Chapter 11
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Daira, 8 Shiaa, year 1329 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


1.2 light minutes outbound from planet QBA-3945-8584-3944-6, Q quadrant

This wasn’t the kind of therapy that he needed.


He was starting to think that this was a bad idea, as he pushed Tara’s damaged Titan back through the curtain of the shield protecting their landing site, which shimmered and turned hard just after he passed through.  Behind him, the shield flared into visibility between him and several thunderous explosions in the vacuum of space.  The Syndicate had adjusted to Confederate tactics in a big fucking way, and this wasn’t the cakewalk that it had been the last three sorties.


Just getting onto the hull of the super-ship had required a major change in tactics, because as Jason expected, the Syndicate now considered any lander or dropship to be as dangerous as the Tianne, and any time one appeared, they focused everything they had on it.  After four other lander teams were completely wiped out—a huge loss of valuable Titans—the Faey admiral in command of the task force had ordered cruisers and other larger ships to shield the lander teams right up to the hull to launch Jason’s lander team, and they paid for it in a hell of a lot of damage once the lander team was on the hull.  Those ships were sitting over them at that moment, providing support as waves and waves and waves of enemy mecha and infantry assaulted them on all sides.  They knew what would happen if the lander team fired the Megatron unit, and they were throwing everything at them to stop it.


And they had more than just hand to hand weapons, missiles, and explosives to do it now.  They were still using Torsion rifles, but one of their engineers must have come up with a conversion process  to turn a Torsion weapon into a coherent ion rifle, which fired a sustained beam of ions that were a threat both due to their ability to melt through armor and destroy internal systems and the ion effect that the beam had on flowing plasma, disrupting power systems. They clearly didn’t have all of them converted yet, since only about a quarter of the forces attacking them were armed with them, but a quarter of twenty thousand attackers was still a fuckton of incoming fire.  Add that to the multitude of missiles and launched explosives, even infantry Tarks throwing hand grenades, and it was a blitz of incoming fire that the hard shield was hard pressed to absorb.  At this rate, Jason knew, the hard shield would come down in a matter of minutes, a good four minutes before the Megatron was ready to fire.

And it wasn’t just their hand weapons.  Torsion batteries in the enemy ships were now firing coherent ion beams, and that had been what had done so much damage to the Confederate ships that escorted them in.  They’d lost 12 ships on the approach, one a smoking wreck laying on the hull just half a kathra away, and half of what was going on was the crew of that Jirunji battle cruiser fighting their way to the landing zone to both get into the fortified position and reinforce the lander team.


They’d lost 14 Titans so far, with three others heavily damaged but still operational, and Tara was among them.  Jason himself had taken a hit from an anti-mecha missile, but he’d had his shield up and it had taken the brunt of the blast.


[Get those Jirunji over here!  Command, get an evacuation dropship down here to pick them up!] Tara ordered as her Titan staggered back towards the lander dropships, her left arm mangled almost beyond recognition and extensive damage to both legs.  The only thing that saved her was the fact that she used her forearm melee shield to take the hit, and it had absorbed a good portion of the blast energy.  They were using antimatter missiles, and they were doing enough damage to penetrate Titan carapace armor.  And it said something that they’d miniaturized an antimatter warhead down to where it could be put on an anti-mecha munition.  The line of armored Jirunji were still filtering in, since they had to fight their way to the shield as the enemy tried to cut them off.  Most of the other mecha and Rocker infantry in the lander team were out there holding that lane open to get them here, putting their unmanned mecha at risk to save the very real lives of those Jirunji sailors.  The Jirunji were running as fast as they could, and Jason could only watch helplessly as they fell one by one, killed by the crossfire raging across the lane as the enemy on both sides tried to stop them from joining the defenders.

This was war.  Those Jirunji out there were dying, and he couldn’t do anything to stop it.


