  She and Evin had agreed to foster Kaen as well as the twins, extending her contract a couple of years, but that wasn’t a big deal to her.  She enjoyed her job, and besides, now she had a daughter of her own to love and cherish along with her fosters.  Saelle and Evin had celebrated the birth of Laeri Karinne on New Year’s Day, which was considered the luckiest day to give birth.  That meant that Laeri would supposedly have a wonderful life, being lucky enough to be born on the holiest day in the Faey year.  Saelle was certainly milking it, since Laeri meant blessed one in Old Faey.

And Evin was never leaving Saelle.  When she returned to Karis after completing her fostering duty, Evin would come with her.  Their marriage was no longer simply on paper.

Kaen wasn’t in the official line of succession since he was a boy, but Faey went completely ga-ga over an Imperial Prince.  He probably got even more attention than his sisters did, because he was a boy, and in Faey society, a prince was by far the fairer royal compared to a princess.  For Dahnai, Kaen was almost a replacement son, for the day she’d been dreading would be coming to pass in five months.  Maer would be turning 15, and on his birthday, he’d be marrying in a grand state ceremony and moving out of the palace.  That was the age an Imperial Prince married, and since the boy entered the house of his wife, Maer would be leaving the House Merrane and entering the House Dorrane as a High Duke, a very special rank reserved only for the male children of an Empress who married into another house.  He would still have the title of Prince, would officially be known as High Duke Imperial Prince Maer Merrane Dorrane, and he would only be outranked by the Grand Duchess and her heir apparent in his new house.

Maer was on Trivis II right now, spending time with his betrothed, Delia Dorrane, and her family to get to know them a little better before the marriage.  It was a common practice for a prince to spend a few months with the new family, then come back to the palace for a few months to get everything squared away and be there to prepare for the ceremony.  Sirri was in the summer palace with her mother.

Technically, Shya could be called a High Duchess, but that was a boy’s title, and Shya would punch anyone who tried to add it to her name in the nose.  She was quite content with Duchess Consort, which would become Grand Duchess Consort when Rann took the house throne.


Jason had seen a lot more pics of Kaen than what was released, and for that matter, he’d held his godson quite a bit.  Just like with her twins, Dahnai had delivered on Draconis and then was on her way to Karis to spend her maternity in her summer palace almost before the doctors cut the umbilical cord.  Dahnai looked for any reason to come to her summer palace, and when she ran out of flimsy excuses, she just came over anyway.  She loved her summer palace that much, to the point where she spent nearly half her time on Karis and the other half on Draconis…and the fact that Jason was on Karis really had very little to do with it.  Sure, he was a bonus, but she just loved the palace that Jason had built for her, a place that was hers, had been built just for her and with her in mind, and a place where she could relax, unwind, and forget about the heay burdens that came with her crown for a little while.  Karis and the summer palace was her sanctuary, her personal, private place, and for the Empress of the Imperium, privacy was a precious commodity that was treasured.


 She wasn’t the only one.  The Grand Duchesses of the Siann loved being invited there, and often, Dahnai had to all but throw them out to make them leave.  They fully understood why Dahnai was always so eager to retreat to Karis, and while they grumbled a bit over how much time she spent there, they couldn’t blame her.  The summer palace was gorgeous, luxurious, and outside the public eye, which meant that Dahnai and the Grand Duchesses who visited could let their hair down and truly relax.  The summer palace had also inspired quite a bit of copycat architecture among the Grand Duchesses as they built new retreats for themselves, spending those obscene profits they were raking in thanks to the prosperity laid at their feet by the Confederation.


Yila’s newest retreat on Draconis was almost ridiculous.  She must have spent C1,100,000,000 on it, and in a blatant copy of the summer palace, she’d bought a small private island off the coast of northern Vexia and built her manor complex there.  Jason knew for a fact that just buying the island had cost her a  billion credits, and that didn’t even count the cost of the complex she built there after tearing down the estate mansion and everything else that had been on the island.  Yila had leveled a perfectly good 14 bedroom manor just to build her own manor on the site.  And most likely like Dahnai, Yila had taken her maternity leave on her private tropical island.  She’d had a baby boy four months ago, and he was in the care of her house nannies and she was back at work swindling pensioners and stealing candy from babies…maybe even her own baby.


He wouldn’t put it past her, that was for damn sure.


So many kids, everywhere.  Sooooo many kids.


But that was one of the primal forces of life, to procreate, so it was just nature, he supposed.


 He actually found himself with about an hour of free time, which had been in short supply for the last couple of takirs, and honestly debated attending the Confederate Council meeting scheduled to begin in fifteen minutes.  He wasn’t the only ruler that didn’t attend them religiously anymore, that was for certain.  The sheer number of council members made it almost like attending a Colonist dramatic play.  The council meetings nowadays were more for just disseminating information to the various rulers, since all the plans had been made and most of the work had already been done.  Kim more or less ran the Confederation from Terra by managing its agencies, and the council session was mainly there for the aides and surrogates that now attended most of the council sessions to take the information presented in them to their rulers.  The ruler currently holding the gavel did attend—which quickly became a hated task and also made Jason even more gleeful that neutral observers did not hold the gavel—but rarely were more than maybe six actual rulers sitting in on council.  The rest of the attendees were duly sanctioned representatives.

Jason did that himself.  A good 95% of the time, it was Yeri or one of the CBIMs sitting in on the council session instead of him, a chore they passed between them.


Fuck that.  No way was he wasting valuable free time listening to someone drone on and on.


He didn’t want to go home, because he wouldn’t want to leave.  He didn’t even want to merge to a device at home, because he wouldn’t want to leave either.  He couldn’t push up the commissioning ceremony, it would take too long and he’d make Ba’mra’ei and Ethikk wait.  So, he had an hour to kill…what to do, what to do.


He spent that hour playing Vanguard, which was a massive multiplayer first person shooter that was the current rage with most of the younger adults.  Vanguard was a simsense-capable game that more or less required a jack to play go be competitive, because the top players on the scoreboards for every level were almost always jacked.  And it was easy to tell the jacked players from the “exies,” or the external controller players, by how their avatars moved.  Jacked players had full natural range of motion where people playing on vidlinks or panels moved like avatars in games, with pre-programmed motions and set run speeds and such.  But, since jacks were becoming so prevalent throughout the entire Confederation, nearly half the players in a Vanguard game were jacked.  It was a battlefield simulation game, much akin to the old Teamfortress or Call of Duty games Jason played back in college, where players took on roles in an army and battled another army, the conditions of the battle set by the level and by the controlling computer.  Most of the large-scale missions were “army X attacks a position defended by army Y,” along with options for smaller maps with smaller numbers of players facing off against each other, all the way down to squad against squad skirmish missions, but there were also levels that were two armies racing to reach an objective first, missions where one army attacks another while on the move in open terrain where neither army has a fixed position, and just slugfest death matches on flat empty maps where the two armies just clashed in the middle and saw who killed more players before time ran out.  And given it was all done by jack and was supported by a very beefy central computer, the game had thousands of players on each side.  It was truly army versus army in Vanguard, where players took up roles of infantry, forward controller who called in bombardments, sniper, intelligence specialist, the “spies” on the level that gathered intel to pass on to command, mobile artillery operators, special ops who penetrated enemy lines to conduct strategic attacks on the enemy’s rear assets, exomech riggers, ground support fighter pilots, and both tactical and strategic command personnel.  Players who took command slots had to have a certain amount of experience and a certain player rating to qualify, and one had to “earn rank” in lower command slots to get access to higher ones, almost like a real military command structure.  In the game, players started as infantry, then earned points to undergo “training” to play the other roles, and once they had a certain number of games played and achieved a certain player rating, they could enter command and become corporals that led infantry squads.  From there, they worked up to sergeant, then lieutenant, then captain, then major, then colonel, and then they made General and were allowed to command the entire army during the battle.  Of course, players could ignore commands from officers, but they lost rating points for insubordination, and local command could make battlefield command decisions that countered orders from higher up.  The only guy in the entire game that didn’t actively fight or execute operations was the General.  His sole job was to sit in a protected rear position behind the battlefield, study camera views and the intel supplied by his intel specialists, and issue orders to his army.  Even the colonels in the army were shooting at the other guy, though they usually did it from support corvettes over the battlefield executing airstrikes.

And there were some damn good Vanguard Generals.  One guy was a total fuckin’ tactical genius, he had a 78% win ratio when he commanded an army, and was so good that Jason had him tracked down…to discover that he was a 19 year old college student on Terra that majored in music and had bad grades everywhere but music.

Vanguard also had four different branches to the game.  The first branch was the most popular, modern infantry combat.  The second branch was naval space combat, where players controlled ships and battled each other in naval combat, which was the second most popular.  The third branch was fighter combat, squadrons of fighters flying various missions, which was more players versus the scenario than players fighting other players, and the fourth was a medieval infantry game where guns were replaced by swords and exomechs by catapults.  Anyone who bought Vanguard had access to all four branches of the game, but a player had to progress in each branch separately.  Rating earned in infantry combat didn’t carry over to naval combat, and so on.  There were also mods for different eras based on basic combat modes, like the World War II mod for Terran players, and the Second or Third Civil War mod for Faey players.  Mods altered in-game equipment to match the historical equivalents, and many of the mods used mission maps based on the actual battles.  It was almost like re-enactments, but you shot at the other guy with “real” bullets.


There were also customizable skins in some game modes, and Jason wasn’t too proud to say that the colors of the heraldry of the KMS were one such custom skin, with detail all the way down to the specific heraldry and tailfin icons of individual infantry battalions, exomech companies, and fighter sqaudrons, some of which only unlocked if you earned a high rating.  Elite combat units had elite members, in reality and in the game.  The red exomechs and sword icon of the Red Warriors, the black exomechs with the female ghost icon of the Banshees, the black exomechs and armed Faey icon of the KBB, and the black Wolves and spectre tailfin art from the Ghost Squadron were in the game…and just like the real Red Warriors, Banshees, KBB, and Ghost Squadron, if you rated high enough to use those skins, enemy players were very afraid of you.

Vanguard was a product of a shell company connected to 3D and MRDD, and Eraen had done most of the coding on the game.  It was also making the House Karinne an absolute bloody fortune.  C20 for the game, C10 a year maintenance fee to offset server maintenance costs and pay for new mission map development…and 136 million active players.  But not all the game’s mission maps were done by Eraen.  The Vanguard Civnet site accepted submissions of player-made mission scenario maps, and maps that were good enough were incorporated into the game and the creator earned himself a C5000 payout and his game handle on the map as credit for being the one that created it.  Some of the most challenging and fun missions in the game were created by players.

Jason actually loved playing Vanguard.  You were in the game playing within 30 seconds of queueing up, and you could play as long as you wanted or as short as you wanted.  You could leave even during a battle, though if you left early you earned no rating points for that battle, but you did earn experience points based on your performance up until you left, and those experience points could be spent buying access to a new job, upgrading skills to gain bonuses and enhancements, buying equipment to be used on “free” maps with no restrictions like increased armor or weapon boosters, or buying extra command points if one’s rating allowed it to enable the player to more quickly promote up the chain of command, if that was their thing.  Most of the time, Jason played a good old fashioned grunt in the game.  Infantry.  He’d spent most of his XP boosting his infantry abilities, but he had spent some XP buying the rating to drive an exomech and getting his exomech skills up to an acceptable level.  He sometimes played as a rigger for a change of pace, but he liked being just one of the anonymous grunts on the line, shooting at the bad guys, where nobody in his squad had any idea he was actually the Grand Duke Karinne.  He had enough command points and a personal player rating high enough to play as a sergeant—his PPR, Personal Player Rating, was actually high enough to play as a major—but he had never done it.  He made enough decisions in his job on a daily basis, he liked playing a game where his only job was to shoot at the bad guys.  It was almost therapudic in its complete lack of any responsibility.

He was heavy into it on the Battle of Diamond Citadel map when Cybi’s face appeared as a window on the edge of his vision, since he was merged to his interface and playing the game in jack emulation mode.  He was behind a half-collapsed wall with six of his squadmates, playing defense on the map, holding the Diamond Citadel against the enemy army.  [And how are you doing?] she asked conversationally.

[Getting our asses handed to us at the moment,] he replied as he raked fire across a wall on the far side of the courtyard, behind which an enemy squad was taking cover.  [They broke through the front gate within six minutes, and we’re holding the courtyard by our fingernails.  Their general is fuckin’ good, we totally bit on that decoy attack on the east wall.  Right now, all I’m doing is holding out for XP before I get my head shot off.]

[I fail to see why you don’t play as the general.  You could destroy these untrained kids with all your training.]

[I don’t play this game to make decisions, Cybi, I play this game to blow things up.]


[You’re not even doing that very well at the moment,] she teased as Jason ducked back behind the wall as the enemy countered, sending a hail of fire in his direction.


[Bite me, Cybi,] he retorted acidly as he and his squadmates dashed across a break in the wall, exposing themselves to fire for a split second.


“Grenades!” the squad sergeant’s voice came over his game avatar’s helmet speaker, then the lieutenant commanding their company’s voice overrode it.  “A and B squads, flank the advance to the east!  C and D squads, hold the line!”

Jason was the first of the group to break for the east side of the courtyard, because it was a good idea.  The enemy had left their east flank exposed in their advance towards the citadel, and flanking from the east would produce some results, might even break their advance and cut off their advance elements.  Jason dashed from the end of the wall to a destroyed exomech, using it as cover, then raced over to a piece of broken wall, kneeling down as the rest of the squad reached them.  The sergeant used hand signs to direct the elements, and Jason nodded and raced across empty courtyard to another destroyed exomech.  The rigger had survived, and was behind her rig with a rifle in her hands—which was well within the game’s rules.  A rigger who survived the destruction of a rig could play infantry until they got back to the support area and got another rig.  “Nice of you boys to join us,” she said dryly as the rest of the squad got behind the rig.  They’d managed to get into position with little attention from the enemy, only a few opponents seeing them.

“I hope you know how to use that gun, mech jockey,” somoene behind him said.


“We’ll find out, won’t we?” she challenged.


“Knock off the chatter,” his squad sergeant barked when he reached them.  “You five, cover fire.  You, rigger, cover fire.  Duke, Jacker, Strongarm, point, take us in,” he said, using their in-game handles.  Jason played as Duke…which wasn’t all that imaginative, he supposed.  “Let’s get in there and bust some heads.”


“Let’s rock,” the player beside him declared, swinging his gun into firing position.


[Jason, you do have an appointment,] Cybi warned.  [The High Staff’s ship has come through the Stargate and should make orbit in about ten minutes.]


[Then I have twenty before I have to get out to the pad, don’t I?] he answered her as he led the charge to a covered position just off the flank of the enemy advance, a great place to really disrupt their movement.


[Don’t make me pull your plug, Jason,] she warned.


[Stop mothering me and warn me when their dropship launches, I’ll have plenty of time to get out there,] he answered as he made the position, then immediately rose up over the burned-out hovercar chassis and started firing at enemy soldiers moving up towards the line.  Several players dropped to the ground and vanished—the game’s version of death, they would respawn at their base and one reinforcement point would be deducted from their side. When there were no more reinforcements, players would no longer respawn and would be allowed to watch in passive, “death” mode until the map was won by one side or the other.  That allowed players to keep playing after getting killed, but made dying matter, just like a real battle.  Dying meant you were not helping your team until you resupplied at base and got back to the front lines, and on big maps, that could take a while.


Whoever sent down the order to flank deserved a field promotion, because it worked.  Jason’s squad and Squad A caused chaos on the east flank of the enemy, stopping their advance and cutting off their front line units from reinforcement.  Their advance sputtered on the east side, and they lost ground as the defenders—Jason’s side—counterattacked in almost perfect coordination with the flanking maneuver.  Jason knew he was playing under a time limit, so he did what he could in the time he had to give his side a chance to get off their losing footing, but he wasn’t being suicidal about it.  He wasn’t costing his side a reinforcement, and if he died before logging out, his replacement would spawn back in the base.


But he didn’t count on Cybi.  To his horror, Cybi manifested her hologram inside the game, in full view of all the other players, standing just beside Jason and fully exposed to enemy fire.  “Cybi!” Jason gasped.  “You can’t manifest in here, you’re not playing!  Our side could get blackflagged for cheating!”


“Act like a misbehaving child, and I’ll treat you like one,” she said heartlessly as quite a few enemy shots went harmlessly through her holographic form, putting her hands on her hips and looking down at him.  “The High Staff will be on the pad in five minutes, and it takes three to get to the pad from your office!  Now stop playing this game and do your job, Jason!”

“She won’t be on the pad for six minutes!” he protested.  “I’m keeping track!”


“Dude, is that your mom or something?” Jacker asked him.  “How is she doing that?”


“Sometimes she thinks she is,” Jason snorted in reply.  “Alright, alright, I’ll log out now.  But don’t you ever manifest inside the game again.  You could cost every player on my side their rating for the battle!”


“Next time you ignore me when you told me to remind you to log out, I’ll grab you by the ear and drag you off the battlefield,” she stated threateningly, whch made quite a few people pause in mid battle and laugh.  “Or even worse, I’ll tell all these people who you really are, Jason.” 


“Oh, it is on now, bitch,” Jason growled, hitting his logout button.  That told the game and the command staff that he had to leave before the battle was over, and when that happened, someone in the base who just died but had yet to respawn would be teleported to his position to take his place, so as not to cost his team because he had to leave.  The countdown gave that player time to be ready for the port, and when they ported in, they’d inherit all of Jason’s current equipment, effectively replacing him in the battle.  “You start fucking with what little free time I have, woman, and I’m gonna unplug your core.”


“Empty threats get you nowhere with me, Jason,” she replied, crossing her arms beneath her pseudo-breasts and giving him an amused look.  “Now log out and get to the pad so you can greet the High Staff without looking like you ran down there at the last second.  That makes you look very rude.”

“I’m counting down now,” he growled as the three second invulnerability shield surrounded him.  His repacement would have that shield, and that would give them enough time to get to cover before they could be killed..

Jason threated Cybi with the back of his hand after opening his eyes and standing up, but she just gave him a stern look and pointed at the door.  “Work.  Now. Go,” she ordered, which made Dera and Suri wheeze in voiceless laughter from their position by the front door.

“I am so gonna get you, bitch,” he threatened as he stalked past her, his guards standing up to escort him down to the pad.


He got to the pad in plenty of time before the Alliance dropship appeared over the buildings of Karsa with two Wolf fighters escorting it, then it landed gently in front of him as the fighters pulled back up and went over the building.  The hatch opened, and the very different members of the Alliance Council came down the steps.  Ba’mra’ei was Bari-Bari, who were a race of extremely tall, lanky, long-armed simioids.  She towered over Jason—he only came up to the base of her chest—but she made the Beryan with her look like a doll.  He came up to her knee.  Ethikk was a typical Beryan, a race of short, lithe, narrow-muzzled canoids who dyed their tails in a color pattern that denoted their family lineage.  Ethikk was the Beryan member of the Alliance Council, the governing body of their government, five races joined together in a single civilization.  The executive of their government was the High Staff, a position that rotated through the five members of the council on a seven year term.  Ba’mra’ei had replaced Graith, who had died, and their rules said that she could only serve out the remainder of his term.  When the term expired, the next council member in the rotation took the High Staff position, and that was Ethikk.  


Ba’mra’ei wasn’t crying about it.  She was actually relieved to be relinquishing the High Staff to Ethikk.


Jason had told them to come in casual garb, that their visit wasn’t going to be official, and they’d heeded him.  Ba’mra’ei was wearing only a kilt-like wrap around her waist, and Ethikk was wearing a Beryan tunic that came down to his knees in a very appealing cream color that went well with his soft brown fur.  Both of them were wearing interfaces, standard jack interfaces spreading through the Confederation like wildfire, since both of them were jacked.  Jason took Ba’mra’ei’s huge, hairy hand, her fingers slightly longer than Jason’s entire hand was, then leaned down and took Ethikk’s paw.  “Ba’mra’ei, Ethikk, good to see you,” he said.  “Welcome to Karis.”


“I’m very happy to be here, your Grace,” he said with a smile.  “It’s long been a point of jealousy on the council that Ba’mra’ei was the only one that ever got to come here outside of the official summits.”


“A necessary evil,” Jason told him.  “When we start making exceptions, then everyone expects exceptions.”


“I completely understand, your Grace,” he said with a fanged smile.  “I understand congratulations are in order?”


He chuckled.  “Thank you.  Terry was born this morning, and he’s absolutely adorable.  Symone has probably put the pictures on Civnet by now announcing the birth.”


“Then I think we should get the initial meeting done quickly, so you can go home and fawn over your new cub,” he said.