Barely half of the Jirunji that survived the crash of the ship made it to the hard shield, and they quickly integrated themselves into the operation.  The wounded were taken into one of the lander dropships so they could be tended in a pressurized area, while the rest took up positions around the physical walls they’d set out to protect the Megatron unit, and started firing at the Syndicate forces that surrounded them.  Jason had to be careful where he put his feet as their phased ion rifles added to the pulse, MPAC, and disruptor fire going through the hard shield at their opponents, while multiple explosions and coherent ion beams struck the shield on the far side, wearing it down.


[I have to delink, my Titan is about to shut down!] Tara warned.  [K1, you’re in command!]


[But—]


[You’re the highest ranking Titan in the theatre!  Take over!] she cut him off.  The telemetry from her Titan went a little crazy, then it went offline as she delinked before the onboard system crashed.  She intentionally delinked to avoid dump shock, which was a smart thing to do.  Her Titan slumped, then leaned over to one side and fell, thankfully not falling on anything.


The Grand Duke in him took over.  He barked a series of commands as he moved to a new position, organizing his Jirunji reinforcements even as he got a dropship launched to pick them up, then barely glanced when one of the Skaa fast attack ships overhead was blown apart in a fiery cataclysm after it was struck by a heavy missile.  That left just two support ships overhead providing cover fire, a Crai cruiser and a Hovi heavy destroyer. And still more of them came, swarming in from every direction, most of them infantry in pressure suits.  Thousands of them!  [Time?]

[Five minutes, twelve seconds,] the lead tech overseeing the Megatron unit answered.


Not enough.  Not enough time!  They were going to bring down the hard shield and storm the position before the Megatron unit could fire!  And he’d be damned if he let this mission fail while he was in command of it!  He quickly went over their remaining assets in his mind as he unloaded with his particle beam minigun through the shield.  They had only 24 Titans left, 12 Gladiators, 13 Juggernauts, and 26 Rockers.  He had 79 uninjured Jirunji sailors, with two heavy personnel jumpers coming down to evacuate them.  The hard shield and diffuser unit, the Megatron and its backup unit, which was still in the lander.  Overhead were two medium-sized line vessels, but they couldn’t use anything overly powerful else they’d bring down the hard shield themselves.


He thought furiously as he changed his position again, unloading on a new swarm of infantry coming at them, the fiery wreckage of the Jirunji battle cruiser behind them, illuminating them—


The cruiser!  That was it!


[Listen carefully, commander Hovi destroyer, commander Crai cruiser,] he sent over local command.  [I want you to pick up the largest intact section of that downed Jirunji battle cruiser with your towing beams, and I want you to drop it directly on top of this position on my command!] he ordered.


[Are you crazy?] the Crai captain protested.


[Trust me, just do it!  Everyone, everyone listen up!  Get as close to the Megatron unit as you can!] he ordered the lander team and Jirunji  [Lander dropships, start your engines and get ready to bug out!  Megatron team, unload the spare Megatron unit and activate it!  Unanchor the active Megatron unit!]

[What the fuck are we doing, K1?] one of the Storm Riders demanded.


[We’re being creative, that’s what we’re doing,] he answered.  The Megatron techs did as he ordered, unanchoring the active unit.  [Good!  Now turn it over!]


[Do what?]


[Turn it over!  Point it upwards!  And realign the focusing system for maximum dispersion!]


[I don’t—ohhhhhh!] the tech responded, her commune laced with malicious amusement and respect.  [That’s fucking devious!]


[Welcome to 3D,] Jason replied curtly.  [Commanders support vessels, when you pick up that wreckage, you do not get directly over the landing site!  You’ll be destroyed!  Stay to the sides of the wreckage, and be ready to drop it on my command!  Get the Jirunji on the landers!  Evacuation dropships, abort mission!]

With some impressive coordination, the lander team and the Jirunji obeyed his orders.  The Jirunji swarmed aboard the two dropships as the second Megatron unit was started up, and the active one was turned over so its firing array was pointing up.  He switched to theatre-wide command.  [Commander task force, this is commander Gamma lander team, listen carefully!  We’re about to fire the Megatron unit upwards at maximum blast dispersion at 23% power!  Calculate the blast vector and move all ships out of it!]


[Why in Trelle are you doing that, commander Gamma?] the Faey admiral on the INS command ship that had command of the theatre responded.


[It’s called saving our assess, that’s what!] he answered as the two Confederate ships extended towing beams down and picked up nearly half of the Jirunji battle cruiser, still venting atmosphere and flame out into space.


[The unit’s not going to fire unanchored, boss!] the lead tech said.


[Not if you follow the instructions it’s not,] he answered.  He extended a monomolecular blade and approached a mauled Juggernaut, then he cut off its external armor plate, the one that covered the cockpit doors.  He brought it over and set it on top of the inverted Megatron unit.  [Anchor it to that plate, then realign the gyro inside so the unit thinks it’s right side up,] he ordered.  [You can do that by resetting the gyro subroutine with the inducers inside generating a max power field, they’re designed to direct their field at the base of the unit.  It’s gonna try to fly up into space, so hold it down until the gyro resets.].

[That’s pretty fuckin’ clever,] the tech answered in admiration as she did so.


[I helped design it, Sergeant, I know how it works,] he answered her.


By now, everyone knew what Jason had up his sleeve, and they were preparing for it.  All the remaining online units were clustered around the Megatron unit, barely giving the techs room to get it ready and get the secondary anchored and charging.  [Listen up, this is gonna be tricky!  Infantry, Gladiator, Juggernaut units, suppression fire, the enemy will charge the position when the hard shield comes down!  Crai and Hovi commanders, the same, give us as much cover fire as you can!  Titans, focus all your firepower on the wreckage at the target I paint, we have to blow a hole in the hull large enough to accommodate the entire landing zone and let the Megatron unit do the rest!]


[You got it, K1,] one of the Titans answered, a bit fiercely proud for some reason.


[Crai and Hovi commanders, when you get the wreckage in position, hold it there until l give the order to let it go!  We have to be sure of our target!  And for God’s sake, both of you release it at the same time or it’s gonna swing out of position and crush all of us!]


[We’ve already synced our towing beam arrays, we’ll both release at the same instant.]

The Syndicate forces looked up when that huge piece of flaming wreckage was picked up and slowly moved over them, then they got it position directly over their heads and held it steady.  Jason’s on-board computer did the math, then he highlighted a circle on the scarred hull directly over them that mirrored to the targeting computers of all the Titans in the company.  [Titans, open fire!] he barked, and he and the 24 remaining Titans raised their weapons aloft and unleashed.  In mere seconds, they completely destroyed the hull in the target area, exposing two decks behind it to space.  [Count down from my mark, ten seconds.  On countdown zero fire the Megatron, and exactly 320 milliseconds after it fires, release the towing beams!  Landers, prepare to bug out!]  He looked around to make sure everyone was in position, then jerked his arm down.  [Bug out, move move MOVE!  MARK!]

In a beautiful bit of coordination, the hard shield came down even as the landers lifted just high enough to clear the Titans, then they rocketed away at full speed.  The mecha and infantry clustered around the Megatron units unleashed on the charging Syndicate infantry and mecha, but Jason saw that those near the back were running the other way.  They realized what they were going to do.  Mecha and infantry in pressure suits collapsed to the hull in windrows under that heavy sustained fire for seven seconds, then Jason stopped firing and squatted down.  [Titans, down!  Don’t get in the blast cone!]

Three seconds later, it happened almost simultaneously.  The Megatron fired, sending an incandescent cone of Teryon energy upwards even as the unit itself exploded, knocking most of the Rockers down, going right through the burning wreckage above them.  Just as the brilliant cone of light faded, the ships above released their towing beams.  The wreckage above them plunged towards them at almost terrifying speeds, and then it slammed into the armored hull.