“You just became my new best friend, Ethikk,” Jason said, which made both of them laugh.  “Please, come in,” he gestured.  “We both have a reason to get the meeting overwith, sinc Yeri has arranged a sightseeing tour for you this afternoon, which will conclude with a tour of Kosigi by Admiral Dellin.”


“That sounds quite interesting,” Ethikk said.  “Will it include the famous oye trees?”

“She can easily add that to the itinerary if you want to see them,” he assured him.  “But you should have been able to see one of them on the way down.  We have one growing right in the middle of Karsa.”


“I did, and it’s gigantic, but I was told it’s a small one compared to the ones on the north coast.”


“That’s true,” Jason chuckled as they walked in.  “It’s only sixty Beryan igi tall.  The ones out on the coast are upwards of two hundred and fifty.”


“That’s why I’d love to see them.  A tree as tall as a building resonates with the Beryan psyche.  It’s a dog thing, your Grace.”


Jason burst out laughing, understanding the self-depcrating, Terran-oriented joke for what it was.


Ethikk and Ba’mra’ei certainly made the meeting easy.  They sat in his office and discussed the things Ethikk needed to know about the Confederation and the Karinnes, things that Ba’mra’ei more or less kept secret from her own council, but things that Ethikk would learn as the High Staff.  One of the main reasons for the meeting, however was to introduce Ethikk to the CBIMs.  All four of them were present in the meeting, and he talked with them, got to know the two CBIMs that the Confederate Council almost never saw, Cyvanne and Cylan.  Cybi and Cyra were the “face” of Karis in that regard, the CBIMs that the council knew and interacted with on a regular basis.  They knew that Cyvanne and Cylan were online, but those two were very much in the background, not part of visible Karinne operations.  Cyvanne stayed in the background because it was her job as the disaster recovery CBIM,and Cylan had yet to gain enough experience to take on a full role quite yet.  He was getting there, but he had more to learn before he was ready.


“Are you going to be joining the council on Prakarika for the summit next week, Jason?” Ethikk asked as they basically just sat around and shot the breeze after going over the meeting’s itinerary.


“I haven’t decided yet,” he replied.  “You know that me and Anivan don’t get along.  I’m almost afraid  that she’ll try to get me alone and take out my kneecaps.”


“She’s calmed down a great deal over the last few months,” Ba’mra’ei observed, tapping her round chin.  She had a face more like a chimpanzee than anything else, but had lucid blue eyes.  “I think her pregnancy is mellowing her.”


“I’m more worried about the low-G members of the council being on Prakarika.  It’s not a very hospitable place for about anyone but a Prakarikai or an Ogravian.  The one time I was there, I had to wear two inducers, just in case the primary one malfunctioned.”

“It’s not the first time I’ve visited a planet that would kill me if my life support equipment failed,” Ethikk chuckled.


“It’s the air pressure more than the gravity I worry about,” Ba’mra’ei said.


“Yeah, I had to wear a helmet when I was there,” Jason nodded.  “It’s outside the safe tolerance for my species without preparation.  I’d have to pressurize first, then decompress afterward.”


“I’m sure that the Prakarikai have set up suitable enviro modules,” Cybi noted.  “It would look bad if they killed half of their allies, after all.”

“Anivor’s department, so yeah, I’m fairly sure things will be right.  I just hope you’re ready for a six hour welcoming ceremony.”


Ethikk laughed.  “That’s what my interface is for, Jason.  Tune out, have it warn me when it’s over.”


“The Prakarikai do put on a good show.  The problem is, they don’t know when the show should end,” Ba’mra’ei noted, which made Jason chuckle.


“They said that the welcoming and farewell ceremonies would be brief,” Cylan injected.


“Brief for them is ungodly long and boring for most everyone else, Cy,” Jason told him.

“We’ll see,” Ba’mra’ei said.  “One thing I have noticed over the last couple of years is that the Prakarikai are changing a little.  Exposure to the rest of us is causing them to ease back a little on their ceremony when dealing with the outside.”


“I think Kreel does that to them more than anything else.  It’s hard to be all stuffy and condescending when he’s over there ripping you to shreds with every comment,” Jason said, which made both of them burst out laughing, Cybi and Cyra smile, and the other two CBIMs look at him curiously.  “I think Anivan cried into her pillow when he won re-election.”


“Barka’s pillar, he is witty,” Ethikk agreed with a grin.


Chirk came into the office, and Yeri was just behind her.  She was wearing a very nice robe, not formal but still quite snazzy, in Karinne blue and trimmed with gold and with the right sleeve shorter than the left, which was classic Faey tailoring.  “Ba’mra’ei, you’re looking quite well,” Yeri said.  “And welcome to Karis, Ethikk.  It’s good to see you again.”


“Ah, Yeri!  You’re looking quite well,” Ethikk said happily standing up and taking her hands.

“I’ve been quite well, Ethikk.  How did your sons do on their exams?”


“All three scored high enough to get into the prep school we wanted,” he said proudly.  “And they’re already working on the requirements to enter the Academy when they graduate.”  There was no need for him to say which academy…when one said the Academy, one was almost always referring to the Karinne Academy on Terra.


“I’m sure they’ll get in.  After all, you do have something of an inside track when it comes to a recommendation,” she said, her eyes darting to Jason meaningfully.


“Why do you think I’m so glad I’m taking the High Staff?” he asked with a sly smile.


“Rank does have its privileges,” Yeri smiled.  “Jason told you’re ready for your tour, and that you want to add a visit to the oye forest?”


“Most definitely.”


“We can do that, no problem.  We can also visit the Parri who tend the trees.  They enjoy hosting visitors.”


Jason said his goodbyes and let Yeri take over, taking the incoming High Staff on a tour of Karis and Kosigi.  Jason walked out with them down to the landing pad, saw them off in a Karinne luxury dropship, then he walked with Dera and Suri into a zip ship, which then rose up and docked with the destroyer Tikanne, which was hovering about 50,000 shakra over Karis, over the normal skylanes for hovercars.  Captain Gai Edanne met him in the landing bay, a tall, willowy Faey with chalky blue hair not far from the shade of her skin and shimmering ruby eyes, a dark, nearly blood red.  Gai had been captain of the Tikanne for nearly two years, which was her own doing.  She had turned down two offers to captain a cruiser, and Juma had let her stay where she was rather than pull a Sevi on her.  Gai wasn’t attached to the ship so much as she was her crew; if Juma moved her entire crew to the cruiser with her, she’d probably go for it.  “You’re looking radiant, Gai,” he told her after kissing her cheek.  “I thought you were still on maternity leave.”

“I just came back three days ago,” she replied.  “And thank you for the birth gift, it was lovely!”


“You’re welcome,” he told her, patting her on the shoulder of her duty uniform.  Since she wasn’t on active deployment, she and her crew were allowed to wear duty uniforms rather than armor.  “Is Finn driving you crazy yet?”


She laughed.  “He’s certainly loud,” she grinned as they started towards the hatch.  “But I don’t mind.  He’s just telling me he loves me.”


“No, he’s telling you feed me, woman!”


She laughed again.  He’s not that bad, she sent, which was one of her little quirks.  Gai often bounced between speaking and sending in a conversation, sometimes in mid-sentence.


You just wait until he’s a little older, and his lungs grow enough to add a few decibels.


That’s what soundproof walls are for.

The destroyer started off as they walked to the bridge, and they were nearly out of the atmosphere by the time they got there.  Jason shook several hands and kissed some cheeks when he reached the bridge, a bridge that showed the diversity the house was developing.  An Urumi sat in the tactical position, the primary navigator was a male Faey, and the secondary navigator was a Shio woman.  “Make for jump distance, Mister Deklin, ahead full,” Gai ordered as Jason met the Urumi tactical officer, a female with a short crest—meaning she was young—named Fre’Litt.  “Plot a jump solution for planet seven.”

“Jump solution already plotted sir, we’ll be ready for jump as soon as we reach jump distance,” he answered.  “We’ll reach jump distance in twenty one minutes.”


“Very good.”


“You know, we could use the Stargate,” Jason noted dryly.


“It’s faster to jump, your Grace,” she replied lightly as she pushed him into her chair.  “The Stargate is on the far side of the planet.”


“That’s a fair point,” Jason agreed, which made her smile slightly.


Jason spent the time getting to jump distance catching up with Gai in her quarters as he changed into his formal robes, Dera and Suri helping him.  It only took him about ten minutes since he was only wearing the outer robe and the vest-like garment that went under it, hiding the fact he had a tee and jeans on under it, and tucking his jean legs into his dress boots completed the deception.  They returned to the bridge in plenty of time to jump.  When they reached jump distance, the ship slowed down.  [Jump in thirty seconds,] the comm officer broadcast over the ship’s internal biogenic network.  And what was a major change from the days before cyberjacks, no one was getting into their jump restraints.  Over the last couple of years, Myleena and Songa had further and further upgraded and refined the technology in the jacks and interfaces to deal with hyperspace.  Myleena had added gyroscopic circuitry into all military interfaces and wrote a program that allowed people to keep their balance, which freed people from their jump restraints.  She had also refined a sensor mesh matrix sytem that gave a Crusader armor wearer the ability to “feel” through the surface of the armor, but didn’t allow pain signals, which had applications far beyond jumping.  Being able to feel something he held in his gantleted hand made a big difference when he was wearing armor.  The tactile sensory mesh allowed him to feel contact, feel the force he was exerting in that contact, feel texture, heat, and cold, but didn’t allow those sensations to go outside the “comfort zone” and become unpleasant.  Since they were in duty uniforms, the crew wouldn’t have a sense of touch during jumping unless they wore sensormesh gloves and gear, which fed tactile contact data to the interface and jack.  Songa and Myleena’s work had freed KMS crews from having to get into jump restraints for jumping operations, something that had not been filtered down to the rest of the Confederation, since they currently only had those systems developed for biogenic units.


Jason wasn’t getting into a jump restraint either, and that was also thanks to Songa and Myleena.  Jason was one of only three Generations with cybernetic implants in his brain, connected to the sensory centers of his brain the same way a jack was, and those microscopic units were there to do the same thing a jack did.  When in hyperspace, and only in hyperspace, they activated, blocking Jason’s natural sensory feed in favor of sensory input from his external equipment, from something that couldn’t suffer sensory ghosting.  Usually that was his interface, but if he was in armor, he got sensory feed from the armor instead.  Jason, Myleena, and Saelle were the only Generations with those implants, because they were the only ones that had any earthly business leaving Karis for somewhere that wasn’t connected to a Stargate.  The implants gave him the ability to jump without suffering ill effects, just like someone that was jacked.

That was the only reason a Generation might want to get a jack, but Myleena had fixed it so they didn’t need a jack to get it.

When they slowed to a stop, the ship jumped, a .16 second pop through hyperspace from Karis II to Karis VII, a jump so fast Jason barely registered it.  The viewscreen shimmered, and they went from a view of deep space to a view of the gas giant planet VII, named Hevalla.  It was slightly smaller than Jupiter in the Terra system, it had a ring system just as extensive as Saturn’s, and it had 83 moons, every single one of them an icy ball not fit for colonization.  Because of the huge gravity well of the planet, they came out of hyperspace nearly 40 minutes from the closest moon…but where they were going was only 15 minutes away.

It slowly grew in the viewer, until the outline of the Fleet Flagship soon to be named Tianne hung in the distance like a small, pointy little moon.  It was almost mind-bogglingly big, nearly as large by surface area as Jaxtra, a city-sized ship that was built to destroy ships ten times its size.  It was long, sleek, and both elegant and intimidating, elegant in its lines but intimidating in its sheer size, built in the pattern KMS triangular, pie-wedge design, but the lack of the stern wings made the ship look more like an arrowhead than anything else…an arrowhead for some incomprehensibly huge giant, anyway.

“Captain, dock control just sent an approach vector,” the comm officer called.  “Sending it to navigation.”


“I have it,” the male navigator, Deklin, confirmed.  “Entering it into the nav computer now.”


“Very good, Mister Deklin.  Reduce to dock speed once we’re at the shield border.”


“Aye, sir.”


The new ship looked to be covered by a haze as they approached,  but that was because the entire ship was enclosed in an airskin bubble, pressurizing the construction zone.  The temperature inside would be cold enough to liquefy the air they imported if not for heaters the size of city blocks stationed at strategic areas inside, which created a constant circulation of air within the bubble, like a constant gentle breeze as air expanded, moved away from the heaters, then cooled.  Over the 16 months since the bubble had been built, the circulating air had established its own natural airflow patterns.  Giant container vessels were already inside, vacuuming up the atmosphere to return it to the Karisian atmosphere.  It would take them nearly two months to vacuum out the air and return the area within to the same vacuum state as the deep space beyond the shield.


“That is one big ship,” Gai noted lightly as they approached.


“Not as big as the ships it’s going to be facing, but yes, it’s big,” Jason agreed as the ship started to slow, preparing to cross the airskin shield and enter the atmosphere area.


“You did the right thing giving it to Palla.  She’s the best suited for commanding it.”


“An opinion virtually the entire Karinne Navy shares, Gai,” Jason chuckled.  “If Myri and Juma would have given it to anyone else, I think the whole navy would have mutinied.”


“I hear you gave her a third diamond.”


“Yup.  She’s a Staff Admiral now,” he nodded.  “She deserves it, given she’s commanding the flagship of the navy.”


“True.”


“Besides, Kiya is replacing her on the Aegis, and she has three diamonds.  I couldn’t have the captain of the flagship outranked by a captain on a ship under her.  That would make things…awkward,” he said, which made Gai chuckle and nod.


“Well, Palla certainly deserves it.  She’ll be sitting in General Myri’s chair someday.”


“I can’t argue with that prediction.” he agreed.


Hundreds of small ships were buzzing around the ship as they approached, supply, personnel, and maintenance ships that were finishing up their task of boarding the crew and supplying it as the maintenance ships did last-minute sensor sweeps of the hull, looking for anything that might have been missed the first three times they were done.  It just got bigger and bigger as they approached the docking bay on the port side amidships, where Jason would be boarding the ship on a zip ship, a docking bay large enough for a frigate to land inside it.  And it had been specifically designed to allow a frigate to land inside the flagship through three different bays, the central port and starboard bays and the sterncastle bay.  Jason could see the doors of the GRAF cannon near the bow, over and behind which were the hundreds of different weapon batteries placed along the angled hull so all of them could fire forward, with a 230 degree field of fire.  Dedicated side and stern emplacements gave the giant ship additional firing arcs, including a second GRAF cannon that was in the stern and fired sternward, just in case the bow GRAF cannon was somehow damaged or down due to equipment failure.  Both GRAF cannons couldn’t be powered up at the same time, but the stern cannon did give the flagship more flexibility.


The flagship was built to be a giant, badass version of a tactical battleship, and it looked just menacing.  There was no doubt to anyone that looked at it that the immense ship was meant to fight, not to sit in the back like the king on a chessboard.

Palla was standing at the forefront of a formation of nearly 1,000 crew members—the bay was more than big enough to hold them and have plenty of room to spare—in her class A uniform and with her exo beside her, newly promoted Fleet Admiral Samantha Kerry, brought up from her battleship, the Yorktown.  Behind them were the division commanders of the ship, the engineering chief, the communications chief, and so on and so on, and behind them were arrayed the officer corps of the ship, some 1,137 officers ranging in rank from Captain to Master Chief Petty Officer—technically enlisted, but in the Navy, a Master Chief held more clout than most Lieutenants.  And it said a lot to Jason that Palla’s exo was a Terran, since Palla chose her.  Sammy would be called by her title rather than her rank, referred to as exo Kerry rather than by her rank, since she held the rank of Admiral and Palla would be called Captain, and it was a bit unseemly for the exo to be addressed with a technically higher rank than the captain.  Those on the ship with the rank of Captain would similarly be addressed using their job title rather than their rank, out of respect for Palla.  Only one person was called Captain on a Naval line vessel, anyone else who held that rank but not that position had to be addressed some other way.  That was one of those little rules in the KMS, like how most officers were addressed by their rank and first name, since most of them shared the last name Karinne.  There might be three of four Commander Karinnes on a bridge, so it was acceptable on a naval vessel to use first names when addressing officers.  If someone didn’t have the last name Karinne, it was acceptable to address them using their last name.  The zip ship they used to transfer from the Tikanne landed just in front of Palla and Sammy, and Jason climbed out and immediately embraced the pink-haired commander of the new flagship.

“Hey there, Palla,” he said, patting her back fondly.  “You settled in yet?”


“I’ve been on the ship for two takirs, Jason,” she replied with a smile.  “I was here to oversee the final refits and initial testing.”


“Hey, I’ve been busy, I can’t be expected to keep track of everything,” he protested, then he hugged Sammy and gave her a kiss on the cheek.  “And it’s good to see an Admiral’s diamond on this epaulet, Sammy.  Congratulations.”


“Thanks, Jason,” she replied, then kissed his cheek.  “I certainly like the pay raise.  But I’ll miss the Yorktown.”

“We always miss our prior commands, Sammy.  I miss the Aegis,” Palla injected.  “And Rola will be a fine captain to command him in your stead.”


“I picked Rola myself, she’d better,” Sammy declared, which made Jason chuckle.


“Are Myri and the others here yet?”


“They’ll be arriving in about an hour, your Grace.  They said go ahead and start the tour.  After all, they’ve been all over this ship for the last month,” Palla replied, rolling her eyes a little bit, which made Jason chuckle.  “They’ll join us for the commissioning ceremony.”


Jason inspected the officer corps, which for him meant walking around shaking hands, kissing cheeks, and chatting with the officers he knew.  Many veteran officers from other ships were present in the bay, officers he knew, and there were some pretty famous units from within the KMS present as well.  Palla had brought her entire engineering crew from the Aegis, the Shield’s Hammers, onto her new ship, which had caused something of a row since it left such a large void on the Aegis in their engineering department.  And standing among the Shield’s Hammers was now-Lieutenant Rilari Karinne, the reason why they didn’t suffer jump shock anymore.  Jason shook the hand of Commander Justin Taggart as he went down the line, for the Ghost Squadron had been transferred from the Dreamer to the Tianne.  Marayi was pretty pissed about that, that Palla poached her fighter squadron, but it did make sense to put the best fucking fighter squadron in the KMS on the flagship of the navy.  He kissed the cheek of Major Liira Karinne, commander of the 302nd Marine Exomech company, who was making quite a name for herself in the rigger corps.  Her unit was known as the Banshees, and were considered the best exomech unit in the KMS that wasn’t the KBB or the Red Warriors; actually, the Banshees were the Karinne Marines’ version of the Red Warriors, who were Army, whom Juma had assembled in response to the growing fame of the Red Warriors.  Juma formed her own elite exomech company from the best riggers in the Karinne Marines, that could compete with the Red Warriors.  But, since her unit wasn’t Army, she had them in black exomechs like the KBB, just with the female ghost symbol representing the unit instead of the KBB’s nude armed Faey symbol.  But that wasn’t a copy of the KBB, that was more a copy of the Ghost Squadron’s black Wolf fighters with the spectre icon on the tailfins.

Juma and Sioa were sometimes almost ridiculously competitive when it came to the Army and the Marines, whom Juma commanded.  There was no dedicated commander of the Marines in the KMS structure, that fell to Juma as overall commander of the Navy..

Liira intentionally chose the name Banshees for her unit to complement the Ghost Squadron, to be the “Ghost Squadron” of the Marine exomech corps, and Jason found it strangely fitting that two units named for undead spirits served on a ship named after the Faey Angel of Death.

After nearly an hour of chatting with officers, Myri and the full command staff of the KMS joined them, and Palla took them on a tour of the ship.  It had an entirely different layout than a capitol ship did, but a few things were the same.  Engineering was still in the stern section of the ship, the bridge was in the geographic center of the ship, to afford the bridge maximum protection, and the main engines and hyperspace jump engines took up the most volume of the ship compared to other systems.  Most of the stern sections of the ship was taken up by the engines, with “thruster” engines located all through the ship to increase the ship’s maneuverability in tactical combat situations.  Much like the carriers, the ship utilized lateral trams to get people and materials around quickly—it would take Jason hours to walk from the stern to the bow of the ship—from which a spidery network of lifts extended to allow someone to get from the very bow of the ship to any other part of the ship in 12 minutes or less.  As they toured, Palla told him all about everything she showed him, showing that she had done her homework and was ready to command this behemoth.  Palla knew everything about the ship, from its acceleration curve numbers to how many shops there were in the deck 71 section 14 shopping concourse.