And Jason’s calculations were perfect.  The lander team clustered around the Megatron unit were inside the hole created by their weapons and the fired Megatron unit, and weren’t crushed flat by the impact.  The hull under his feet shuddered violently from the impact, an impact which crushed over half of the Syndicate defenders, and those that remained would have to pick their way through the twisted wreckage of the Jirunji cruiser to reach them.

[Unfuckingbelievable,] the lead Megatron tech communed, almost reverently, then laughed.


[We’ll evacuate through the hole above us,] Jason ordered calmly, almost casually, as he pointed at the hole over them created when the Megatron disintegrated the ship.  [Get that Megatron unit going, they’re gonna figure out real quick the only way in is through the hole.  All mecha take up positions on top of the wreckage, defend the hole!  Drag that offline Titan over and have it physically shield the Megatron unit!  Everyone else, defend the Megatron until evac order!]

Jason’s crazy idea bought them the seven minutes they needed.  With the mecha defending the only way to reach the unit easily, they were able to defend the position as the Megatron unit charged, and once it reached 20 seconds to fire, they all bugged out.  Jason and another Storm Rider were carrying Tara’s offline Titan and the others that were salvageable—they were too valuable to leave—and the Hovi heavy destroyer got behind them to physically shield them from the blast when the super-ship exploded.  The whale came up to pick them up as they returned to the task force as it was finishing up the last few Syndicate battleships, and almost as soon as he stepped through the airskin shield, the commander of the task force, INS Admiral Rolika Gevalle, contacted him.  [That was brilliant, Gamma commander.  I’m putting you in for a citation.]


[Only if you put in the entire unit and the Crai and Hovi line vessels supporting us for the citation as well, Admiral,] he countered.  [That wouldn’t have worked if all of us hadn’t done exactly what we needed to do when it needed to be done.]


[True.  And done,] she agreed magnanimously.


Tara came out of the ROC with a big grin on her face as she looked up at Jason’s Titan.  “K1, that was both crazy and ingenious.  I’m impressed,” she called loudly

“As I’ve often said, Skipper, sometimes crazy works,” he said mildly over his external speakers as he looked down at her, which made her laugh.  “I need to delink, there’s a shit-ton of paperwork for me to barrel through.”

“Permission granted, K1, and thanks for bringing back my rig.”


“Better than you commandeering mine,” he replied playfully.


“I will be until they get mine fixed,” she warned.  “So you’re off the board until my rig is back in action.  You are a reservist.”

“Just bring it back in better shape than yours,” he retorted, which made her laugh.


“I’m gonna blow it up just to spite you, K1.”


“I sign your paycheck, woman,” he warned lightly, then he moved down the center line and to his reserve spot.  He anchored in his Titan, then began shutdown.  [Titan K1, requesting permission to delink,] he called to the Whale’s computer.


[Delink is a go.  Good work, K1,] came the reply.


[Delink initiated.  Titan automated shutdown sequence engaged.  K1 offline,] he relayed, and then he delinked.


Back in his office, he blinked his eyes and leaned up from the headrest of the merge pod as Rivlin poked his head in.  “How are you feeling, your Grace?”


“The same as every other time you ask me that question, Doctor.”


“It’s not going to stop me from asking it,” he replied with a little more confidence.  He was getting used to working in Jason’s office.  “The day you don’t give the same answer is the reason why I ask the question.”


“Didn’t I tell you to flirt with Aya to keep yourself busy, Rivlin?” he demanded.


“I’d rather flirt with Ryn,” he replied confidently as he put his hand on Jason’s forehead.  “I think you’re good to exit the pod, your Grace.  And I’ll be returning to the clinic.”


Jason climbed out of the pod as Rivlin picked up a handpanel, then he was escorted out of the office.  All four of his usual guards were with him, but Aya was over at the annex, standing personal vigil over Shya.