When they reached the computer core chamber, which wasn’t far from the bridge, she proudly showed off the elegant pale blue spire of biogenic crystal that was behind a triple layer of hard shields.  It was the ship’s computer core, and it was a biogenic computer just one step below a CBIM.  It had taken the Shimmer Dome 8 months to grow, and that slender spire of pale blue crystal was the heart of the most sophisticated and powerful computer in the galaxy—that Jason knew of—that was not a CBIM.  It required a brand new, more powerful class of biogenic mainframe to run a ship as complex and massive as the Tianne.  Hovering just outside the hard shields was a holographic representation of the computer, which Palla had named Coma, a derivation of its official title, Command Biogenic Mobile Operations Mainframe.  Coma didn’t have the same capabilities as Cybi and the other CBIMs, but she was still damn impressive, and her crystal was so large and so complex that she displayed elements of personality.  She was more than a biogenic mainframe, but less than a CBIM, and Jason was  very curious to see how she grew as she learned and gained experience, as she formed new lattice pathways in her core crystal.

Coma was diffentiated from the CBIMs in that her hologram wasn’t an image of Sora Karinne.  It was instead a holographic representation based on Jyslin, and it was a little odd seeing his wife’s face on that hologram.  But Myleena had decided that it would be a nice thing to do for Jyslin by putting her face on the new class of biogenic mainframes.

“Good afternoon, Coma,” Jason said, which caused the still hologram to open its eyes.


“Good afternoon, Grand Duke Karinne,” she replied.  “How are you today?”

“I’m fine.  How are you?”


“All systems are operating at peak efficiency.  I am ready to begin active ship operations.”

“That’s good, because you’ll be starting your first mission in a couple of hours,” Jason told her.


“The orders for our first mission are already stored in my database.  I will be ready.”

“Isn’t she marvelous?” Palla asked earnestly, smiling towards the hologram.  “I have high hopes that Coma’s presence on the ship will make him that much more formidable.”


“It’s definitely going to give you an advantage,” Jason agreed.  “Having a computer as powerful as Coma by itself is an advantage, but add to that the fact that she’s a computer that learns, and it makes her even tougher to beat.”


“It also makes this ship completely immune to computer invasion and hack attempts,” Palla added.  “And she’s available for a merge if any Generations are on board.  The advantage of biogenics.”


Jason nodded.  “Will you be having her manifest on the bridge?”


“Oh yes, she’ll be present on the bridge at all times,” she replied.  “She has her own spot on the bridge about five shakra from my chair, so I’m always within easy reach if she needs me or I need her and for some reason I can’t commune with her through my interface.”


“How are you handling the local network?”


“Coma has organized and will oversee the local biogenic network, separating it into two main domains, duty and off-duty.  The duty network is for official ship business, and the off-duty network is for social and recreational use, which Coma will restrict or disable when we get into active theaters to keep the crew’s attention firmly on the task at hand.  She will manage the local network’s connection back to the main biogenic network,” she answered.  “This ship will have constant connection to the main biogenic network.  So I will always be a commune away from you, your Grace, if you need me.”

“I like that addition, if only so the crew is in contact with their families back on Karis,” he said.


“That’s also a big benefit,” she agreed.  “It’s another reason why I am so glad you installed Coma on the ship.  The mainframe on the Aegis wasn’t capable of that.”


“That had more to do with communications than capability,” Jason told her.  “We kept BG1 restricted, and that throttled the ship’s biogenic network to local only.  Juma has no plans to change that, either.  This ship will be the exception rather than the rule.”


“That’s right, and that’s how it’s going to stay,” Juma piped up.


“So, the perk for serving on the flagship is recreational access to the planetary biogenic network,” Palla noted with a smile.


“Being the best means you get perks, Palla,” he said, which made her smile preeningly.  “The other ships have access to Civnet, but you get access to the biogenic network, so you can merge and project back home.”


After touring the core chamber, which was filled with the external support stacks, they more or less just walked about 100 shakra down the companionway and reached the bridge.  Like the command ships, the bridge of the Tianne was a giant room which was the nerve center of the ship, and also the nerve center of the fleet that the ship would command while in a task force.  It had hundreds of stations along the walls and in rows behind the ship operations center, which was the “conventional” bridge of most any other ship.  Palla’s chair was a bit further back than on the Aegis, so she could both relay orders to the task force and also to her own crew.  The ship had three navigator’s stations, primary and two backups, two engineering stations, 20 ship-only comm stations with a few dozen more comm stations elsewhere on the bridge, the exo’s station directly in front of and to the right of the captain’s chair, two new stations for second and third officers, working under the exo to make her job easier, and only one tactical station, which was directly forward and to the left.  The door to Palla’s ready room, her “office” on the ship, was in line with her chair to starboard, and beyond that office was Palla’s quarters, which Jason had seen on the plans.  It was more like a grand apartment than a crew quarter, a six room apartment that was nearly as luxurious as a hotel penthouse, with another apartment off of it for Palla’s personal maid and attendant.  Palla’s quarters had two different exits as well, one to the bridge and one to the companionway on the far side from the bridge, so she didn’t have to go through the bridge to get in and out of her quarters.  Her attendant’s quarters also had an exit to that companionway, which was more or less required since Palla’s maid wasn’t going to be coming onto the bridge.  Her maid was a Lieutenant Commander, Linka Ordanne…and only on a ship like that would an Academy educated O4 ranking member of the KMS be cooking and cleaning like a maid.  But Linka had not only applied for the job, she had to beat out 34 other applicants to get it.  No doubt she saw it as a fast track for her career, since she’d have the ear of Staff Admiral Palla Karinne in intimate, private circumstances.

Palla was the highest ranking line officer in the Navy, so she damn well deserved having swanky quarters and her own personal maid.

Aft of Palla’s ready room was another ready room, and that ready room belonged to Sammy.  She had a slightly smaller apartment on the far side of that ready room, only four rooms instead of six and without quarters for a personal attendant, but still pretty damn nice.  The doors to Palla’s and Sammy’s ready rooms were only about 20 shakra apart.  And within their quarters, there was a door that led from Palla’s living room to Sammy’s, just in case the two needed to talk and both were off duty.

Usually a captain and exo’s quarters were separated in the interests of the ship, and the quarters of the second and third officers were elsewhere for that very reason, but on a ship the size of the Tianne, the planners only saw advantage in putting their quarters side by side.  After all, any attack that could penetrate that deeply into the ship was going to destroy it anyway, and it allowed the shipbuilders to extend the compressed Neutronium carapace box that enclosed and formed an additional layer of protection for the bridge and computer core to add the quarters of the two highest ranking officers on board.


The bridge crew, all officers and Master Chiefs, had taken their posts while Palla was giving Jason a tour, and they all gathered as Jason and Palla approached her captain’s chair.  She offered it to him with a smile as hoverpods recorded, and he sat down in her chair on its raised platform a moment, then stood up and stepped back down.  An aide stepped forward with the charter and flag, and he took them from her with a nod.  “You’ve already named the ship, Palla, but it’s still your honor to announce it to the house,” he prompted.


“I’ve named this ship the Tianne, your Grace,” she replied.  “So that we may carry Trelle’s wrath to our enemies.”


“A fitting name,” Jason said.  “And with that, I officially declare that the KMS Tianne is commissioned and ready for active service.  May he serve long and well,” he declared.


The bridge crew applauded enthusiastically as Jason offered the framed charter and folded flag in its glass case, pausing with both of them holding the items for the cameras, then Palla took them and handed them to Sammy.  “Place these in my ready room, exo,” she ordered.

“Yes sir,” she replied, performing what was a duty and privilege for an exo in the KMS, to hang up the charter and flag in the captain’s ready room.  Sammy headed for the ready room as Jason and Palla paused for a few more pictures for the hovering cameras, and once she returned, they took several pictures of Jason, Palla, Sammy, and the second and third officers, then a portrait of Jason and the command staff with Palla and Sammy, then a portrait of the ship’s command crew, then a picture of the entire bridge crew all gathered around Palla’s chair.


Once the bridge crew photo was taken, Palla motioned, and she walked with Jason, Myri, Juma, Sioa, and Navii back to the main hangar bay, as the rest of the command staff went a different direction, returning to their transport to take them back to Karis.  They discussed the shakedown cruise, where the Tianne would be commanding a task force of 47 other newly built ships ranging from frigates to two new tactical battleships, which would be a 20 day mission that would take them almost all over the galaxy.  They’d visit all four quadrants, including a stop at the Coalition’s capitol planet to deliver a gift to Hovikk—and show off the Tianne maybe a little bit—and do some joint tactical exercises with the Coalition defense forces before returning home.  We should have everything shaken down by the time the fleet begins to muster at Terra for the first training wargames to prepare for the Syndicate, she assured him.  I’ve been keeping a close eye on the initial inspections and tests, and I haven’t seen anything that concerns me.  This ship is well designed, and they built him well, Jason.

I’m sure Cybi will appreciate the praise.  She did most of the design.  She had to, this ship is too complex for most shipbuilders to really even know where to begin.


I’ll be sure to thank her personally next time she visits, she assured him.  I’m surprised she wasn’t at the christening ceremony.


She didn’t want to step on Coma’s toes, he replied.  This is Coma’s ship.  She didn’t want anyone to think that she was somehow telling Coma what to do.


What a curious reason, since she’s a computer.  And so is Coma.


Computers with feelings, Palla, he stressed.  And you should keep that in mind.  As Coma grows, she’s going to develop a definitive personality and emotions.  They won’t get in the way of her duties, but they will be there.


She has them already, Palla told him.  She’s been a tiny bit nervous about our shakedown cruise.  She wants everything to go perfectly, and she’s been a little neurotic about the diagnostics.  I think she’s had the Hammers do a level two diagnostic of the jump system three times in the last five days.  And I can’t count how many times she’s done internal diagnostics of the biogenic network.  It’s almost like she thinks the whole thing is going to fly apart any second if she’s not keeping an eye on things.

See?  You’re going to see what it’s like to be in my chair as you deal with Coma, hon.  Someitmes the CBIMs are a pain in my ass, but despite that, I love them anyway.


Palla laughed.

I’ll make sure to tell Cybi that you annoy her next time I see her, Myri noted lightly.

Pft, I tell her that myself, all the time, he replied, his mental tilt making all five of them laugh.  And Coma should calm down a whole lot once you get going, when she’s doing instead of preparing.  As she settles into things, she should be just fine.  This is all new to her too, after all.  It’s just pre-mission jitters.

I can tell, she sent with an amused twist to her thought.  She’s acting like a fresh ensign right out of OTS.


She shouldn’t be for long, he sent as they entered the cavernous landing bay.  The zip ship he’d used to board the ship was gone, and a KMV-12 military personnel transport dropship was waiting for them, hatch open and with none other than Aura standing by the stairs with her copilot..  Welp, I’m heading home, I’ve had a long day and I have new babies at home waiting for me, he sent eagerly.

Kiss them for me, Jason, Palla said, kissing him on the cheek, then smoothing his lapels.  I’ll keep you up to date on our progress.


Commune with me when you need to, you’re important enough now for me to allow it, he winked, which made her laugh.


Oh, is that a perk of any girl with three diamonds on her epaulets?


Only the cute ones, he replied, which made her beam.  I sure as hell don’t let Myri do that.

Myri slapped him from behind, making Palla laugh.

Aura had him, Myri, and the other members of the chiefs of staff board the dropship, and Jason was already pulling at his robes by the time he sat down.  I think that went pretty well, Jason declared as Aura closed the hatch.


“We’ll be on the way in a moment,” she told them, giving Jason another smile.


“I thought you were off duty, Aura,” he told her.


“I was called in for this, Jason.  They like to have pilots they know and trust ferry you around, and I think I qualify on both counts,” she winked from her pilot’s chair.

“Works for me,” he said as he untied the red sash around his waist.


It did go well, Navii agreed, being helped down into her chair by Juma.  The walking for the tour had really tired her out, and now she needed to sit down for a while.  Navii was starting to look old, and he was really starting to worry about her.  She came out of retirement to build the KMS, and she’d meant to retire after the KMS was fully operational and running smoothly, but the Consortium war kept her on duty, and now the Syndicate kept her on duty.  She had celebrated her 100th birthday just last month, which for a Faey was like being 80, and she was starting to slow down despite her daily exercise regimen.  Not even Faey lived forever, even in this modern age of super-advanced medical technology.  All those years were starting to catch up with her.  They hadn’t affected her mind, she was still as sharp as ever, but her body was starting to feel those years she had under her belt more and more with each day.


Navii was taking steps.  She worked a reduced work week and got plenty of rest, and she merged to her home biogenic vidlink unit and manifested a hologram into the command center more often than she showed up in person anymore.  But the old girl was determined to see things through until the house was safe, until the Consortium and Syndicate were defeated.  Then she intended to retire.


Jason just hoped and prayed that she got to actually do it, that the wars didn’t drag on and drag on and have her pass away before she earned the retirement she so richly deserved.


The flagship is exactly what the KMS needed for the coming war, Navii continued as Jason felt the dropship start to move, and it should be quite the nasty shock to the Syndicate the first time they engage it in battle.  With our fleet at the strength we projected when we learned of the Syndicate, and with the Confederation having so many members now, I feel confident that we can rout the Syndicate and send them back to Andromeda within four months of initial contact.

If not for the need to preserve our assets to deal with the colonizing Consortium force in two years, we could rout them in a few days, Sioa grunted mentally.  We could just form up the entire Confederate fleet and meet them outside the galaxy and smash them in a single battle.  But that would cost us too many ships, and that will put us at a major disadvantage when the colonization force arrives.


Just so, Navii nodded towards her.  We need to fight this war carefully, save every ship we can, save ever soldier we can, because we are going to need them in two years.  The war plans that Lorna and the CCM’s command staff drew up take the future into account.  They will work well, Navii declared.


If they earn your stamp of approval, Navii, that’s all I need to hear to put my support behind them, Jason told her.


Lorna and her staff drew up exactly what I would have drawn up, Jason.

And let me guess, Lorna asked you for quite a bit of advice.


No commander is an island, Jason.  Of course she asked me for advice, as well as several dozen other military minds not part of her command staff.  That’s why we have the term advisor, she said with a smile.  Something you have in numbers far greater than she does.


I’m too young and silly to know everything like you, Navii, he replied, which made her laugh.


Nobody knows everything, Jason, she replied sagely, smiling gently at him.  Lorna’s both smart enough and humble enough to know that.  That’s why she’s the best possible choice to command the CCM.

Could you imagine Hezivarr as the CCM commander? Juma asked wryly.  That would be a disaster.  I mean, he’s very good, even brilliant, but he falls into the trap Lorna avoids.  He does think he knows everything.


The CCM would riot if they removed Lorna, Jason snorted mentally.  Half the Confederate Council would riot along with them.  Lorna’s proven herself several times over.

“We’re about to land on the Tikanne, please make sure you’re sitting,” Aura called.


That was fast, Jason noted.  They must have had the Tikanne standing by just off the flagship.


The destroyer could almost land in that landing bay, Sioa noted.


It was designed so a frigate can land in that bay and still have room for other thintgs in there, Jason reminded her.  Which I think is a pretty good idea.  A frigate can land there for repairs if necessary.


Destroyers aren’t designed to make a ground landing, so even if it was big enough, it wouldn’t do them much good, Myri added.


They slowed to a stop, and Jason felt them gently touch down back in the landing bay of the Tikanne. Gai escorted them to a waiting room just off the landing bay rather than take them to the bridge, and they sat on comfortable couches and watched the flagship slide by through the window in the stateroom as the destroyer started to turn, this time making for the Stargate rather than jumping.  Dera wordlessly offered Navii a glass of what looked like tea, and they discussed the flagship’s impending shakedown cruise as Gai had her ship make for the Stargate.  The lights dimmed as they prepared to transit, and seconds later, they were back in Karis space.  The Stargate they’d set was in high orbit, since they had to keep a minimum distance between the  Stargates in place around the planet else they’d interfere with one another, and the destroyer turned and started the 10 minute trip from the Stargate to the planet.  Gai had them board the dropship after she came down into the atmosphere to hover 40,000 shakra over the White House, and Aura put them back where they started about four hours after they began.  Jason bid farewell to the others and walked a whole 50 shakra from where Aura had landed to his hovercar, and he made his way home, driving himself and acting just like any other citizen of Karis…who had two Wolf fighters following him without looking like they were following him.

Jysin met him at the landing pad, giving him a hug and a deep kiss.  Hey baby, how did things go?

Pretty well.  The new ship is as impressive inside as outside, and the crew looks like they’re ready.  I have no worries at all about it, he told her as he took her hand and walked with her towards the house.  How are the twins?


Sleeping, and so is Terry.  Cyvanne is watching them, she answered.  Symone’s taking a nap herself.


Sounds like I got here at the wrong time, I wanted to hold my daughter, he complained.  How are you feeling?  Still sore?


A tiny bit, but this isn’t my first walk down the path, baby.  I should be fully recovered by tomorrow.


Yeah, you’ve been pushing them out at a ridiculous rate the last few years.  Can’t just have one at a time anymore, can you?


You’ll never hear me complain, I’d be happy to have twenty babies.  Besides, that’s your fault.  Stop being so damn virile, love.


No, that’s your fault.  Stop putting out more than one egg to fertilize, and you won’t be a twin factory.

She laughed aloud and snuggled against his shoulder a little.  Hey, like I have any control over that, she challenged.


Dahnai call?


She’s been manifesting over here off and on all day, checking up on us, she answered.  She wants us to bring the babies over to the summer palace tomorrow.


That sounds nice.  She’ll have a chance to really get to know them.

Jyslin led him into the house by the hand, and Jason almost felt himself relax as he entered the domain of his family.  He came in through the deck, through the kitchen, and while it was a little weird not seeing Ayama or Surin there, knowing they were in the house was good enough for him.  Instead it was Seido, chopping onions or something that looked like them as the grill outside warmed up.  Seido cooked in the Shio traditions, which was everything cooked over an open flame, preferably wood fueled, so the grill out on the deck got daily use and a second grill that was wood-burning had been brought in to give her more cooking space.  She wouldn’t so much as boil water unless she did it over an open flame.  She’d use the induction heaters in the kitchen to warm leftovers, but she wouldn’t cook on them.  And Seido was an awesome cook, had even impressed Ayama…and that was saying something.  She tossed the vegetables into a pot by her chopping block and smiled as they entered.  Good afternoon, Jason, she sent, her thought lucid and powerful.  Seido was a top-tier telepath, and like many of her people, had come to Karis because of the accepting nature of the house to telepaths.  Sometimes, telepaths weren’t exactly well received in the Federation because of their ability to eavesdrop on the private thoughts of others, or they were aggravated to hell by the Federal government, who tried to recruit them for government work.


Despite being a formidable telepath, Seido was happy being where she was, and doing what she was doing.  Seido’s ultimate goal was to open her own restaurant and be a chef, and she saw working for Jason as a great opportunity to practice her cooking skills in a place where she might be cooking for a family one day, and for a government leader the next, and be well known as the personal chef of the Grand Duke when it came time to open her restaurant.  The cleaning and minding the kids, she had no problems with that either, since she was even more of a neat freak than Ayama and she loved kids.  She had no aspirations to train her talent and use it, she enjoyed cooking and taking care of people.  In the House Karinne, she could do exactly that without weekly visits from the IBI trying to recruit her for their telepathic criminal task force, or visits from Federation Security to try to get her to come work for the Federation’s intelligence agency.  The Federation would never force her to do something, but they could annoy the living fuck out of her by never giving up on trying.  After years of telling them no, she finally made it abundantly clear she had no interest in being anything but a chef by leaving the Federation and joining the House Karinne.  She set a few tomatoes on her chopping block and picked up her knife, then started slicing them.


That’s already looking good, what is it?


It’s going to be Terran chili con carne, I’m going to make a big pot of it for tomorrow for whoever wants some.  Dinner’s already ready, it’s on the warmers in the dining room.  I’ll come serve it once I get everyone rounded up.

Sounds good, I am hungry, he nodded.


Jason moved into the living room, where Rann and Shya were sitting on the couch…or Rann was sitting while Shya was laying on the couch with her head on Rann’s lap, looking up at him and reaching up to play with his shoulder-length red hair, and he had a hand on her bare belly.  Shya was only wearing a  pair of bikini bottoms, so there wasn’t any clothing in the way for him to make skin contact.  On the back of the couch over Shya, Amber was curled up into a ball of criminal cuteness, napping after what for her had to be a long, exhausting day herding toddlers and getting to know newborns.  Shya was even more intensely attached to Rann now than she was when she first moved here, and Rann had mirrored that attachment himself.  They had already pair bonded, and were just waiting to grow up.  Hey old married couple, Jason sent lightly as he came in, which made Rann look his way.  When did you get back from the hospital?


About two hours ago, Shya replied without looking over or looking up, twisting Rann’s hair around her finger.  She was the one that convinced him to let it grow out, and she had an incessant need to touch it and play with it.  Jason considered that to be a bit self-serving, since she’d recently cut her hair so short that the back of her head near her neck was shaved, with the hair going up progressively longer and longer, until one got to her bangs.  She parted those into a pair of bangs that reached all the way down to her chin.  It had to be the newest fad hairstyle for girls though through school.    Both the new twins are sleeping, Dad.

That was a recent affectation.  Rann and Shya had seemingly decided that calling him Daddy was too childish, so both of them had been calling him Dad for the last month or so.  But, what did endear him was that Shya didn’t call him Daddy Jason  or Dad Jason, she just called him Dad.  However, she still called Jyslin Mommy Jyslin sometimes, but had more recently started to use the title pam or pamma, which was a title that could be applied to a foster mother.  In her mind, he was her father now...her father who was also father to her husband.  It seemed creepy when he thought of it that way, but that was just part and parcel of what it meant to live in a predominantly Faey society. 

Your pam told me, he nodded as they walked up close to the couch.  Jason saw that Rann was watching an MLB preseason game from Terra.  Rann loved baseball, and his team of choice when the Karsa league was off season and the Karsa Bombers weren’t playing was the London Royals, formerly known as the Kansas City Royals.  He just liked the team colors, and that had turned him into a fan since the MLB had no teams on Karis.  They’d moved the team to London just last year, part of the globalization process that had slowly been transforming Terra since the subjugation.  The MLB also had a team in Tokyo, the Tampa Bay Devil Rays had moved to Tokyo and changed to the Tokyo Samurai.  The NFL had expanded to 40 teams starting next season, and six of the eight new teams were all outside of the United States.  The new teams were in San Antonio, Birmingham in Alabama, Mexico City, Ottowa, London, Edinburough, Frankfurt, and Barcelona, European cities that had once hosted the old World League teams.  The NBA had a team in China, the Sacramento Kings had moved to Beijing, and the Chinese basketball league and Japanese baseball league now had teams in Honolulu, Hawaii.

The biggest sign of that was the upcoming World Cup, which would include teams from Draconis and Jerama.  FIFA had expanded its membership into the Imperium, since soccer was so popular among Faey men as an “acceptable” team sport, along with baseball.  Those sports allowed men to be highly athletic and competitive, but weren’t inherently violent like other American sports like football or hockey.  Baseball was still the most popular Terran sport among Faey men, but soccer had really been shooting up in popularity the last few years.  The teams from Draconis and Jerama had qualified, and they’d be competing in the 2018 World Cup, being hosted by Russia, and the Imperium teams were both men and women, with the caveat that a Faey team had to have a roster that was at least 50% men to compete in the World Cup.

Faey women were, on the average, stronger and faster than Terran women because they were a heavy gravity species, so they were allowed to compete with Terran men in Terran organized sports, who were more equal to them physically.  There were female Faey top-tier pro athletes in the MLB, in champion-level pro soccer, in pro basketball, in pro cricket, in pro rugby, and even in pro American football.  Female Faey football players tended to play skill positions rather than linemen due to the fact that even the burliest Faey woman was going to be heavily outweighed by a Terran man, a highly image-conscious Faey woman was not going to fatten herself up just to put on weight to play as a center, end, guard or tackle, that was absolutely unthinkable.  But any other position on the field now had Faey women playing them in the NCAA and semi-pro football leagues, women who were starting to show up in the NFL.  The quarterback for the New Orleans Saints was a Faey woman, Jena Feralle, and she was just as big and strong and hard to tackle as Cam Newton, on top of being able to throw a football 70 yards down the field and land it in a garbage can.  And at the Terran NFL-used measurements of 6’4” and 205 pounds, she was just as big as many other NFL quarterbacks, so size was not an issue.

NFL players balked at the idea of a Faey player, at least until the first ones showed up in the NCAA four years ago and started dominating in the skill positions, particularly wide receiver, running back, and cornerback, since Faey women were naturally very, very fast runners.  And when Jena Feralle finished her rookie season last year with a winning 9-7 record and with 23 touchdowns and only 8 interceptions, the balkers shut up in a hurry.  Jena Feralle was the real deal, and NFL owners were well known to overlook quite a few “negatives” about a player if that player would help their team win.  The owner of the Saints didn’t care that his quarterback was a Faey woman, he cared that she was a damn good quarterback that was hard to tackle as Cam Newton, could scramble like Russel Wilson, had an arm just as strong as Andrew Luck’s, and could manage the game as efficiently as the man she replaced, Drew Brees.  She was a complete quarterback, a Hall of Fame-level quarterback, and the Saints had cashed in big time by taking a chance when they drafted her to eventually replace Drew Brees two years ago.  She was the first Faey woman—or any woman—taken in the NFL draft.

It did add a new dimension to an NFL locker room, since the Faey women refused to shower separately, but Terrans had had years to get used to those particular quirks when it came to Faey society.


Who’s winning? Jason asked, looking at the hologram being projected out from the vidlink


Royals, two to nothing, Rann answered.  The MLB season starts in five days, thank Trelle.  A whole month without baseball, that sucked.


You’ll live, son, Jason chuckled.  Seido said that dinner’s ready.


Yeah, we were waiting for you, Dad, Shya sent as she sat up.


One of you go get Ayama and Surin, and we’ll eat.

They gathered in the dining room, rousting Ayama and Surin from their apartment and going and fetching the twins from Maya.  Bethany and Siyae were very energetic toddlers, happy and bubbly and exceedingly curious, which meant that they got into absolutely everything.  Ayama had had to baby-proof the house to a degree she never had with Rann, since neither of them saw a vertical surface as a barrier to finding out what was on top of it.  After about the third time Siyae fell trying to climb the kitchen counter, the last time resulting in a dislocated ankle, one of the guards quietly shadowed the twins no matter where they went.  They didn’t interfere unless the toddler was about to get herself into more trouble than she could handle, then they swooped in and put a stop to it before it got out of control  That mirrored Aya’s policy with Jason, which was I don’t get you out of trouble you make for yourself.  The guards let the twins learn that doing something was bad, and only intervened if doing it was potentially dangerous or would result in an injury beyond just a bump or a scrape.  The two little girls were absolutely dorable, a bit charmingly clumsy since they’d only been walking for about six months, and promised to be as beautiful as Sora when they got to be her age.  Kaera and Jyslin were herding the rambunctious girls into the dining room, letting them walk themselves.

Babies still asleep? Jason asked. 


Jyslin nodded as she picked up a laughing Bethany and swooped her down into her high chair, which made her giggle.  Amber jumped up onto the table and sat down expectantly at her food dish, her two tails wagging in that hypnotizing pattern as Seido came into the room.  “A-ber,” Bethany burbled, reaching out to the little vulpar.  Amber nipped playfully at her fingers, which made her bubble with giggles and pull her hand back.


They’ve been asleep a while, it’s about time for one of them to wake up, she answered as she clicked Bethany’s safety strap, while Kaera did the same for Siyae on the far side from Amber.


Mai is in the nursery, Jason, she’ll warn us if the babies stir, Kaera told him.


Poor girl, I should give her a vacation for pulling day after duty.

The day after’s a walk through Trelle’s garden, Jason.  It’s the week after that sucks, Kaera winked.


Ah yes, the crying phase, he nodded in agreement.  I take it you wear a helmet and mute the sound?


Stop revealing our secrets, Jason, Kaera protested, which made Jyslin laugh.


Reveal the fact that you’re a bunch of obnoxious nits?  I’ll take that to my grave, he sent with dry amusement twined into his thought, which just made Kaera grin rogueishly at him.


Tim and Symone coming?


Symone’s asleep, Tim’s sitting with her, Jyslin answered.

After Siyae was settled, Seido served dinner.  She’d been dabbling in Terran fare lately, since Jason was Terran, so she set out chicken parmesan, buttered asparagus, scalloped potatoes, steamed broccoli with cheese sauce on the side, spinach, stewed beets mixed in with ruga roots—the only non-Terran food on the table—and simmered green beans with bacon strips still mixed in with it.  And for desert, they had a red velvet cake.  And she did it all on the grills out on the deck.  She could even bake on a grill, that was how she utilized the upper rack on the big wood-burning grill she’d had brought in.  And Jason could admit, she was damn good, so good that she and Ayama had been trading recipes for the last week.

How’s Sanjira today? Jason asked Surin as Seido set the cake on the table, and they started eating.


A little cranky, but otherwise fine, he answered.  Ayama just put her down for a nap before we came out, so hopefullly we can get all the way through dinner without having to run back.

Jason laughed.  You’d think that you wouldn’t act like first time parents.


It’s different now that the crying baby is mine, Jason, Ayama sent mildly as she scooped spinach onto her plate.


First time mother paranoia, Jyslin grinned at her, then switched to speaking for the benefit of the toddlers.  “And what do you want first, girls?”


“Chicken!” Siyae called.


“That yellow stuff,” she said, pointing in the general direction of the potatoes, which had a layer of cheese on top.


Jyslin fixed plates for them as Jason started eating, at least after he pointed imperiously at the chair and glared at Seido until she obeyed and took a seat.  “Did you even go to school today, Rann?” Jason asked.


“No, Dad, we went from the annex to TK practice with Miss Ayuma,” he answered.


“I finally mastered a new trick today!” Shya declared.  “Watch!”  Shya put her hands on the table and concentrated hard, from the look of intensity in her eyes, and Jason watched the water in her glass funnel up out of the glass in a narrow column.  It twisted and turned around itself, almost tying a knot, then Shya slapped her palms on the table.  When she did so, the twisted bundle of water shuddered and then seemed to explode, but what she actually did was scatter the molocules to turn the water into vapor, which became a miniature cloud that expanded over the dining room table.  That was not an easy trick, and it impressed Jason mightily.


Shya never failed to surprise.  Ayuma had urged out her latent telekinetic ability last year, found that she had considerable potential—though nowhere near Rann since he was a Generation—and had been training her along with Rann.  And it almost made him feel sorry for Dahnai, that she gave up the daughter she had that was both a TK and a listener.  Shya was in the top 10% when it came to Faey with telekinetic ability, able to lift about 20 konn.  That didn’t sound like much compared to her husband, since Rann could lift nearly 40 konn with his ability un-boosted by a gestalt...and who was absolutely dwarfed by Kyri and Zachary.  For a non-Generation Faey telekinetic, however, Shya had impressive ability, nearly as strong as Dahnai’s.  Shya was gifted, she was intelligent, and she was utterly loyal to the pair bond she had formed wth Rann.  Shya was a Karinne now, and she never wanted to go back to being an Imperial Princess.


“That’s fantastic, hon!” Jason said earnestly.  “That’s not an easy thing to do!”


“Tell me about it, it took me nearly a month to figure out,” she grinned, her bangs swaying a little

“Show-off,” Rann accused lightly as he used his own ability to contain the misty cloud, condensed it back into a liquid, then drained it back into her glass.  “And don’t do that over the table, silly, you’ll get our food wet.”


Shya elbowed Rann playfully.  “Eat your chicken,” she ordered.


The conversation around the table was surprisingly mundane given Jyslin had just given birth the day before, but then again, about the only thing anyone had been talking about for the last couple of months was babies.  Symone represented the tail end of the “wave” of births that had taken place on the strip, and now only Maya was pregnant among the strip women, and just barely pregnant at that.  Even the lone Terran woman on the strip, Temika, was following that cycle, at least this time.  She and Mike had three kids now, 4 year old Latoiya, 3 year old Mike Junior, and two month old Christina.  It almost seemed like every week, someone was having a baby, a cycle that went on for what seemed like a year.  It got to the point where Jason jokingly told Songa to stop with the potassium supplements, so the girls would be less fertile.


They almost made it through dinner.  Mai called down that Jon was awake, then they heard his cries through the baby monitor.  That woke up Julia, who joined in.  Jyslin laughed and put her fork down, then stood up.  “Well, that was the closest I ever made it to the end of dinner when the girls were babies,” he declared.


“I’ll help you, love.  I shouldn’t be eating that cake anyway.  I swear, Seido is trying to fatten me up for slaughter,” Jason teased.


“It sounds like Jason wants no desserts at all for a year, Seido,” Ayama noted dryly.


“It does,” she agreed with a conspiratorial smile.  “Besides, I don’t think the Terran meat market is lucrative enough for me to harvest you, Jason.  Yet.”


Jason laughed as he stood up.  “I’ll keep a close eye on the markets,” he grinned as he and Jyslin headed for the stairs.


Jason played soother in chief, comforting his irritated daughter while Jyslin checked Jon…though Jason saw no difference between them.  It didn’t matter to him that Tim had fathered Jon.  In a way, it actually felt right, right that his best friend and amu would honor the bonds he had with Jyslin and with Jason by giving a part of himself to become a permanent part of Jason’s family, a sentiment that Tim and Symone mirrored with Terry.  Jon was his son despite who fathered him, and would find no want for love and attention from his father, at least no more than any of his other children.  Sometimes they had to compete a bit to get time with him, but Jason did his best to spend time with all his children, even Raisha, because they were his children, and he loved them.  He loved all of them, no matter who their mothers were, no matter if he was the biological father or not, even if he wasn’t actually supposed to be their father. Danelle was as good as his daughter, as far as he was concerned, he’d helped raise that girl from infancy, he loved her like a daughter, and that made her his daughter.  Shya was definitely his daughter, so much a part of the house now that Jason honestly couldn’t remember what it was like before she came to live with them.  And Jon would be his son, and always be his son.


Love was love, not genetics.


“He must be hungry,” she declared, sitting down and untying the lone cord on her post-natal blouse, which made it fall open to expose her milk-swollen breasts.  Sure enough, as soon as he was pressed to her breast, he started to nurse, and Jason watched as Jyslin looked down at him with soft, gentle eyes, the eyes of a mother holding her newborn infant, a look that could not be duplicated by any actress that had never experienced it herself.  He managed to soothe Julia to the point where she yawned sleepily but did not go back to sleep, looking up at him with those lucid eyes of hers.  His mother’s eyes, just looking into them almost made him hear a piano playing at the edge of his consciousness….


He blinked.  Mother, I think you’re looking at me right now, he sent to no one in particular, his thought both vibrant with love and poignant with the old wound of loss.


She’s always looking after you, Jason, Jyslin sent tenderly from her nursing chair, giving him a gentle smile.


Maybe, but Julia looks so much like my mother, it’s almost scary.


That’s why I named her after your mother, Jyslin winked.


Well, you’re going to have another customer once Jon’s done, he warned.


She gave him an impish smile.  That’s why I have two breasts, dink.


I thought one was for business, and the other was for pleasure.


They’re multifunctional units capable of different operational modes, she replied in a brisk mental tone that made him nearly hurt his throat stifling a laugh, so as not to upset the babies.


Jason got to hold Jon as Julia took her turn nursing, lulling the newborn to sleep and keeping him well after he should have put him back in his crib.  He got another visitor just as Julia was finishing, when Amber padded into the nursery and jumped up onto the little table by the rocking chair, looking at the baby in his arms.  “He’s asleep, Amber,” he told her, “see?”


She leaned forward enough to bring her tiny little nose just a tikra away from his cheek, sniffed, then leaned back and settled with a yawn.  “I know, you’ve just run yourself ragged today, haven’t you?” he asked with a soft chuckle, patting her on the head.  “The girls running around getting into trouble and new babies in the nursery, I bet you wore a path out on the carpet on the stairs.  You’ll just have to learn how to manage your time, girl,” he warned.  “That or trust that you don’t have to mother these two the way you did the girls.  They’ll be fine if you’re not here.”


Amber sniffed in displeasure, making it clear that she was, in fact, going to mother these two just as much as she did Bethany and Siyae.  And she was a nervous nellie when the girls were infants, running in at the slightest sound coming from the nursery to check on the babies.



“I swear, she has new mother syndrome worse than Ayama,” Jyslin declared, standing up as Julia yawned.  “I almost feel sorry for her future kits, she might not ever let them out of her sight.  Let’s do a diaper check and let them get some rest.  This is hard work for a one day old, after all.”


After getting the newborns settled in and sleeping, they went back downstairs and just relaxed in the living room. Jason was banished to the far side of the couch because Shya was laying across half of it, back to laying with her head in Rann’s lap, daring to put her feet on Jason’s legs.  Jason was having none of that, grabbing her ankle and tickling her foot, making her laugh and squirm and literally fall off the couch trying to get free of him, which made Rann burst into laughter.  That was something he knew he shouldn’t do, because Shya grabbed his leg and yanked him off the couch, and it was just seconds before the two of them were wrestling around on the floor.  Jason just moved over to the choice spot on the couch and ignored them, even turned up the viddy coming from the vidlink, enjoying an evening of domestic bliss.  Jyslin made it even more so when she sat down beside him and snuggled up to him, put her head on his shoulder, which made him put an arm around her.

Rann noticed the invasion.  He pushed Shya away enough to protest, holding her at arm’s length over him as he gave his parents and accusing look.  “Hey, that’s our seat!”


“Not when you get out of it,” Jyslin replied immediately.


“It’s hard enough to get any couch time with Miss Horizontal seeing how much space she can take up on it,” Jason agreed, which made Shya gasp, then laugh.


“I was giving you the space under my legs,” she retorted, sitting heavily on Rann’s stomach, enough to make him wheeze a bit.  “So, tickling my foot was all part of the plan, wasn’t it?”


“I refuse to answer that question, on account of it might in fact possibly be true,” he replied loftily, which made Jyslin laugh.


“Payback hurts, Dad,” she warned.


“Girl, you know how mean I am, and don’t for a second think I’ll go easy on you just because you’re my daughter,” he warned.  “Do you really want to go there?”


Jyslin burst out laughing when Shya shrunk back a tiny bit, and Rann took advantage of it to push her backwards off of him.  He sat up and rolled through with her, and then she was the one on her back fighting for her proverbial life.

She’s young.  She’ll learn, Jyslin sent impishly to him.


I heard that! Shya declared as she managed to push Rann up off of her, mainly with a hand up under his chin.  It was a bit dirty, but there were no rules in this particuarly type of warfare.


You were supposed to, it only helps Rann if you’re too busy fighting with me to fight with him, Jyslin replied shamelessly.  And to prove the point, Rann wrested her hand away, got hold of her other wrist, then pushed them down to the carpet over her head.  Shya tried to retaliate with her telekinetic ability, but Rann smothered it with his own, yet another trick that Ayuma had taught him.


The only defense against telekinesis was another telekinetic, at least in this narrow instance where the two contending TKs happened to be husband and wife, where the skin to skin contact gave Rann a window into Shya’s mind to see what she was trying to do, and countering her on that level.


But even in losing, Shya turned it into a victory.  When Rann relented, she yanked him down and gave him a kiss right on the lips, and it wasn’t a very chaste one.  Even at the young age of 8, Shya was flirting with Rann, even though she had no idea what she was doing and wouldn’t know what to do with him if Rann realized it.  Their relationship wasn’t a cutesy 8 year old “going steady,” their relationship was as intimate, it was tactile, and it was a reflection of the very adult impulses they’d have in just a few years.

Rann’s hair wasn’t the only thing that Shya almost involuntarily touched, though they’d broken her of doing that outside of their bedroom.  And Rann was certainly not passive in that department, either, he was just as active in touching Shya as she was in touching him.  Jason had absolutely no doubt that Rann and Shya would lose their virginity the first time Rann had an erection, because like any children in Faey society, they already knew exactly what sex was, what an erection meant, and Shya would start to mature sexually before Rann, so she’d be more than willing to consumate their marriage.  So there would be no innocent misunderstandings about just what that meant.  In the meantime, until they matured enough to be able to do what both of them were instinctively playing at at eight, they’d have to stay with the heavy petting and extended makeout sessions that would do any Terran teenage couple proud.  They weren’t kissing for the same reasons that teenagers were, but that didn’t mean that they were just playing around or mimicking the adults.  Kissing was one way Rann and Shya demonstrated their intense pair bond, because it created close intimacy and expressed the deep love they already had for one another, and that was something that they very much could experience and enjoy, even at eight.  Their pair bond would tie them together mind, body, and soul for their entire lives, and give them a deep love and happiness that Jason almost felt sorry that others would never experience.

Rann and Shya were married, and how they acted in private drove that point home very starkly.  It would get Jason and Jyslin thrown in prison back on Terra, what they let those two do in their bedroom.  But they were married, and they weren’t playing at doing anything now that they wouldn’t be doing for real in about five years.