She’d be roused from her coma early tomorrow morning, Jason noted as he checked on Dahnai and her family.  All four of them were stable, at least now.  Dahnai had suffered liver failure about three hours ago, and it took the medical team nearly an hour to get her out of danger.  But it had permanently damaged her liver, and Songa had already ordered a cloned replacement to be grown, which would be ready in about a week.  Until then, she’d be on a drug regimen and diet restrictions to keep her healthy until her cloned replacement could be transplanted.  And after the transplant, she’d have to recover from the operation, which was fairly invasive.


That part of this whole fucking mess had been handled.  It had been released to the Confederate Council and to the Siann that Dahnai and her entire family had been in a skimmer crash, and were currently at the annex for treatment of minor injuries and observation.  They’d faked some evidence in that regard, Dahnai’s usual passenger skimmer with failed engines and some staged viddy that showed the skimmer crashing into the Sarei Ocean just after takeoff from her private island from the vantage point of one of the skimmer’s escorting fighters. The fact that Dahnai was in the annex had brought several Grand Duchesses to Karis to keep watch over her—an old Imperium tradition—and they’d “seen” Dahnai and talked to her.  She told them that she was fine, but Kellin had suffered a severe concussion in the crash, so she was staying at the annex while he was under observation.  She then invited them all to stay at the summer palace until Kellin was released from the annex.


The things Cybi could do while operating Dahnai’s Hall of Peace bionoid.  She was so convincing as Dahnai that it even fooled him a few times. 

How they were going to handle the liver transplant…he wasn’t sure yet.  She’d be in the annex for four to five days after the operation to heal up enough to go home, and she wouldn’t be fully healed for two or three weeks.


Dahnai was the only one that had suffered any complications thus far, which wasn’t entirely unexpected by Cybi.  Kellin and the girls were young enough to withstand the alteration of their DNA, but Dahnai was considerably older than them.  It took that to remind him that Dahnai was 15 years older than Kellin, she was 46 (still in the prime of her life for a Faey, she wouldn’t hit the downhill side of middle age until she was in her early 60’s) and he was 31.

Outside of running that sortie today, all he’d done or thought about was this whole mess.  He’d spent most of the morning in deep talks with Zaa over this, telling her what happened and then discussing how they were going to handle this.  Dahnai was about to learn some of the deepest secrets of both the Karinnes and the Kimdori, and they couldn’t hide them from her.  The first time she came in the same room with Jinaami or Miaari or Kiaari and sensed her, she’d know that something was going on.  Most of what they discussed was how much to tell her, which secrets they could reveal and which they had to keep, mainly because Dahnai was so damn smart.  If she found out exactly what biogenic crystals were, he wouldn’t put it past her to come up with the idea of using segments of her own DNA to try to create her own version of them.


In all, though, Zaa wasn’t too upset about this.  She saw a few potential opportunities here, mainly with a Generation being on the Imperial throne.  That would keep the Imperium from ever trying to bring the Karinnes back into the Imperium by some future Empress who thought that Dahnai letting the Karinnes secede had been a terrible idea.

That had been his entire morning.  After lunch, he reported to the company and prepped for the mission, which he had just finished…and ugh.  The Syndicate was adapting, and that sortie, while successful, had been costly.  37 ships lost, over 4,000 casualties, and what hurt the KMS, they lost 66 Titans, 212 Gladiators, 163 Juggernauts, and 376 Rockers in the operation, in addition to 12 jumpers and all the equipment they were carrying, like hard shield generators, diffusers, and Megatron units.  Titans were expensive, and that was 66 precious Titan riggers currently suffering dump shock—wait, 65, Tara managed to delink before she could be dumped.  That was nearly three entire Titan companies off the board just in riggers, but in reality, it took six Titan companies off the board due to losses among all three.  The hardest hit was the Karinne Marine 98th Mecha Company, they lost 30 of their 40 Titan riggers to dump shock.  Tara had lost too many riggers for her company to be viable, and odds were, Juma would temporarily merge the Storm Riders with the operational riggers other companies to get a Titan company back on the board for the next sortie.  65 riggers was a significant number, given how few Titan riggers there were.  The KMS had no line vessels in the task force, but almost all the lander forces were KMS, and they’d taken the heaviest proportion of casualties in the operation because the Syndicate was now focusing on them.