And strangely enough, despite being raised Terran, Jason had no problem with the fact that his 8 year old son and adopted daughter were touching each other in places that would get them arrested on Terra in their bedroom.  He understood the pair bond, so he understood that what they were doing was entirely natural.  It was just “let’s play doctor” taken to the extreme of playing with one’s life partner, one with whom there was no fear, no hesitation, no secrets, no shame, with someone so much a part of one’s self that it was hard to separate things.

What Rann and Shya had really had no place in Terran culture and society, no equivalent, so it was a good thing that they were in a culture that did understand.

As usual, one kiss led to another, then another, until Shya had Rann in her clutches and was snuggling with him on the living room floor.  That got them off the couch, though, so Jason was quite content to snuggle with his pair bonded wife while his son did the same.

Sometimes those two are almost silly, Jyslin told him with amusement, using their touch to send in a way that not even Shya could hear.  Sometimes I’m almost afraid of it.  They’re so bonded, if anything ever happened—


I know, I don’t like to think about that, Jason agreed, cutting her off before she thought the unthinkable, that something happened to one of them.  Neither of them had to think about what would happen.  The death of one would kill the other, kill them through grief, of that there was no doubt.  That was the dark side of a pair bond, the punishment that came with the reward to balance things out.  It was a life of indescribable love, contentment, and companionship, until there was only one.  Then it was a hell from which there was no escape, a dark pit of utter despair that consumed all who fell into it.  Losing half of himself, Jason could not survive such a thing, and Jyslin was truly the other half of him.


That was a place he had to admit that he was at with Jyslin.  If she died…he wouldn’t last long.  And he knew she wouldn’t if something happened to him.  There would be no recovery, the way Songa had managed to recover from the loss of her husband, for whom Rann was named.  If Jyslin died, Jason would stop eating, stop drinking, stop feeling anything but the loss, be trapped in that moment he felt himself lose her, feel that intense pain every second, every moment, for the rest of his life.  He would waste away and die, probably just a few days after she passed away.  And there was nothing that Songa could do to stop it.  Other doctors had tried in the past, with IVs supplying nutrients to a grieving widow, but it did no good.  They simply…died.  Slowly, every moment an absolute hell of unfathomable grief and loss, to the point where death was a welcome release from the pain for both the widow and the widow’s family.  It happened no matter what the doctor did…and when a couple were bonded that deeply, it was actually a mercy to let the widow pass away.  Even if the widow somehow survived, they would be empty inside, nothing but a shell of who they once were.  The grieving would never stop, it would never ease, until the day the widow died.  That was a living hell that no doctor really wanted to inflict upon a widow.  It even had an official name in Faey medicine, Widow Sickness, one of the few maladies in Faey medicine whose treatment regimin was to do sedate the patient to keep them calm and let nature run its course…to let the patient die.

That was the price he would eventually pay for the heaven he had now.  That was the coin he’d be handing to the ferryman eventually, his purgatory, spending the last moments of his life in hell to pay in pain for the heaven he had now.  But even knowing what would eventually befall him, he would not trade what he had with Jyslin for the entire galaxy.


Prose often held truth:  “It is better to have loved and lost, than to have never loved at all.”

We can only do what we can to make sure that never happens.  I think putting them in a force field until they’re 50 would do the trick, Jyslin sent playfully, which made him nearly laugh.


Make them wear armor their entire lives?


Only in public.  If we tried to keep them in armor in private, Shya would tear it apart with her bare hands to get at Rann.

He did laugh then, low and thoroughly amused at the truth behind her joke.  He could almost see that happening, in either direction.  To not be able to touch, to be that close and not be able to make skin to skin contact, that would drive almost any pair-bonded couple insane.  The month Jason had spent in a sterilization field had driven Jyslin nearly crazy, because she could not touch him.  Jason took Jyslin’s hand, threaded his fingers through hers, and patted the back of it.  So would I.

Tear Rann’s armor apart to get at him?  Jason, you diseased lech, she teased, which made him laugh for true.


You’ll pay for that, my dear, as soon as you’re recovered enough for me to punish you properly, he threatened with a smile.


A couple more days, and I’ll be primed and ready for your punishment, master, she replied cheekily.


Such a masochist.


Hey, your punishments come with orgasms. Lots and lots of orgasms, she returned with a daring smile.  I fully expect to be punished for several hours when I feel up to it.  I’ve pulled even with Maya now thanks to having two sets of twins, and I’d better not be a kid down for long once she has her next baby.  So you’d better man up and prove that you’re just as good at knocking me up as Maya was getting knocked up by Vell so soon after delivering.

So competitive, you are ridiculous sometimes, you know that?  Competing over who has more babies, sheesh..


You love it and you know it, baby, she replied, patting his cheek.  If anything, it means I get to wear you out in the bedroom.  You always love that.  Your 22 kids proves it, she grinned.  25 if we count Danelle, Shya, and Jon, but they’re not biological.

No, it proves I live completely surrounded by a bunch of depraved perverts, he retorted.


You’re the one that has to get it up, baby, so that makes you as much a depraved pervert as the girls you’re mounting, she countered.  It takes a wet pussy and a hard cock to fuck, so that means there’s equal blame on both sides

I was honoring a promise to the girls.


That accounts for 17 of them, if you want to include Rann in that, which got us to our target number of fifteen with two to spare.  So, what about the other five that aren’t squadmates that made the deal with you or, amu?


Duty, he replied honestly.


That was you getting hard enough to get it in a wet pussy, and that’s certainly not a duty fuck.


Myli and Kumi were definitely out of duty…or more out of giving them what they wanted or they’d beat me up, in Kumi’s case, he protested, which made her giggle.


So, where in this equation of twisted ethics does Aura fit in?

He was militantly silent.

 So, that makes you a pervert by your own definition.


I’m the Grand Duke, I’m a paragon of cultural purity, moral fiber, and steely restraint.  Grand Dukes are not perverts, he retorted airly.


She gave him a long look that didn’t require sending whatsoever.


I honored my friendship with the other five squad girls.  They asked, I accepted, and if you don’t recall, I wasn’t all that enthusiastic about the idea of it at first.  But it was only fair that I give that gift to Min and Sheleese and the twins and Myri, who didn’t get that chance the first time around.  If you want to make fun of numbers, blame Lyn and Bryn, and blame yourself, woman.  I had no control over the fact that they’d both have twins, and you’re starting to be as bad as they are.  First the girls, now Jon and Julia. And what, I was supposed to stop having kids with you just because we had Rann?  Think again, woman.  You once told me you wanted as many kids as I can give you.  I’m holding you to that. You account for a quarter of my kids.

I’d better, she sent lightly.  And having twins is catching me up with Maya, she added shamelessly, and she had a head start with Yuri and Sami.


Semantics will not support your argument, he teased.

So, the fact that you knocked up Aura again and she had Sera doesn’t seem the least bit hypocritical to you, mister I’m not a pervert?


Not a bit.  She’s my girlfriend, I have your blessing.  I’m allowed to knock her up.


It’s how I keep my husband happy when I’m not there to give him what he needs.

Pervert.


You married me.  That makes you depraved.Besides, baby, in my society, I’m allowed to be depraved, she grinned at him.


Sometimes I wonder why the hell I ever married you.  Sometimes it makes me think maybe I was a closet homosexual.


Excuse me? she sent dangerously, which made him grin.


I mean, I married a woman who thinks she’s in charge, he teased.


I am in charge, buster, she retorted.  I’m the woman around here.


And thus my point.  Women in Terran society aren’t dominant, yet who do I marry?  A woman raised as the dominant gender in her society, a complete reversal from my cultural norms.  You act more like a Terran man than a woman, so maybe I was secretly gay all this time.


Bisexual, maybe, or maybe you’re just a submissive that likes being dominated by hot, horny women, she winked.  The fact that you get rock hard when you’re looking at my pussy tells me there’s no way you’re even close to gay, she declared with a grin.


I’d get turned on by you if you were a Morbod, woman, he scoffed mentally.  I may have been attracted by your body, but it’s your mind I’m in love with.  But the cute butt helps, he added, which made her laugh aloud.


I’ll make sure to show it off for you tonight, at least after I make sure it didn’t get wider because of the pregnancy.  I have way more weight to work off this time, she frowned.  I’ll have to hit the gym as soon as I’m not sore anymore.


Oh please, you’re still skinny.  I don’t know where you think this weight came from.


The scale tells me it’s there, and I’m gonna get rid of it.  Fast, she declared adamantly, showing off that Faey vanity.  Faey women took their appearance as seriously as a pastor takes God, and always made sure they were slim, toned, and immaculately groomed, even if Faey women rarely wore more makeup than maybe eye shadow.  Faey women saw makeup as hiding natural beauty, not enhancing it; the Faey considered nothing more attractive than a nude, unaltered body, perfect in its natural state. It was why Faey hid their jackports behind their hair, since it was unnatural, and therefore ugly.  Makeup had a similar view to many Faey, who would use it sparingly for accents, but not try to use it to cover up or artificially enhance.  Eye liner and eye shadow were used the most to accent the eyes, clear lip gloss to make the lips shiny was used fairly common, maybe lipstick as long as it wasn’t gaudy, on rare occassions mascara, if the woman had naturally black hair to begin with—Palla would look almost silly with her pink eyelashes covered in black mascara—and tasteful earrings were as far as most Faey women would go.  Piercing her ears was the only way a woman would alter the natural state of her body, at least until cyberjacks came along.


Though, Jason could admit, jaingi was starting to establish a foothold in Faey society, especially since it was reverisble.  The white skin created by the jaingi could be repaired by a visit to a doctor, so a Faey could always get rid of it quickly and easily.  Saelle’s huge mey on her back was almost apostacy in proper Faey society, a huge and drastic alteration of the natural into unnatural, but it wasn’t quite so fringe as it was a few years ago.  And Yila was the cause of that, he supposed.  Her two little secrets had been revealed to the Imperium over Courtwatch, and Dahnai had publicly commented that she actually thought Yila’s jaingi looked good.  So, if Yila Trefani had jaingi and the Empress liked them, then it was alright for other women to have them too.  So, jaingi were starting to appear in mainstream Faey society, which meant viddy.  And like Yila’s jaingi, they were always small, elegant, and easily hidden, meant to draw attention, to accent what was there…which was why many Faey women wore eye shadow.  It had almost become a game in viddy lately for a jaingi to peek out from under an item of clothing for a brief second, a deliberate tease.

Well, to soothe your ego, I see nothing wrong with you and think you’re drop dead sexy, he told her.


That’s sweet of you, love, but I know it’s there, and I won’t be happy til I’m back at my proper weight.


Impossible.  These throw that off, he sent, poking one of her breasts, which were swollen with her childbirth.


I’ll take that into account, she replied curtly, giving him a slight look.


Okay, as long as you don’t look like a malnourished waif with big boobs, I can work with that.

She laughed and smacked him on the arm.


Rann and Shya lost the couch, so once they finished their snuggling, they went up to their apartment to snuggle some more on their own couch.  Jason enjoyed a little extended snuggling with Jyslin, then she got up to go through some free agent scouting reports for the Paladins before bed, and Jason went up to his office and checked the last reports that Chirk had forwarded to him before she left the office.  He got a report from MRDD saying that the last of the uptime inspections had been completed on their newest piece of ground-based military hardware, and that the green light was given for production.  Sioa had sent the same thing to him, telling him that the Titan mecha was a go, and requesting official permission to add it to the inventory and get them into production fucking now.

The English word Titan was a perfect description of the new mecha.  About a year ago, the Kimdori had managed to acquire intelligence from the Consortium thanks to the approaching scouting fleet going to Andromeda—it was intercepting all Consortium communications—that got an idea of the ground forces included with the Syndicate invasion fleet, and it included their version of mecha, which came in two varieties.  They had bipedal robotic mecha that were about 40 shakra tall—approaching 50 feet, or about 17 meters—and also had quadrupedal walker-style mecha, like walking tanks, that were primarily heavy weapon platforms and support units for forward infantry.  Their walkers most closely resembled AT-ATs from Star Wars, but weren’t nearly as large and weren’t meant to carry infantry.  They were built mainly to be tanks, just tanks with legs instead of treads or hover pods.  The Benga were already big, so putting a 15 shakra tall person into a mecha meant that the mecha was fucking huge.


The Karinne Army’s answer to these Benga mecha were the Titans.  Titans were just that, they were huge robotic mecha, some 38 shakra tall—46 feet, or about 15 meters tall—and outfitted with some pretty hardcore machinery to make them fast and surprisingly agile for such a massive mecha.  They were also heavily armed and armored, armed with heavy pulse autocannons, heavy rail cannons, and recently imported and converted for Karinne use Coalition Disruptors, which were some nasty guns.  Like any Karinne mecha, they utlized spinners, carried two drones, and had mountpoints for pods.  They were capable of zero-g operations by adding flight pods, but most often they carried missile pods, combo pods that carried both offensive and defensive missiles.  Benga robotic mecha were bigger, but they probably wouldn’t be as fast as Titans, nor as heavily armed, and that made a big difference.  An even bigger difference was that the Titan was only capable of being driven by a jack.  Not even a one-way interface was good enough to drive a Titan, due to the sheer amount of data the pilot had to absorb.  The jack also made the Titan move as if it were the rigger’s body, and that was something that they doubted the Syndicate’s riggers could match.

Moving something that big and keeping it balanced, stable, and under complete control while also making it agile and quick was a lot more difficult from an engineering standpoint than it was for a Gladiator or a Juggernaut, to the point where it had required them to advance artificial muscle strand technology to give a humanoid robot that size the ability to move with speed and precision.  The joints of a humanoid body were actually the most inefficient kind of joint there was, putting the force between the fulcrum and the load, so they’d had to do some research and some upgrading to develop a way to give a Titan “muscles” to move its body around with enough strength, speed, and control required to make the mecha agile enough to operate in a combat theater.  

The biggest sign that Titans were viable?  Kyva had already ordered 40 for the KBB, 20 primary and 20 backup mecha, with an array of standard and custom-designed pod units to increase the mecha’s versatility.  The KBB had been the ones to field test the Titans, and she must have been impressed to already put in her order for them to add to the KBB’s arsenal of Gladiators and Juggernauts.


Trenirk already had production plans in place, awaiting only Jason’s official orders, and Sioa and Juma had incorporation plans in place to place those mecha as soon as they were off the production line.  And Jason gave it, sending Trenirk the go to start production, to build a production run of 1,000 Titans that would primarily be used by the Army, with a few scattered among the Marines…only a battleship had the bay space to carry Titans without dispossessing the fighter squadrons of their bay space, so not every ship was going to have them.  But there would be full platoons of Titans on board all five command ships and the Tianne.


Jason had had the chance to pilot a Titan during its trial period, and wow.  It had been the most challenging thing he’d done in quite a while, both in how sophisticated the mecha was, and in how much harder it was to pilot because of that sophistication.  It would be the equivalent in old Terran terms of piloting a 747 jumbo jet without the benefit if a copilot, with tons of settings and controls and systems that the pilot had to manage.  Only veteran riggers could handle a Titan, that was for sure.  It was no mecha for a sergeant right out of rigger school.  Hell, it was no mecha for a journeyman rigger.  Only the most experienced riggers would be piloting a Titan.

Symone had rated on it, and she’d be teaching it.  But that actually wasn’t a surprise, Symone was actually a damn good rigger.  She had a natural talent for it.


For that matter, she’d be fighting in one in a few months, when the Syndicate arrived.  Titans could be remotely piloted, and Symone was too good a rigger to be put on the back lines.  She could pilot a Titan from a merge pod at Joint Base Alpha, which was a joint Army/Marine base for training and the headquarters of the KMS Rigger Corps, and had also been outfitted to do remote rig operations.  They already had a merge center with thousands of merge pods, which could be used to merge to nearly any merge-capable mecha, mechloader, transport dropship or Wolf fighter.  Symone could sit in a merge pod at the base and pilot a Titan half a galaxy away, with a mindstriker in the Titan’s cockpit to do the up close telepathic fighting while Symone concentrated on stomping on enemy infantry and blowing things up.


Sioa didn’t depend on that, though.  A rigger always had the highest performance scores when she was in the mecha, but she also saw the value in having merge pods for remote operation, particularly for very dangerous missions.


That made him check another of their merge assets, the ROCAs, or the Rockers as they were now being called.  They were combat robots—androids acutally—Remotely Operated Combat Android, built to resemble Faey wearing Crusader armor so they were not easy to discern from standard Faey infantry, with full range of motion of a Faey and all the grace and agility, but with the strength and resilience of a machine.  They were not primary AI units, those androids would be remotely piloted by infantry specialists in merge pods.  Not even Karinne AI was good enough to program infantry robots that could actually operate independently, but using a merged pilot solved that problem.  The units could operate by themselves, without being merged to a pilot, but when they were in that mode, they were not used in front line combat.  They were used as support units, and had the AI to man a piece of combat support equipment, like rear fixed gun position.


The idea for them came from Rook, of all places.  He had built a combat variant body for himself in his spare time, which he operated by remote, by communing with the biogenics in the combat chassis.  Myleena had seen his idea and ran with it, building the ROCAs, which would be used as unkillable shock troopers or infantry in conditions lethal to Faey without extensive life support systems.  They were heavily armored to make them really tough, were about twenty times stronger than a Faey, and had as much dexterity and agility as a Faey.  They were also very expensive, so they weren’t going to be cranking out millions of them Clone Wars battle droids style.  But for what Sioa envisioned using them, they would do very, very well.  They had 36,400 finished, and were going to do a full production run of 50,000.  That was five divisions of robotic fighting infantry remotely piloted by merge to give those robots what an AI never could, the ability to react to the illogical.

It was a fatal flaw in almost all combat AI systems. They had fantastic aim and insanely fast reflexes, and could be programmed to recognize known combat formations and tactics, but the moment they were exposed to something their combat algorithms could not process, they became sitting ducks.  And in a battle, be it on a planet or in space, those kinds of situations arose more than often enough to make autonomous fighting robots running on AI unfit for combat operations.  Even the KMS’ own drones were not automonous AI, suffered the same limitations as most other AI systems.  Biogenic drones had a very sophisticated AI capable of limited automony, but it was still being managed and supervised by a wizzo or other living thing.  What made biogenic drones much different from other drones was their survivability.  Their AI was much better at processing potential threats and avoiding them, so biogenic drones had a much higher survivability rate than moleculartronic drones.

To call the Rockers androids or robots was almost an insult.  Myleena called them bionoids, a mixture of cybernetics and biogenics built into a robotic chassis to create a biogenic android that was far more than its programming.  They were a new class of robotic unit, a combination of a robot’s processing speed and brute strength and a living thing’s ability to think abstractly.  Biogenics were capable of abstract thought, but only biogenic units like Rook, Coma, and the CBIMs…and they weren’t putting one of them on a drone and letting them have at it.

Jason had piloted a Rocker as well, and damn was it fun.  It was just like a mecha, but one that was Terran sized, as fast as an Olympic sprinter, as agile as a gymnast, and as strong as a bull ox.  After piloting a Rocker, he almost felt like a bloated whale getting out of the merge pod, weak and slow and clumsy.
Rook.  He checked the network, and saw that Rook was at home.  He had a home now, not a little apartment in the 3D warehouse.  He actually lived just four blocks from the fence, in a really nice house with an immaculate lawn and garden that Rook maintained as a hobby.  Rook was no longer an experiment, he was a fully recognized citizen of the House Karinne, with all the same rights as any other member.  They had proven that Rook was indeed self-aware, and with that conclusion, he was granted the same rights as any other member of the house.  His work at 3D was now an official job, for which he was paid, and he was no longer just a machinist.  He was on the tech staff now, and had sufficient training to do some of the most delicate and important work in 3D.  He engaged in several hobbies when not working, since he didn’t sleep he had plenty of free time, and was a frequent enough visitor on the strip that everyone knew him, and everyone liked him.


He certainly looked different now.  He was still using an android body, but the work with the ROCAs had advanced their robotics to where Rook had built a new body for himself that looked so realistic that he resembled a Faey in a skin-tight metal suit.  He was even anatomically correct, and wore clothes to cover his simulated genitalia.  His external skin was a layer of pliable iso-aluminum mesh with the thickness of paper, the flexibility of cloth, but the strength of natural titanium, that was threaded through with tactile units to give him a sense of feeling, and under that was the same kind of gel backing used in armor to create the illusion of the soft give of flesh, as well as provide shock absorption for his endoskeleton and internal systems.  Rook and Myleena had designed the new body with just about everything, fingernails, eyelashes, “pores” on the surface of the iso-aluminum, and the male genitalia…genitalia capable of erection.  Why Rook wanted that feature, Jason wasn’t sure he wanted to know.  He even had hair, real Faey hair made for him by a wig shop which had been incorporated into his outer skin, both on his head and over his fake penis.  The new body was obviously not flesh and blood, but looked so much like a Faey that he was easily confused for a Faey by anyone who was color blind.