It was a victory, but it was a costly one.  And if that was any indication of how the rest of this war was going to go, maybe they should be doing everything they could to sue for peace.

But, the selfishness in him made him glad that no member of House Karinne had died in that battle.


It wasn’t going to be easy from here out.  The Syndicate had sniffed out the trap they laid for them at the Pai/Muri home system, and the Kimdori had already intercepted the fact that their orders had been changed.  The Syndicate forces still loose in the galaxy were in the process of merging, but in small groups.  Small groups would rendezvous at a point sent to them immediately before they jumped, then that force would merge with another, and so on and so on.  And all the while, all Syndicate squadrons and task forces were jumping randomly around the galaxy, never staying in one system longer than 30 minutes, which made them constantly change their vectors and made it almost impossible to get interdictors set up in front of them.  And they were learning from response times by Confederate forces where most of them were based, so they were moving their squadrons further and further from Terra with each jump.  It was making them bloody hard to chase down, and now they had to resort to tackler ships trying to catch them while out of hyperspace to pin them in a system long enough to scramble a task force to the system to attack them.


So, the galaxy was now the playing field in a giant game of tag, but a game that would end soon.  Navii had Cybi crunch the numbers, and if she was right—and she usually was—the Syndicate fleet inside the galaxy would be fully reconstituted in about 23 hours.  And that would put enough ships in one place that the Confederation wasn’t going to just throw a task force together and jump over there to attack it.  That was some 6,304 ships by the latest intelligence, with 1,483 of them super-ships, and that was a big enough fleet to decimate the CCM if they took it on in a single decisive battle.  Even if they won, it would leave the CCM in shambles, and the Consortium’s colonization force was starting to lurk in the back of their minds.  Everything they did now had to be done with an eye on dealing with that in three years.


Lorna had already taken steps.  She pulled almost all the offensive interdictors Jason was using against the Syndicate to place them at systems over in the Coalition as protection, and he couldn’t deny that logic.  The chance at an easy victory over the Syndicate had come and gone, and now they had to put defenses in place around their own territory to keep that fleet out of it once it was reformed.


There would be no quick end to this war now.  The reconstituted fleet would be too big to take head on, Sha Ra already sent down orders that it wasn’t to stay in one place long enough to get trapped the way the main fleet had been at Oasis, and the Syndicate wouldn’t be able to get at Confederate territory.  Navii speculated that this could drag on for months, as the Confederation sought to take out task forces dispatched from the main fleet, but not allow the main fleet to come up behind them and pincer them.  And while that was happening, the main fleet would be constantly on the move to prevent Jason from getting interdictors in place to trap it, which would effectively end the war.  Both sides would adopt a stance of defending their assets while trying to destroy as many of the enemy as possible, and once one side had a decisive numerical advantage, they could press the issue and take the remainder out in a single battle.  The Syndicate was at a disadvantage because this was not their home territory, they had no safe permanent base, and now they knew that they couldn’t set one up because of Jason’s interdictors.  If they stayed in one place long enough, Jason could trap them.  So, the Syndicate forces would try to whittle down the Confederate fleet until it could no longer counter them, then most likely go on the offensive, try to breach interdiction at a critical Confederate system like Terra or Karis or Draconis, and try to get at critical and valuable Confederate technology and infrastructure.

Lorna wanted to punch Sha Ra in the face, but she could also respect the Benga’s counter to Lorna’s tactics.  The two of them were truly masters of this game, and they were trading blows over their chessboard.


That was what they were doing.  Jason had a few ideas how the Karinnes might be able to tip those scales in the Confederation’s favor, using technology that Lorna didn’t know about. And since they now knew that Sha Ra was communicating with her superiors in Andromeda via those QE computers, well, that opened the option of scaring the Syndicate into ordering Sha Ra to withdraw from the Milky Way.

Despite not being able to use the Pai/Muri system as a trap, they weren’t just walking away from it.  Jason was leaving the interdictor there to protect them, and they’d already opened official diplomatic relations with both the Muri Republic and the Pai Kingdom.


But, he had far more immediate concerns to deal with.  He checked in with Jyslin, who was still at the annex with Rann, who absolutely refused to get out of sight of Shya, then cleared more work out of his inbox as he continued to ponder what to do about Dahnai.  Zaa’s discussions with him that morning hadn’t really led to many hard decisions, mainly because so many of them would depend on Dahnai herself.  So, really, they were just waiting.


There was little else they could do.


One little note in his inbox got his attention.  The Javelin had been deployed, under Miaari’s authority.  To Andromeda.  The report didn’t say why, Miaari wasn’t about to reveal something like that in a report, but she did reveal that she’d put whatever plan she had into action.


She must really have a dirty trick in mind.


After clearing out enough of his inbox that Chirk wouldn’t cut his arms off in the morning, Jason boarded a frigate and headed over to the annex.  Jyslin, Rann, Symone, and Aya were in the room, as well as 12 guards along the walls, in both white and black armor, and beyond the glass on the same wall in two isolation rooms, the four of them were laying on beds, covered in thermal blankets.  There were no attendants in Shya and Sirri’s room, but three doctors were in Dahnai and Kellin’s room, two with Dahnai and one with Kellin, right there in case there was another emergency like Dahnai’s liver failure.  Any change? he asked as he came in, his four guards behind him.

No, Jyslin answered, taking his gauntleted hand when he reached them.  Songa came by just a few minutes ago to tell us that.


So, they’re holding on those estimated times?


Yes, Symone answered.  Sixteen hours for Shya, eighteen for Sirri, twenty for Kellin, and 23 for Dahnai.


I’m almost tempted to have Songa put me in a sleep inducer and wake me up when they’re up, Rann fretted.  This waiting and worrying is driving me nuts.  I’m so worried about Shy.

Songa’s convinced she’s going to be alright, pippy, Jyslin told him gently, lovingly.


I just wish she could send to me, or something.  Anything, he sent, anguish rippling through his thought.


I know, Rann, I know, Jason told him gently.  But she’s alright.  And right now, it’s best that she’s completely unconscious.  She’d not feel well at all if she was awake right now.


I know, and it makes me feel rotten that I wish she was awake to send to me.


Rann, maybe it’s best if you did go home, if only for a little while, Jason suggested.  You’ve been here for over a day.  You could take a bath, have a home cooked meal at the dinner table, and maybe even take a short nap, then come back.

No!  I couldn’t sleep in our bed without her!  Everything there would just remind me she’s here, and I’d be even more worried!


Son, you need to calm down, Jason told him, more forcefully.  Take it from someone who’s worried a lot more than you about a lot more things, you’d be amazed at how something as simple as a bath can calm you down.


There’s a full bathroom off Songa’s office, Jyslin suggested.  How about we go up there and take a bath, Rann?  That way we’ll be right here in case Shya needs you, and let’s be honest here, son.  You need a bath.

He gave his parents a long, nearly suspicious look, then finally nodded.  Okay, but someone has to stay here to watch over Shy.


I’ll be here, Jason assured him.


I’ll tag along, I could use a bath too, Symone said, standing up.  And I’d kill for an hour out of this armor right about now.


There, we have a plan, Jason told Rann with a smile.  And trust me, son, you’ll feel much better after you have a nice hot bath.


I’m not gonna enjoy it.