There were a few differences from a living Faey, but they were subtle ones.  He had a working jaw, but Rook didn’t speak through articulation.  He simply opened his mouth slightly, and a speaker at the back of his oral cavity spoke for him.  He could move his jaw to simulate speech, but he didn’t bother all that often.  He didn’t breathe, he didn’t even have internal lungs to take in air, had no “stomach” or any way to simulate eating or drinking.  He did have a tongue, however, which was there almost purely for aesthetics.  He had also built his body so that it was 5.3 shakra tall, which was a little taller than Jason, and that was  very tall for a Faey male.

Rook had come a long way from his days of being a master processor in one of Cybi’s I/O controller boards.  He had his own support equipment now, external biogenics built around his chip that provided him the same kinds of boons that a CBIM got from their equipment, increasing and enhancing his core abilities.  Rook’s essence was his chip, but his external equipment made him functional.  His external units were his brain and body, and his core chip was his “soul,” the core of him that made him alive and made him what he was.


It did also remind him of something.  [Rook,] he sent through the biogenic network.


[Yes, Jason?]


[Swing by my office first thing in the morning, I have some stuff I want you to look at.]


[Certainly.  I’ll be there at ten.  That work for you?]


[That’s perfect.  See you then.]


[Until tomorrow.  Good night.]

He switched a little, leaning back in his chair and putting his feet up on his home office desk.  [Dahnai, you awake?]


[Of course I’m awake, babes, it’s not even twenty-one hundred.]


[What, Kaen hasn’t exhausted you yet?]


[That’s what Saelle is for,] she replied lightly.


[I’ll be able to make it tomorrow,] he informed her.  [So, we’ll be over around eighteen hundred.  Sound good?]


[Why can’t you be here earlier?  Like all day?]


[Because the kids have school, Jyslin has a lot of work to do over at the office, and unlike certain lazy Empresses, I work for a living,] he taunted in reply.


[I’ll show you work when I get you over here, buster,] she retorted.


[Game on, love.  Any Grand Duchesses going to be there to ruin things?]


[Anya will be here, that’s not ruining.]


[Not at all,] he agreed.


[I’ll also have the Imperator over, but she might be gone before you get here.]


[Enva?  I’m not sure I want to be within reach of her,] Jason noted.  Enva Shi’Ren was the ruler of the Sha’i-ree, known as the Imperator.  It was once a dictatorial government ruled by an emperor, but was now a Republic.  Their executive still held the title of the ruler from their Imperial days, however, so Enva was known as the Imperator.  [She thinks I’m cute.  That’s a big danger sign when it comes to a Sha’i-ree.]


[She’s right, you are cute.  A pain in the ass, but cute despite that.]


[What’s Enva doing visiting you in person at the summer palace?]


[Business that has nothing to do with you,] she replied archly.  [You have your secrets, I have mine.]


[No, I have my secrets, and you have what you think are your secrets, until I get curious enough to find out,] he corrected lightly.


[You keep thinking that, babes,] she told him.


[What I do think is that I didn’t hear anything about Enva coming, and you are supposed to keep my people informed.  They won’t tell you not to invite anyone, but they do have the right to know who’s on the planet.]


[Keep your underwear on, babes, I just arranged it about an hour ago, and I told your Marine liaison as soon as I had a timetable.  The report probably hasn’t filtered down to you yet.]

[Most likely,] he agreed.

[Besides, how is she gonna get here without Karinne authorization to get through the Stargate, dink?]

Jason had to laugh.  [True,] he admitted.


[If you’re gonna be obnoxious, I have better things to do than deal with you, babes,] she communed playfully.


[Yeah, yeah, I have a few things to tie up myself before I can really say I’m done for the day,] he replied.  [Talk to you tomorrow, love.]


[Okay.  Have a good night, babes.]


That taken care of, Jason finished up the last of the items in his inbox, so he was about to go back downstairs and play with his daughters before they went to bed, at least until a news article popped up on the panel he kept on his desk, something of his rest and relaxation panel.  He used it to surf Civnet when he didn’t feel like merging, did non-work related things on it.


He frowned when he read the headline:  [Confirmed!  Grand Duke Jason Karinne plays Vanguard!]  He switched to the article, and his frown grew even deeper as he read.  [Can you believe it, fellow Soldiers?  An honest to god ruler plays Vanguard!  A game streamer caught the living computer Cybi hacking her way into a Vanguard battle to remind a player of an appointment…and a little digging reveals that it was none other than the Grand Duke of the House of Karinne, Jason Karinne!]  There was a viddy of Cybi manifesting into the game taken from another player in the squad, but thank god that player had deleted his game handle from the clip.  The author of the article did the same, and said so straight up.  [We’ve redacted the Grand Duke’s game handle and game ID so he doesn’t quit on us, but what we CAN tell you after looking up his game ID is that he’s a pretty damn solid player with a high PR, and get this, he’s specced almost completely into being infantry.  You’d think he’d spec for command and lead, but I guess even a galactic ruler likes to take a vacation from ruling from time to time!

[So next time you’re on the battlefield, fellow Soldiers, you may have the Grand Duke Jason Karinne fighting at your side!]


Jason almost slapped the panel off his desk in disgust, but he held himself back.  “Cybi, I’m gonna whip your ass!” he threatened, shaking his fist towards the ceiling.  It wasn’t a total loss, he reasoned, at least after calming down after a moment.  The author of the article had protected his privacy, so people wouldn’t know who he was.   But still, just people knowing that he played might cause problems.  It might even motivate some groups out there to hack the game’s servers to try to find out who he was, and maybe try to get at him through the game.


Either way, he wasn’t playing again until he had a long talk with Miaari…and that pissed him off, because he enjoyed playing the game.


He checked the last thing on his list, which was the civilian merge center that had been opened in Karsa about four months ago, the Logistical Asset Allocation Center, or the Lake as the workers called it, since it was right on the banks of Lake Relai in western Karsa.  It was a gigantic complex of some six buildings which were filled with large chambers holding thousands and thousands of merge pods.  Each merge cluster had a control room that directed merge connections, linking the right driver to the right equipment, and the center had revolutionized industry on the planet.  A single mechloader driver could operate multiple mechloaders, the controller switching him from unit to unit as needed, allowing him to be productive when he’d otherwise just be standing around waiting for the next pallet to be ready.  By mixing on-site operators with remote units that could be activated from Karsa to help with additional work, it increased factory efficiency by nearly 31% in the factories where they were testing the system.  It allowed them to focus their efforts exactly where they needed to be quickly and efficiently.  It also had applications for transportation and logistics, allowing a Stick pilot to fly another Stick while the one she’d been piloting was being loaded.  Even something as simple as a Stick pilot moving a few Sticks to another loading dock to prep them for loading while waiting for her primary Stick to be loaded increased overall efficiency, because the pilot didn’t have to leave her merge pod to do it.  That saved time, and saved time was increased efficiency.  But, in the interests of public safety, passenger transportation operators would always be in the skimmer, transport, or dropship they were flying.  But those transports were also capable of remote operation, in case the pilot had a medical emergency.  A merge pilot could take over for the indisposed captain and get the skimmer or transport safely on the ground.

Trenirk and Jrz’kii nearly killed Myleena in jubilation when she designed the system and had Bunvar build it.  Jrz’kii managed the facility, as it fell under her jurisdiction as the Secretary of Transportation and Logistics.  She had a large complement of Kizzik, Makati, and Beryans there to keep everything organized and running smoothly, and they kept the merge pod workers busy without pissing them off by making them work every second of every shift.

They’d just opened the last building and got the complex up to 100% operational capacity, and Jason checked the reports about the expanded operations.  Jrz’kii sent him an exhaustive report with detailed analysis of efficiency increase percentages, when all he cared about was is it working?  The ultimate answer was yes, it was in fact working, and working well…and that was all he needed to know.  Jrz’kii was the logistical expert, not him.  He didn’t understand a good 80% of her report anyway.


It said a lot about how things were changing when Jason could sit in his office and operate a mechloader on Janja, pilot a Juggernaut on PR-371, then fly a KV-30 dropship from Karis to Draconis, and do it all inside an hour.


That was the power of biogenics.  That was the power of cyberjacks, which expanded the ability to merge to the entire population.  It may not have been the original vision of the Karinnes that started the Program, but some of the most important discoveries in the history of the galaxy had been entirely accidental.


A shimmer made him glance up, and Cybi manifested in his office.  She elected to create a hologram without feet, her legs trailing down to faded nothingness, floating over to look at him across his desk.  [What, Cybi?]


[I thought to save you the trouble of tracking me down to whip my ass, as you put it,] she communed, her expression slightly amused.

[I’m over it,] he answered dryly as he put his feet up on the desk and interlacing his fingers over his stomach.  [I won’t be able to play again until Miaari clears it, but that won’t take her more than an hour or so.  Just don’t do it again.]


[Your interest in the game has made Cylan make an account,] she told him, putting a finger on his cheek.  [He even installed limiters to restrict his reactions to within biological norms and added a randomizer algorithm so his aim isn’t always perfect.  He seeks to see why you enjoy the game, and he decided that playing it under the same limitations a flesh and blood person has was the best way to experiment.]

Jason laughed softly.  [That was fairly forward-thinking of him,] he replied.  [I’ll have to keep track of it and see what he does.]

[A silly way to pass the time, but he’s only recently come online.  He hasn’t learned yet.]


[Listen to you, Miss Old Lady,] Jason teased.


[I do have something to pass along.  Myleena changed the meeting tomorrow morning to 13:30.]


[That shouldn’t mess mine up,] he nodded.  [If anything, it’ll make my morning less rushed.  She announcing any movement on Project F?]

Cybi shook her head.  [She’s still stuck on the power problem,] she answered.


For over a year, Myleena’s Translight Engine Project team had been stuck.  She’d managed to develop an algorithm for the engines and a prototype was built and installed in a newly built destroyer they’d assigned for testing that Myleena had named Trailblazer, but they couldn’t power the damn thing.  Their double metaphased had the raw energy to power the engine, the problem was that when the engines shifted into translight mode while in hyperspace, it caused a quantum anomoly to form in the metaphased power stream, which knocked it out of its phased state…and tended to blow up the conduit carrying the plasma.  The engines would operate in translight mode in normal space just fine—and were fucking fast, capable of speeds upwards of 54 light years per hour, by far the fastest FTL technology ever produced by any known civilization—and the jump engines operated just fine in hyperspace, it was just when both were used together, it introduced that fatal quantum anomoly back into the power system.  For over a year, Myleena had been trying to engineer a fix, but she had had no luck.  And that was half of what made it so fucking maddening…she had the engine built.  The engine worked.  They just couldn’t get their power system to hold it in translight mode for more than a picosecond before the power fed back and killed the conduit all the way back to the exchanger.


But this was groundbreaking technology, and often something brand new had new problems that they had to work through and solve.  Myleena’s team had worked through trying to create a filter or isolation unit that prevented the engines from feeding back into the power stream, but she’d had no luck.  So lately, she’d been working with the power itself, seeing if she could find some metaphased state that would harmonize with the engine.  Until she figured it out, the Trailblazer was sitting in the TEP dock up in Kosigi under heavy guard, waiting for them to devise a solution.

If Myleena had nothing new about that, then the meeting would have two subjects.  The first would be the scheduled CBIM installation in Kosigi in two days.  It had taken them much longer to design and build the facility than they first expected, because of the nature of Kosigi itself.  It took them nearly two months to decide where to build it, and when they did—the center of the core of Kosigi—they had to do a lot of custom designing due to the fact that the core chamber would be the gravimetric center of Kosigi’s gravity well. Once they had the site picked and designed, it had taken some pretty complex engineering to hollow out the core chamber without creating geological instability in the core, more or less requiring them to reinforce the small core so it wasn’t torn apart.  The core crystal would be ready in two days, and they’d install it almost as soon as it was core crystal was tempered.  They did not leave CBIM core crystals just sitting in storage, it was actually bad for them to not be in use as soon as they were ready.  It wasn’t the first crystal they’d intended to install there.  The initial crystal’s growth tank had suffered a fatal equipment failure during its growth cycle that had corrupted the crystal beyond any hope of salvage, which had forced them to destroy it and start over…which had cost them nearly five months of growth time.  Dellin had been almost jumping at them installing a CBIM in Kosigi, as his job became more and more complicated by the day, and the repeated delays that had pushed back the installation nearly six months had honestly angered him more than a little bit.  But his wait was almost over.  In two days, the CBIM would be installed, and it would be assisting Dellin within a takir once it got through its initial orientation, learned its duties, and started performing them.

The other reason for the meeting was the standard monthly progress meeting, which they’d spend mostly discussing the diffuser project.  That too was somewhat stalled.  They’d achieved 75%, and they had the same problem that the TEP project did…the power problem.  They still hadn’t figured out a way to prevent the diffusers from diffusing the singularity plants, which had to be done because they’d learned over the last 18 months that it was impossible to make the diffusion effect directional.  So, since they couldn’t direct the effect, they had to come up with some way to protect the parts of the ship that were affected by it without defeating the protection it offered from Torsion weapons.  Most of 3D had been working on the problem for the last six months, and because of that, there hadn’t been much innovation coming out of the 3D warehouse lately.

And there were a lot more people in 3D now than just six months ago.  Myleena had expanded the team by nearly three times over, to the point where 3D now had 187 members.  They hailed from all over the galaxy, identified through the Academy, screened for trustworthiness, then offered a job in the most advanced technological research outfit in the galaxy.  They had 39 different races or species represented in 3D now, some of the most brilliant engineers, scientists, and researchers in the known galaxy, who were working on tech that the rest of the galaxy wouldn’t see for a few more decades…except maybe the Ruu.

And there were a few old faces in new positions in 3D.  Siyhaa had sold her computer company to her lieutenant and moved to 3D permanently nine months ago, and now she was the foremost authority on cutting edge computer technology, a status that fed her ego a little bit…but she was a Moridon, so she wasn’t insufferable about it.  Moridon were big on decorum, they did their gloating in private.  She and Myleena were the two main women that researched biogenic computer technology and sought to improve it, and with Myleena working on the engines, Siyhaa was the one that was mainly responsible for the CBIMs and other biogenic projects.  Siyhaa would be the tech in charge of the CBIM installation in two days, not Myleena, her first solo installation project since joining 3D.  And they were damn lucky to have her, Siyhaa was, quite simply, one of the most brilliant computer engineers and computer experts on this side of the galaxy.  It took everyone a while to stop calling her Mahja—that was a title, not her name—but the Mob of Moridon had bestowed a new title on her, Hadhja, due to her contributions in the advancement of computer technology as a whole, the Moridon version of the Nobel Prize for science.  The Mob had no idea what Siyhaa did on Karis, but the very fact that they knew she was now a member of the mysterious 3D was reason enough to give her that award. 

That was something of a standard through the known galaxy now.  Everyone knew of 3D, but didn’t know exactly what they did.  They just knew that they were an arm of the Karinnes that dealt with new technology, mainly by applying it to warfare in unconventional ways.  3D operations had been visible to the Confederate Combined Military in several combat theaters, who spread rumors down into their respective civilizations, until 3D achieved something of an infamy through the Confederation as the “Area 51” of the galaxy.

Quite a long way the Legion had come, Jason often mused.


[I’ll let you get things done so you can spend the rest of the evening with the family, Jason,] Cybi told him, drifting backwards a tiny bit.

[I am done, just waiting for the baby monitor to go off,] he replied with a faint smile.  [But in the meantime, I think I’ll drag Rann away from Shya and spend some time with him.]

[Good luck,] Cybi noted dryly, which made him laugh.


It was going to be a day of meetings…yay.

At least it started fun.  Jason and Rook went over some ideas for improving the design of android endoskeletons in the morning just after he got to the office, with Rook sitting in the outside office waiting for him when he arrived…typical Rook.  Jason was the ruler of the house, but he did still love engineering, and did his best to keep tinkering either in his basement workshop or in 3D when he had the time.  He wasn’t one of the lead thinkers in 3D anymore due to his other commitments—just like Jyslin—but that didn’t mean that he wasn’t going to tinker as a hobby.  Rook was currently looking to improve android body design both for the war effort and for his own personal use, but where Jason was more interested in the hard mechanics, Rook was more interested in enhancing the sensory capabilities of the androids his chip inhabited, to be able to feel and hear and see and smell with the same richness as organic beings.  His sensory receptors could tell him what was hot, what was cold, what was rough and what was smooth, but they had trouble with concepts like soft, velvety, supple, to feel the tiny variances in the textures that allowed organic begins with skin and all those nerve receptors to feel the difference between petting a vulpar’s fur and sliding one’s hand down a wall of Betrium, which was a very soft, giving metal that also held its shape, almost like metal elastic, and was used in many shock absorption systems.  It was all part of Rook’s core mission of living, and he had decided that in order to have the same quality of life as the organics, he needed comparable sensory capability so he could experience the world.  He wanted to develop sensors capable of giving such detailed information that it provoked an emotional response without being too detailed, which would detract from that emotional response, which was a very esoteric goal.

It was the classical conflict of man and machine, but in this case it was a difference between what a lovely sunset and the sunset has a higher than normal variance of color patterns this evening.


All in all, Jason liked Rook.  He had come a long way since Bo had discovered that his chip was thinking, was child-like in some ways while quite savvy in others, and he had settled into living in a way that made Bo quite proud of him.


They were at it so long that Jason forgot that there was a Confederate Council meeting that morning, and that he had agreed to attend.  He didn’t notice when Cybi and Cyra manifested in the office, as he and Rook quibbled over rigidity ratios for endostructure support spars—the metal “bones” of an android body—and also didn’t notice when the holograms of the various rulers started to appear.  This was a real meeting today, where most of the rulers were going to attend so they could discuss the summit on Prakarika next takir, or more to the point, listen to Anivor as he went over the itinerary and preparations for the lower-gravity members of the council that would die exposed to Prakarika’s native gravity.  Since the summit was a domestic affair, it fell to Anivor to prepare it and host it, which relieved a great many on the council.  Anivor was far more pragmatic than Anivan and more willing to ease back on Prakarikai ceremonial silliness.  Anivor’s ceremonies would merely be tedious, where Anivan’s would have been absolutely insufferable.

“What in Barka’s pillar are you talking about?” Kreel’s voice called from the side.  Jason and Rook looked away from the desk and saw six holograms already up, and Kreel’s was among them.  “What on Grimjar is a resistance coefficient?”


“Something a little past your education, Kreel,” Jason teased in reply, whch made him laugh.


“I didn’t realize we were discussing this for so long, Jason,” Rook said.  “We can continue later.”

“Probably for the best,” Jason said.  “I have no doubt that we’ll melt Kreel’s brain if we expose him to science.”


“Hey, I took introductory chemistry in finishing school, you know!” he protested.


“I’m honestly surprised to see you in Jason’s office, Rook,” Dahnai said after her hologram winked on.  From the view behind her, she was in her work office over in the summer palace.  “I thought he kept you hidden from the Confederation.”


“Why would he?” Rook asked simply.


“Because of the ramifications you represent,” Kreel answered in a slightly serious voice.  “You’re a biogenic chip that became self aware.  It’s a big debate over in my science ministry just how many more biogenic chips might do that, and what they might do.”


“A concern not based in fact, since I am the only chip to have done so that is not a CBIM, in all of Karinne’s recorded history.  So I am a fluke, not a harbinger of future events.”

“That damn logic, it makes it clear you’re a computer,” Kreel grinned.


“We could all do with a little logic from time to time, High Councilor,” Rook replied mildly, which made Dahnai chuckle.  “We can continue after the meeting today,” he offered to Jason.


“Sounds good,” he nodded.  Rook wasn’t a secret, though he was almost unknown outside of the higher circles of the Confederation.  Jason didn’t hide him or what he was, because he wanted Rook to have full acceptance if he ever went offworld.  Rook was a living thing, he had Karinne citizenship, and that gave him the right to travel if he so wished it.  He had to do so with the same conditions as a Generation, which did put some heavy restrictions on his freedom, but Rook could and had taken several trips to Draconis and Terra for educational assignments to the Academy, work through his job in 3D, and personal vacations, and he had deployed with other 3D operatives on several occasions, which brought him into contact with the military and political echelons of other Confederation members.  At first, they thought he was simply a highly sophisticated robot, but after talking to him and seeing how the other 3D operatives treated him, they realized that the robot was alive.

“So, are we going to see a sudden influx of robot servants, Jason?” Kreel asked.


“Not that we’re selling,” Jason replied.  “We were discussing possible upgrades to the Rockers.  Rook was the primary engineer that developed them, because he had a lot of experience building robot bodies with full sensory capability.”


“Those things are almost scary,” Kreel chuckled.  “I’m almost looking forward to seeing them used.”


“They’re specialized equipment, Kreel.  You’re not going to see them in every theater, only where they’re needed.  If anything, because you’d have a heart attack if you saw how much it costs just to build one of them,” he grunted.  “I think Kumi’s contemplating murdering me just for the number that we ordered built.  They’re way too expensive to just throw around and throw away.  But where they are needed, I’m sure they’ll perform well.”

They settled down and got down to the business of the meeting, which had Anivor attending today.  Jason sat behind his desk looking at an array of three tiers of holograms, showing just how much the Confederation had grown over the last several months.  As the Syndicate got closer, close enough for undecided civilizations to see their monstrous fleet using their own hyperspace telescopes and other sensors, they realized just what was going on, that the Kimdori weren’t just crying wolf, and they started joining the Confederation at a rate of nearly an empire a takir.  There were faces of many different colors, from green to blue to purple to brown to red to ghostly white.  There was fur. There were scales.  There were snouts, there were faces with two eyes, three eyes, four eyes, one with six eyes, there was one face that had no eyes—the Horg, they “saw” using ultrasonic waves emitted from organs to each side of their nose that produce echo location similar to bats or dolphins—and every major genus of commonly evolved life was represented; insectoid, mammalian, reptilian, icthyan, avian, geomorphic—stone-like, such as the Stevak—and ranging from bipeds to octopeds.  A galaxy’s worth of diversity was represented in those three tiers of holograms, so many faces that Jason barely knew most of them and only knew names thanks to his gestalt’s memory.  Because of that, Jason rarely attended council anymore, and when he did, he was nearly as quiet as the Leader.  The council had become highly political—that was inevitable—and Jason steered well clear of the politics of other nations. 

Ojia Ro of the Aridai was the one holding the gavel, so he got them started and yielded the floor to the king of the Prakarikai, and he surprised Jason by getting to the point within ten minutes.  Anivor went over the itinerary for the three day summit on his home planet, both official business and entertainment opportunities for the visiting delegations.  Jason spent most of that time not really paying attention, bantering with Kreel and Krirara over biogenic comm, using the Karis biogenic network to access their empires’ versions of Civnet and talk to them via commune.  The three of them were even more a clique now than they had been when Krirara joined the Confederation.  Outside of Dahnai, for obvious reasons, Kreel and Krirara were his best friends on the council, and the two of them were among Jason’s closest friends period, not just on the council.  Both of them visited Karis far more than other members, and most of those visits weren’t on the public record.  Kreel in particular managed to come over at least twice a month, and drove Aya absolutely crazy by dragging Jason off to the club district in Karsa for some therapudic partying.  The other members of the council, both new and old, were aware of how much access Dahnai, Kreel, and Krirara had to Jason, and worked very hard to get them to use that access for their own benefit.

Anivor was pretty brisk for a Prakarikai, getting his presentation done in only two hours, and most of that time was used discussing actual important matters.  After he was done, a good half of the rulers left the council in place of an aide, and Jason was one of them, letting Cybi and Cyra sit in for him while he headed down the hall to his conference room, where his cabinet was assembled and waiting for him.  “You’re on time,” Yeri said in mock astonishment as Jason strode into the room.


“Push off, Yeri,” he snorted as he flopped down into his chair.  “Let’s get going, I have a meeting at 3D in two hours.”


After going through some old business, they moved on to new business, and Trenirk spoke up.  “I increased hyperspace bridge production up to the new levels, Jason,” he declared.  “We should have the target number built and shipped out by the end of the month.”

“We’re not putting them at every Coalition system, are we?  That’s thousands,” Lirren observed.


“Eventually yes, but right now we’re just focusing on creating hub systems where their ships can go to get to them,” Jason answered before Jrz’kii.  “We don’t think they’ll get all their ships upgraded to real-time engines by the time the Syndicate arrives, so we’ll be using mobile catapults to get their slower ships where they need to be.  They have to do a lot of refitting to get their ships up to real-time capability, mainly in their power systems.”


“I already have a system prepared for moving the ships incapable of jumping in real time with the rest of the fleet once combat operations begin,” Jrz’kii said through her interface.  “Our allies will be able to participate in the battles, and also share in the burden instead of sitting in the reserve lines and sharing no risk while reaping the rewards.”

“And that’s the other good reason,” Jason said dryly.  “How is the Virgan facility coming along, Bunvar?”


“We’ll be done with it in about a month, and we’ll just seal it until the CBIM crystal is ready to be installed,” she answered, brushing her long, shaggy white bangs away from her face.  Bunvar was pregnant, and in Makati females, it made their hair grow at an accelerated rate for some weird biological reason.


Kumi ran into the room and took her seat.  “Sorry, I was having a bit of an argument with Merchant R,”she declared.


“You’re doing business with the Ruu?” Rund asked in surprise.


“Yeah, it’s a shock to me too,” she chuckled.  “But he wants to make a deal trading laminated titanimum, food, and heavy gases we’re mining out of the gas giants at RJ-44 for Gorvite ore.  Given how rare it is outside the Q quadrant, I think it’s a good deal.  I just wish they’d trade in credits, or even in Coalition sipp, but they don’t recognize our money systems,” she frowned.  “Everything with them is bartering, goods for goods.  They don’t take cash.”

“I thought the Ruu didn’t make any sort of deals outside of the Academy,” Jerrim mused.


“Just bartering, and they’re pretty picky who they barter with.  They won’t barter with lower-technology empires at all, even if they have something the Ruu want.  I think because we’re so close to them technologically, they don’t see trading with us as some way we might try to blackmail them or steal their secrets,” she shrugged.  “I swear, they’re more paranoid than the Kimdori and the Moridon combined.  Polite, urbane, and friendly, but freakin’ paranoid.”


“That’s weird, since they have so many teachers at the Academy now, teaching their technology.”


“Teaching what they’re willing to share, while they learn everything we have that they haven’t,” Jason elaborated.  “They keep most of their technology to themselves, just like we do.  They actually have the same outlook we do when it comes to releasing advanced technology.  They don’t mind teaching others things they’re ready to know, things that won’t unbalance things or start wars.  The Ruu’s entire society is based on science and education and knowledge, and they’re pacifists like the Imbiri.  From what Miaari dug up, they don’t even have a military, just self-defense systems set up around their planets.  Their philosophical outlook is that happy people are not people starting wars, and technology can make people happy by increasing their quality of life.  But if people aren’t ready for it, they don’t release it.”


“I take it you’ve had a few long talks with Observer A?” Bunvar asked lightly, looking at him.


“A few,” he nodded.  “The fact that we and them have some common outlooks is half the reason why they’re so involved in the Academy and joined the Confederation as neutral observers.” 

After about an hour and a half of discussing upcoming projects, Jason headed for 3D, opting to take his skimmer instead of a hovercar because he had an appointment up in Kosigi later today.  He landed at the warehouse after getting through the hard shield, which looked completely different now than it did just five days ago.  They’d done a major expansion and renovation to the original warehouse because people were stepping on each other’s toes, nearly tripling the available floor space and adding a second automated mini-factory for machining custom parts, taking the strain off the old one.

“Alright, I don’t have all day,” Jason called loudly as he walked up into the central area where everyone had their desks, with their working areas ringing the outer areas of the facility, which already looked like a disaster area of parts and equipment and hard-printed schematics and diagrams laying all over the place, despite only being in use for five days.  They were some messy people in 3D, so it was a good thing nobody ever saw the inside of their headquarters.  “Someone drag Myli out of her office and let’s get this started.”


“I’m right here, dickbrain,” Myleena declared, rising up from where she was hunched over a hard-printed schematic with several other techs.


They gathered together in the middle area of the shop, and Myleena got them started by handing the floor over to Siyhaa.  The Moridon gave them a detailed briefing about the CBIM installation tomorrow, from what time to be at the shop to what to bring, and she handed out duty sheets to the techs that would be part of the installation team.  Jason got his own sheet, since he was part of the team, and he rather amusedly read it, sort of liking how he wasn’t the boss in 3D when it came to a project.  Siyhaa was project leader, she was the boss, and she wasn’t afraid to give the Grand Duke his marching orders in front of the entire team.


“Most of our problems with this project are behind us now,” Siyhaa declared after handing out the duty sheets.  “I expect the installation of the core to be without problem or incident, as this is no longer a new procedure for us.  We have done this before, we know what to do.  The growth facility reports the core will be tempered and ready at precisely 09:00 tomorrow morning.  And we will be there to pick it up the moment it is ready.  We should have the CBIM core online and undergoing initial testing by 17:00.  Nobody be late,” she warned, then she sat back down and let Myleena take the floor again.

They transitioned over to the monthly progress meeting, where project leaders talked about where they were in their current project, what advances they’d made, and problems they were having. It was an open forum where the entire team tossed around ideas to help project leaders try to solve those problems. Jason already knew where everyone was at with their projects thanks to the updates they sent him, but he still attended the progress meetings because he liked to hear the ideas thrown around as they discussed problems and how to solve them.  Engineering was half technical skill and half throwing spaghetti against the wall to see what sticks, and the brainstorming to solve problems was said flying spaghetti.  Good ideas could come from anywhere, and were often so simple it left the entire team smacking their foreheads wondering why they hadn’t thought of it.  But one thing Jason had learned over the years was that often, the simplest problem was the hardest to solve, because the answer was so obvious than an engineer would discount it in favor of the convoluted.

That was what made Myleena such an engineering savant, because she could see the simple in the complex, or boil the complex down to simple terms and attack problems on that level.  Jason could only wish he could someday be half the engineer Myleena was.


While they didn’t make any significant progress, Jason did feel that they did move a few steps in the right direction on a few projects.  After the meeting was over, he gave Myleena a lift over to her other project on Skeyai Island, the ultra-top secret “Project F,” and they discussed the other project that was going on, Jason getting his other progress report as they flew over.  [I’ve never been this stumped for this long,] Myleena fumed a bit, leaning back in the copilot’s chair.  [Usually I’d have made a little progress after nearly eight months, but this power problem just has me stumped.]

[Time for you to take the advice you love dishing out, Myli.  Take a break,] he told her.  [Just step back for a few days and take a short vacation, and I mean a vacation.  Don’t show up at the shop tomorrow to hang around for the CBIM installation.  Siyhaa can handle it, so let her get it done.  For that matter, give the entire staff at Project F a couple of days off to recharge, relax a little bit, then come back and get back to work on the problem.]


[You know, babes, that’s actually a pretty good idea.  I do feel a little burned out,] she admitted, sliding her long-fingered hand down her face wearily.  [I don’t think I’ve had a day off in nearly a month.  I think a couple of days of just parking my ass on a lounger on the beach wtth a few of those cheesy Terran romance novels Symone loves and thinking about nothing important for a while is exactly what I need.  I can spend my days in a lounger and my nights with my legs spread,] she communed with a lustful, dirty texture to her thought.  [Nothing makes a girl more relaxed and energized like some good sex.]

[Just keep the decibel level down to merely obnoxious,] he replied, which made her laugh. [I’m just glad we’re finally getting the Kosigi CBIM up and running.  One more delay, and I think Dellin would be standing at my front door with an axe handle and a murderous smile.]

Myleena burst out laughing.  [No doubt.  I think he’s starting to think we’re doing it to him on purpose or something.]

[I’ve been keeping him informed.  He understands that the Kosigi CBIM wasn’t as easy to design and build as the others, because of Kosigi itsef.  Between the base topography, all that armor, and the disconnected, open nature of the place, it wasn’t as easy as just throwing up a new building and installing a new biogenic node.  So, tomorrow night, I fully expect Dellin to shut the fuck up.]

Myleena laughed again, giving him a wolfish smile.  [He’s a man, baby, he’s never going to shut up.  It’s not in his DNA.]


[Watch it missy,] he threatened, which made her grin at him as Skeyai Island came into view on the horizon.  The facility came into view as they approached, a trio of pre-fab warehouse buildings set up in a loose triangular formation on the small, unterraformed island.  Myleena had done a little personal terraforming in the form of grass lawns surrounding the buildings and a couple of trees she’d had transplanted from Karga, just so they had someplace nice to sit if they wanted to sit outside in the sun and work.  The island had no beaches, and that was one of the features that made it defensible.  It was almost a column of rock with a flat top that jutted up out of the water, with low cliffs on all sides that would make it very hard for a casual civilian boater to try to get up to the top.  The fact that six Wolf fighters were lazily circling the island, and four Gladiators and two Juggernauts were patrolling the cliff tops would dissuade anyone curious anyway.  Jason landed on the pad in the center of the three buildings and opened the hatch.  [Here you go, Myli.  Wrap everything up and give the team a couple of days off, you guys need it.]

[I’m gonna do just that, babes,] she agreed with a nod as she stood up.  [We’re taking two days off, and we’ll come back and tackle this on Koira.  And I promise I won’t come lurk tomorrow.  I will take the day off.]


[Good, cause I’m giving Siyhaa some orders about what to do to you if you show up uninvited.]

She grinned, then patted him on the shoulder.  [If it wasn’t for the fact that I’ve seen what’s between your legs, baby, I’d almost think you were a woman, the way you talk,] she teased, then she hurried out of the skimmer before he could smack her.


Jason left Skeyai behind and ascended up into space, then put the moon of Kosigi squarely in front of him as he caught up on some reports Chirk sent to his gestalt.  This was his last scheduled meeting today, a meeting with Dellin to go over tomorrow’s CBIM installation, which was going to disrupt Kosigi’s daily operations more than a little bit.  They were clearing entire swaths of the moon’s interior as a security measure when they brought in the core, tying up the smaller doors for nearly two hours, then they’d be jerking around the existing computer network once they had the CBIM up and started transferring data from the mainframe in the moon into the CBIM’s core.  The mainframe already there was going to remain, it was designed into the architecture to serve as a remote subprocessing unit for the CBIM.  Its operational parameters would have to be updated, and that required taking the mainframe offline as it underwent upgrades.  Kosigi’s computer system would be down for about thirty minutes as they upgraded the mainframe, and when it came back up, the CBIM would be online and opeartional, and the current mainframe would be the largest and most powerful of the CBIM’s remote subsystems.


Dellin, Miaari, and Siyhaa were in the landing by waiting for him when his skimmer landed, and he shook Dellin’s hand warmly when he came down the steps.  “Dellin,” he said.


“You’re late, your Grace,” Dellin complained, which made him laugh.


“I’m two minutes late,” he protested.


“Late is late, your Grace,” Siyhaa sniffed unapprovingly.  “Now our entire schedule is off.”


“We can just walk a little faster to make up for it,” Jason told them.


They retreated to Dellin’s office, then they got down to business.  Siyhaa gave Dellin a detailed briefing about exactly what would happen tomorrow, going step by step through the entire plan, which included when and what parts of the base would have to be cleared of foreign workers as they brought in the core and other top-secret equipment, the routes that equipment would take, and detailed installation times that told Dellin exactly where they should be in the installation process at what time.  Miaari was there to coordinate the security, as that was her job, stationing Kimdori through Kosigi to make sure none of the spies they all knew were in the moon would get close enough to get a look at the equipment used in a CBIM core facility, while Dellin’s uniformed security, Military Police, Marines, and Tarks, would be providing the obvious visible security.  She then went over the installation procedure in how it would affect base operations, including a scheduled hour of the base computer being down.  The upgrades would only take thirty minutes, but Siyhaa was being wise in budgeting extra time in case they had problems.  “When the mainframe comes back up, Admiral, the CBIM will be operational and already in the process of taking over base operations,” she concluded.  “That process will take approximately four hours, during which you might notice a slight reduction in computer processing speed and process execution.  Once the CBIM is in full operational control of Kosigi, it will begin its forty day observation period.  During that time, there will be an observation team inside the core facility, and a 3D technician will be present in the operations center at all times to monitor the CBIM’s performance.  The 3D technician schedule has already been sent to your office.  During the observation period, we will also be conducting compatibility tests with the new CBIM and the Generations, to find the ideal match should the CBIM ever be called upon to be used to defend the base.  When the observation period is complete, the CBIM core facility will be unstaffed and sealed most of the time, and its security will be added to your list of secure site responsbilities for your Tarks and intelligence operatives.”

“Miaari already went over that part of it with me, Hadhja,” Dellin told her.  “I already have site coverage for the core chamber added to the security duty list.”


“It sounds like we have everything organized, so it’ll just be a matter of doing it,” Jason said.


Siyhaa nodded.  “The operation has been fully planned, and should go smoothly.  After the repeated delays this project has suffered, it is only fair that the installation and initial activation have no problems.”


Jason had to laugh.  “Too true, Hadhja,” he agreed.  “And none of them were really anyone’s fault.  It was just engineering being engineering,” he added.  “Or it was karma biting Dellin in the butt for being so impatient.”


“I’ve been far too patient, your Grace,” Dellin countered, which made him laugh.  “Seriously.  The mainframe has been running at 85% capacity for nearly two months now.  If we put any more stress on it, it might crash.”


“Tomorrow that’s not going to be an issue anymore, Dellin,” Jason told him.  “You can’t push the CBIM we’re installing past 50%, no matter how hard you try.  It’ll be running at 20% most of the time, and lending extra processing power to Cybi for scientific and research applications.”


“And I’ll sleep much better knowing that, your Grace.  Now, so I know before I meet it, what is the CBIM’s name?”

Jason laughed.  “I’ve decided to name her Cynna,” he replied.  “If she’s a girl, anyway.  If it turns out he’s a boy, I guess we can change it to Cynnen.”


“Cylan did throw a wrench into the naming conventions,” Siyhaa said seriously.


Jason chuckled. “Yeah, we have to plan for that eventuality now.”


“I rather like that name,” Dellin decided.


“Good, because you’re the one that’s going to be talking to her more than anyone else, Dellin,” Jason told him.  “Cynna will more or less be your CBIM, and running Kosigi will be her primary responsibility.”


“Believe me, Jason, we desperately need her, and need her now,” Dellin said emphatically.


“You’ll have her starting tomorrow,” Jason assured him.  “Provided the installation goes smoothly, anyway.”


“It will.  It had better,” Siyhaa said threateningly, which made Jason laugh despite knowing she was being deadly serious.
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Hefting a box of tools, Jason stepped down onto the central core of Kosigi, the original core of the rocky moon that the Karinnes had hollowed out, not far from one of the kathra-wide metal spars that ran from the core to the outer shell, from which supports and frames and docks had been built.  In the air over them was a KSV-190 heavy cargo dropship, and over it were two frigates, a destroyer, and a cruiser, staying very close to that dropship and the precious cargo it was carrying.  Kyva and the KBB were standing around the entry to the core chamber in their Gladiators for additional security, and anyone that would recognize those black Gladiators for who they were would think really hard before they tried anything.  The air around the core was almost always warm compared the open void areas, so Jason was in a tee and jeans.  Siyhaa almost pushed him from behnd as she stepped out of the dropship, which was easy for her to do since she was a good three shakra taller than him; Jason could stand with the top of his head just under the swell of Siyhaa’s breasts.  “We are fifteen minutes behind schedule!” Siyhaa boomed as she exited the dropship, the last one out.  She was carrying two heavy cases full of tools.  “Have the dropship unload the core on the crawler, then get the crawler ready to move onto the lift!  Team A, team B, you should be on your way into the facility right now!  Have those Gladiators move back fifteen shakra from the work area!  Power team, why do I not see you locking in the breakers for the core chamber?  Move, people, move!  We must get back on schedule!”

Jason was just one of about twenty 3D techs that rode the lift down to the entry tunnel, which was about 100 shakra long and filled with blast doors and hard shields to protect the core chamber.  Jenny and Bo jostled him a little bit from behind as he pushed Emia and Eraen along in front of him.  “I’m gonna smack you for putting her in charge, Jason,” Jenny threatened as they walked.


“She’ll calm down once we’re back on her schedule,” Jason chuckled.  “You know how Moridons are about a schedule.”


“Yes, a schedule is a schedule, and the only way you should be off your schedule is if you are ahead of schedule,” one of Siyhaa’s Moridon workers agreed from behind them.  He was one of six Moridon computer experts that Siyhaa had brought with her from her computer company and to 3D.


“She’d have a nervous breakdown if she lived on Terra,” Bo noted, which made Jason laugh.


“It’d be worse if she was on Grimjar,” Jason added, which made Bo laugh in return.


Once they were inside the core chamber, they broke into teams and got started.  They’d done this five times already, one for each CBIM and the CBMOM on the Tianne, so they had a system for getting the stacks up and running in advance of the core arriving, when they’d shift to getting the core installed.  Siyhaa had also organized them well, getting the techs with the skills suited for the task doing what they were good at.  Siyhaa barely had to talk at all once she entered the chamber, since everyone was already hard at work.  She just started unpacking tools and listening as the team above was unloading the core from the dropship and getting it on the crawler.  By the time the core arrived on the crawler, already seated in its mounting socket, they had everything ready to begin installing it.

That process took about six hours, since it wasn’t something they could streamline.  They had to do everything in a specific order when it came to seating the core in its base, then connecting the core to its power and data trunks.  Each team worked on its assigned task, be it the power team, the dataline team, the stacks team, or the remote connections team.  But, while they couldn’t streamline the process, they had enough practice that getting the core seated, annealed, and then connected was a smooth operation that encountered no major issues, just a few small problems that never failed to rise up during a major installation like this one.


Right on Siyhaa’s schedule, the team completed the last of the checklist double-checking their work, and they reached that seminal moment of truth.  Jason called Dellin to the core chamber so he could be there for the CBIM’s power up, and once he arrived, it was Siyhaa that did the honors of hitting the physical switches that brought the core up.  Exactly four seconds after she hit those switches and then locked them in place, a silvery pseudo-nude hologram carrying the face of Sora Karinne shimmered into view in front of the core, behind the circular rail that marked the edge of the hard shield that protected the core.  “CBIM designation C-10 initialization,” came the audio message that all of them both hoped and expected to hear, and then a sweeping commune swept through the chamber, emanating from the core, which told Jason that that part of the core was also operational.  “Communal core systems operational.  External equipment detected.  Generations detected.  Core systems initialized.  Core room sensors initialized.  Data inflow nominal, sensory encoders and decoders operational.”  The hologram opened its eyes, and blinked a couple of times…which Jason noticed.  The other CBIMs had not done that, and he made an immediate note of it to Cybi, who manifested a hologram into the core chamber.  “Visual acuity analyzers nominal.  Auditory acuity analyzers nominal.  Atmospheric chemical composition sensors nominal.  External tactile sensory analyzers nominal.  CBIM C-10 sensory systems initialization complete.  Generation, identify,” she said, looking at Jason.

“I am the Grand Duke Jason Karinne, ruler of the House of Karinne, but you may call me Jason,” he answered.  “You can suspend identifitying other entities within the core chamber.  Their identities will become known to you once you access your personnel database.”

“Processed.  Identification protocols temporarily suspended,” the CBIM acknowledged.  “CBIM C-10 designation?”

“Your designation will be Cynna,” he replied.


“Designation stored. CBIM C-10 designation changed to Cynna.  Intialization process commencing.”

That too could not be streamlined, so for nearly two hours, Jason and Siyhaa carefully went down the checklist as the new CBIM, Cynna, detected, initialized, and configured each of her external support stacks and systems.  When they went through the last subsystem, the hologram moved out from behind the hard shield and floated to stop directly in front of him.  “CBIM external systems initialization complete, all systems nominal.  Command, Grand Duke Karinne?”

“Your first command is to answer a question.  Why did you blink after your sensory processors initialized?” he asked.


She regarded him.  “I saw you blink.  I thought that was the proper thing to do,” she answered in that monotone common for a new CBIM, relying completely on its personality template.  That was an intriguing answer, Jason decided, but within the operational capability of a newly born CBIM.  She had imitated him, part of her personality template to try to seem personable.


Jason glanced up at Siyhaa, who looked down at him, then she gave a slight shrug.  “Alright.  Your first task is to receive download from Cybi, another CBIM,” he told her, pointing at Cybi.  “You will store that data in your core and mark it as read-only critical data, and you will encrypt it.”


“Processed.  Communal query detected, origination CBIM C-06, designation Cybi.  Data transfer commencing.”  Jason only had to wait about twenty seconds.  “Data transfer complete, data stored in my core memory lattice.  All data flagged as critical read-only data and encrypted.  Command, Jason Karinne?”

“Locate the operational database of the Command Biogenic Mainframe connected to your external system, stack 1-1A-1, and download its database directly into your core.  Your mission is stored in that data.”


“Processed.  Database located, origination Command Biogenic Mainframe CM-174B, designation Kosigi Control Mainframe.  Data accessed  Processing.”  She lifted her holographic head slightly.  “Data stored.  Mission command parameters located.  My primary objective is to operate and manage Lunar Base Kosigi under the command of Staff Admiral Dellin Karinne.  Staff Admiral Dellin Karinne’s biometrics identified and stored.”  She looked at Dellin.  “Greetings, Admiral.  How are you today?”

Dellin grinned so hugely that Jason was surprised he didn’t sprain a muscle.  “Greetings Cynna.  I’m feeling just fine.  In fact, I’m both very relieved and quite happy that you’re operational.  You are sorely needed.”


“Logs indicate the prior control mainframe was running close to maximum capacity.  I am needed,” she reasoned.  “I will endeavor to operate satisfactorily, Admiral.”

“Yes you are, Cynna,” Jason agreed.  “For the moment, all of us have to wait.  In order for you to begin taking over the operational processes from the current control computer, it has to be taken offline and upgraded.  We have a timeline scheduled for that operation.  Until we can perform those upgrades, there’s little you can do but wait.”


“The command center should be on schedule, Jason.  With Cynna up and running, I really need to get back there and oversee the shutdown,” Dellin declared.


“All of us that are going to do that need to head there,” Jason added.


“There is much I can do while waiting, Jason,” Cynna stated.  “There is much for me to learn, so my time should not be wasted by waiting idly.”

Jason glanced at the hologram, then over at Cybi.  He was honestly surprised, this CBIM was showing a whole lot more personality than the others had just after coming online.


“I like this CBIM,” Siyhaa said approvingly, which made Jason roll his eyes a little bit.  “The CBIM installation is complete!  Teams, pack up your tools!  Observation team, take your posts!  Upgrade team, report to the operations center!”

“An observation team of technicians will remain in your core chamber to make sure everything is operating normally,” Jason told the CBIM.  “If you have any questions or any problems arise, notify them, or you can tell Cybi or Cyra, or commune directly with me.  Another observer will be in the operations center whose primary role will be to monitor the interaction between you and the old command mainframe, which will be reconfigured to be one of your external support systems.  That is why we have to take it offline.”


“It needs manual updating to change its operational parameters,” she nodded in understanding.  “And its physical primary data trunks have to be rerouted to me, so I suffer no delay in my datastreams.”

“Exactly,” he agreed.  “The upgrades and connections should only take about a half an hour, but they’re not scheduled to begin for another forty minutes.”


“The operation timetable is in the database.  I will monitor the operation via communal link.”

“Very good.  You should introduce yourself to the other CBIMs while we’re waiting.  I’m sure they’re waiting to hear from you.”


“I have already made contact with all operational CBIMs, as well as the CBMOM, the command mainframes on the command ships, and the operations mainframe on Kimdori Prime” she told him.


“We have already updated our protocols to add Cynna into the archival system,” Cybi added.  “And Cynna is introducing herself to Jyslin over at the Paladins office as we speak, and to Myleena, who was anxiously waiting for news of Cynna’s activation..”

“Yeah, you just saved yourself a whole lot of cold shoulder, Cynna,” Jason said dryly, which made Cybi laugh.  “Once we have Kosigi’s systems back up, Cybi, we can go ahead and update all the planetary systems to add Cynna.”


“I have the updates ready to be sent out,” she assured him.


“Then it sounds like we’re done here, after we take care of one more small thing,” Jason declared.  “Hadhja, get the observation team set up.  I’m going to go up to Dellin’s office so we can have a conference with Cynna.  Cynna, manifest a hologram in Dellin’s office an wait for us to arrive.”


“I am there and waiting, Jason,” she nodded in reply.   “I also have a hologram manifested in Operations.  I am meeting Admiral Dellin’s command staff as we speak.”

Again, interesting.  Cynna was demonstrating initiative, taking the initiative herself to put a hologram in Ops, no doubt knowing—anticipating—that she would be told to do it.  That was much different from the other CBIMs, who took days, even weeks, to start demonstrating iniative, as they learned more about their roles and started understanding how things worked.  Cynna hadn’t done anything wrong, but Jason found it intriguing that she would so quickly start to anticipate what needed to be done and take action, after just minutes being online and having just received her operational protocols.


Jason rather thought that it was a good sign, not a foreboding one.


“Alright then, Cynna, I want you to alter your hologram from the default appearance to differentiate yourself from the other CBIMs,” Jason told her.  “How you do that is up to you.”


“Processed,” she answered, and immediately, the hairstyle of her hologram was very short, a pixie style, and the color of her hologram shifted from silvery-white to metallic chrome, almost reflective.  She had also altered the shape of her eyes, making them more almond-shaped, and made her pupils electric blue.  Once again, interesting.  She hadn’t asked for parameters, and she had made quite a few cosmetic changes to her hologram.  “Appearance updated.  Is this an acceptable appearance for Operations, Admiral Dellin?”

“It’s quite handsome, Cynna,” he replied.  “I like it.”


“Appearance saved and set to default,” she reported.


“We are done here, and ahead of schedule,” Siyhaa boomed, her voice quite pleased.  “Bo, you will command the first shift of the observation team,” she ordered.


“Already getting things set up, Hadhja,” Bo called from a console, where he was sitting with a finger on his interface.


“Then let us remove ourselves to the mainframe core room to prepare it for maintenance,” she called.


Jason left Siyhaa and the crew to get things done, as he and Dellin went back up to Operations, and they oversaw as the base effectively shut down to free up the command mainframe so it could be taken offline.  They shut down the last operation just minutes before the upgrade was to begin, and Siyhaa decided not to waste time, and began the operation immediately after confirmation that the mainframe was unloaded.  They watched holograms of Siyhaa and her team doing the work in the mainframe core chamber, moving around dataline trunks as Siyhaa opened the mainframe and replaced two master processor chips in the core operations system board, which upgraded the operational parameters of the mainframe, effectively giving it a patch so it would operate as a client unit to Cynna rather than being the computer in charge. The old processor chips would be returned to the Shimmer Dome for reprogramming, something that could only be done there; chips of that size and power were too valuable to just trash when they were replaced, they would be reprogrammed and used again.  While the upgrade team worked, Jason found it a bit, well, eerie to see Operations so quiet.  The base was at a near-complete halt of all operations, with only a few things going on that didn’t rely on the computer to get done.  Dock workers were still doing a little work on ships, but just about everything else stopped, from cargo container deliveries to the concourse shops in the worker entertainment sector.  Dellin’s system kept track of everything, all the way down to the nuts and bolts, and without a computer, any material or equipment moving would become lost when the computer system came back online.  Because of that, absolutely anything that required computer interaction was halted while Siyhaa and her team executed the mainframe upgrades to convert it into a subprocessor for the CBIM.  A damn powerful subprocessor that would be doing a hell of a lot of work, but a slave unit under Cynna’s control nonetheless.


It only took them about fifteen minutes to get the dataline trunks switched around and the new operational chips installed, and Siyhaa reset the command mainframe a moment later, causing it to update with its new programming.


“Mainframe is back online, I am accessing,” Cynna reported.  “Mainframe reboot complete, no problems detected.  The updates to its operational parameters are successful, the mainframe is now completely integrated into my main operations subprocessor stack.  Resuming all operations within the base, and all production and logistical activities are returning to normal.  We are back up, Admiral, Jason, and should return to normal operations in sixteen minutes.”

There was a bit of cheering in Operations, and Dellin gave an approving nod.  “Alright, let’s get back on schedule, people!” he called.  “Every station do a flash-update and send it to the board!  Logistics, get the supply lines back on schedule!  Inform all dock masters and foremen that they can resume operations!”

And just like that, Dellin’s ops center was back to its usual bustling normal.


Jason had Dellin come back to his office, which had an awesome view of a dock building a new KMS capitol ship, and after the other CBIMs manifested holograms there, they had a long talk with Cynna.  It was there that Jason and Dellin described her new duties in detail and what Dellin expected from her as her commanding officer, elaborating on the operations protocols she’d downloaded from the mainframe, teaching her why she was doing what she was doing so she could better perform her job.  They also got to know Cynna a little bit, particularly Dellin, who would be working very closely with her until he retired from the KMS and handed command of Kosigi to someone else…because Dellin would never leave Kosigi.  This was his command, this was his dream job, and this was what he did best.  He would never leave just as much as Myri would never be stupid enough to transfer him out.


After about a half an hour, Siyhaa knocked politely on the door, and after Dellin opened it, she ducked down and spoke without coming in…to save snagging her horns on the doorframe if nothing else.  “Your Grace, Admiral, all inspections are complete, and the CBIM and the mainframe are fully operational and operating within expected parametes.  Our work here is complete, and the installation team is preparing to depart.”

“Then that’s it, we’re done here.  Thank you, Hadhja Siyhaa.  Get everyone back home, I’m gonna go back to the White House to get some work done.”


“Yes, Jason.  I’ll send you my final report as soon I have it prepared.”


“Good work, Hadhja, you exceeded expectations,” he told her proudly, which made her bob her horned head in humble acceptance of his praise before closing the door.  “Anything extra you want to go over while I’m here, Dellin?”

“Not really, Jason, and I’m going to be too busy to worry about it for the rest of the day,” he chuckled.  “Me and Cynna have a lot to go over, and we have to get her job training started.  She has a lot to learn, and not much time to learn it.”


“So, you’re saying I’m under your feet and you want me out of your hair so you can get back to work,” Jason proposed.


“Precisely, Jason,” he nodded, which made Jason laugh.


“I can take a hint,” he grinned, standing up.  “Send me regular status reports.  You too, Cynna.  I want hourly updates on your operational status.”


“I will send them to your gestalt at the top of each hour,” she answered.


“Works for me.  I’m heading back to my office.”


“We should get back to work as well,” Cybi said.


“Like it strains you in the slightest to put holograms in here,” Jason told them, which made Cybi and Cyra smile.

It took Jason about an hour to get back to the office, where he tackled the inbox that had built up a little bit while he was tending to the day’s work.  Once he got that out of the way, he called Cynna to manifest a hologram in his office, then he had a meeting with her with the other CBIMs in attendance.  It was the same thing he did with the others, just chatting with her a little bit, getting to know her in private surroundings, and telling her what she was allowed to do in regards to working with Jason, such as telling her she was allowed to manifest a hologram in his office and at his house at her own behest, that she didn’t need permission.  He also invited her to the house for dinner, as it were, to introduce her to Rann and the kids.  Even if Cynna was in Kosigi and her job was to run Kosigi, she would still be interacting a whole lot with the Dukal family, in purely social circumstances if nothing else.  The CBIMs were part of the Dukal family, after all.  For that reason, they all needed to get to know her the way they had Cyra, Cyvanne, and Cylan.

After the meeting, there was only one thing left to do, which Jason timed efficiently with the scheduled Confederate Council meeting.  Again, Jason attended in person, but very few of the other rulers were in attendance.  Ojia Ro had to be since he had the gavel—a fact that made the rulers hate their takir of council leadership—but few other rulers were there, which made it a gathering of aides, underlings, and more than a few sycophants and lackeys.  It was fairly rare for the council to meet two days in a row, but this was a scheduled normal meeting where yesterday was a special session dealing with the upcoming summit.


Jason’s need to attend was just to make a formal announcement, which he got in just after Ojia Ro gaveled them to order.  “I have a new person to add to the list of acceptable aides that can stand in for me during council meetings,” Jason said after getting the floor from Ojia Ro.  “Cynna,” he prompted.  Immediately, Cynna’s hologram flickered into view in front of his desk, visible to the assembled aides and delegates.  “This is Cynna, the fifth CBIM.   She came online just a few hours ago, and is still settling into her new duties.  Like the other CBIMs, she will have authorization to sit in for me during council meetings.  Introduce yourself, Cynna,” he told her.

“Greetings, assembled delegates and rulers.  I am Cynna.”

That announcement caused quite a few holograms to shift from lackeys to rulers, and the quickest of them was Gau.  Gau’s face replaced his aide in a heartbeat, and he gave a toothy, broad smile.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Cynna,” he answered.  I am High Archon Gau, ruler of the Haumda.”


“It is a pleasure to meet you, High Archon,” Cynna answered, putting her hands on her legs in a demure pose and bowing gracefully.


“As you might expect, Jason, I would like permission to dispatch a small number of priests to Karis to investigate the possible fulfillment of omens,” Gau said.


“I was waiting for you to ask, Gau,” Jason said, which made him chuckle.   “Get in touch with Yeri and she’ll arrange it.”


“I’ll get in touch with her right now,” he said, and his hologram disappeared, replaced by his aide.


“That’s all I had to say.  Cynna won’t be attending today’s council, and since we’re still getting her settled in, and I’m afraid I won’t either.  Cylan will be representing the House of Karinne for the rest of council.  Good day to you all,” he said, then he cut his connection, which would make his hologram disappear from the feeds of the others.


[You were almost rude, Jason,] Cyra noted.


[Like I care if I offend a bunch of bootlickers,] Jason snorted, which made Cybi smile.  [You’re benefitting from experience here, Cynna, you’re the baby in the family, and we’ve gone through getting a CBIM oriented and capable of interacting with the house members on a social level three times now.  Trust me, Cynna, that’s going to be the hardest part of this for you, as you get used to the quirks and idiosyncracies of the people of the house, who are from many different cultures and often have very different personalities.  If you have any questions about things, you have four other CBIMS you can talk to, and you can always come to me if you’re not satisfied with their answers.]

[I have already begun studying social interaction and receiving mentoring from the others in the art of dealing with biologicals, Jason,] she answered.


[We’re getting her ready, Jason,] Cybi nodded.  [And you’re right, dealing with you illogical meat people is the most stressful part about being a CBIM.]


[Well, your first test will be tonight, when you meet Dahnai in a completely informal setting over at her summer palace,] he told them.  [Dahnai is part of my family on more than one level, but she’s also quite different from anyone you’ll meet on Karis because she’s the Empress of the Imperium.]

[I hope to be ready,] Cynna nodded.


[Works for me.  You guys take Cynna out and give her the welcome tour, show her all the important places and explain the rules the CBIMs operate under both within the biogenic network and when dealing with house members,] Jason ordered.  [She’s got a lot to learn about what goes on down here on the planet in addition to what she’ll be doing up on the moon.]


[We’re already doing so, Jason,] Cybi nodded.


[Sounds good.  I’ll leave you guys to it, I have to get home and get the kids ready for the overnight trip to the summer palace.]


[That is a dismissal, Cynna.  He’s telling us to go away, just politely,] Cyvanne explained.


[You want blunt?  Fine.  Out, you pains in my ass, I have more important things to do than deal with you,] he retorted playfully, which made them all give him ominous smiles, and Cybi flicked him lightly on the ear.


[And that is playful banter.  You will hear a lot of it from him,] Cyra added in a public commune as the five holograms representing the CBIMs shimmered and vanished in quick succession.


Jason chuckled and shook his head, as he had this weird feeling that Cynna was going to make things very interesting around here.  Things usually were pretty interesting when a new CBIM came online, as they learned their way around and matured into distinct personalities, but Cynna seemed quite different from ther brother and sisters.  She already had a great deal of personality, and she was showing more and more with every passing hour.  That too wasn’t completley unusual, Cylan had started showing a ton of personality within two days of coming online, but it was unusual that within seconds of coming online, she was demonstrating more personality than her default programmed template, and was already building on it.  That made Cynna different from the other CBIMs.

Different in a good way.


He’d keep an eye on her.  He was curious to see how Cynna developed and grew, when she showed so much potential so early to act like the living thing she was, something that had taken Cyra, Cyvanne, and Cylan a while to demonstrate.  All CBIMs were self-aware, were alive, but they’d showed with the first three they’d built since establishing the house that it took them a while to show that uniqueness to the world.  There was a moment, Jason called it the magic moment, when a CBIM realized that its personality template was not who it really was, and started changing that personality to reflect its true personality, its true self.  That was the moment that Jason felt a CBIM “owned” its self-aware state, came to fully comprehend and appreciate the fact that it was a living thing, not just a collection of biogenic crystal, lattice pathways, and programming.  Cyra had taken nearly a month to get there.  Cylan had taken 19 days to reach that state.  Cyvanne, on the other hand, got there in just 9 days.

He’d have to keep an eye on Cynna and see how long it took her to reach her magic moment.  If he was right, she’d come to her epiphany of being alive very quickly.