You’re not there to enjoy it.  You’re there to try to relax a little bit before you come back down here.  At this rate, you’ll be so wound up that by the time Shya wakes up, you may put yourself in the hospital from sheer stress.  Suri, he sent, looking over at her.


Yes, your Grace?


You think Rann’s old enough to handle one of your deep relaxation massages?


Age has nothing to do with it, your Grace, she replied.  But as tense as he is, I think it may do him some good.


Then why don’t you go with them and decompress him a little bit after his bath?  He’s so tightly wound right now, he may burst a blood vessel.


I’d be happy to.  Are you ready to go, Rann? she asked him.


Jyslin and Symone took Rann upstairs with Suri, Shen, and four guards, leaving Jason alone in the room with the remaining guards.  He sat on the couch and looked into Dahnai and Kellin’s room, watching the two doctors give her a physical check, looking for any signs of subdermal hemorrhaging or discoloration.  At that moment, inside her body, millions of her cells were being rewritten, and if her immune system wasn’t being suppressed by Faey medicine, it would be having a complete apoplexy.  It would see the altered cells as foreign invaders and attempt to destroy them, and altered immune cells would see unaltered cells as invaders and try to destroy them, which was why she was in the isolation unit.  It was a clean room, to prevent them from getting an infection while their immune systems were being suppressed.  The bioboard over her head showed the progress so far, showing large sections of red all over her body that indicated regions of altered cells.  And minute by minute, the amount of red in that image slowly increased.  The one over Shya was the most advanced so far, with over half of her body showing alteration, and what was most important according to Songa, both her brain and the largest concentration of bone marrow in her body, in her thighs and hips, had already undergone complete alteration.  Every cell in her brain had been altered, which meant that where it counted, she was now officially a Generation.   And with the alteration of that large concentration of bone marrow, it meant that substantial red blood cell production was back to normal, preventing possible anemia.  Cybi’s records indicated that a large-scale purge of red blood cells during the process was one of the possible side effects, the body filtering them out of her blood as unsuitable or thinking they were damaged while it was caught in the middle of the conversion, but with her body producing red blood cells once again, the risk of anemic reaction was greatly reduced.  And it was a risk, because while she was undergoing this change, she couldn’t accept any blood transfusions.  Her limbs and lower gastro-intestinal tract were the least altered parts of her body, but the red was starting to creep into those empty areas as blood carrying the retrovirus flowed through them.

Aya stepped up to him.  You had a long talk with Zaa today?


Yeah.  You can guess what we talked about.


What did she have to say?


Right now, not much.  She’s kinda conflicted about this, he answered.  She sees some benefits from Dahnai being a Generation, but they’re balanced by the potential for disaster.  She said that almost everything we do is going to depend entirely on Dahnai.  How much we can trust her is going to dictate how much she learns about who she is and what it means.


Telling her everything might bring her to your side.


Yeah.  And she might turn around and try to use it to create her own biogenic crystals, he answered.  But the one thing we both agree is that she has to learn about the Kimdori, and how we came to be.  There’s no way we can hide that from her.  The first time she comes into the same room with one, she’s gonna figure out that the ties between us go far deeper than she ever dreamed.

Aya knew about that.  Aya knew almost all of the secrets of the Generations, and to her credit, she had kept her silence.  She took her vows as an Imperial Guard to keep the secrets of her charges deadly seriously, which was half the reason she knew as much as she did.  So, Zaa considers her a cousin?


Yes.  Dahnai will be as much a Generation as I am when it’s over, Aya.  We’re just not sure how her powers are going to stack up against ours, since I’m the product of ninety-six generations of selective breeding, and she’s not.


Given how strong she is, I think she’s gonna stack up against you fairly evenly, Aya predicted.


Not arguing there.  Dahnai was a top-tier telepath and TK before this, and she will get a small boost in power from being a Generation.  And with a gestalt, she’s gonna be swinging her tits around with most of the other female Generations.  What I’m most curious to see is how it affects her TK.  I’m betting it’s going to make her even stronger, even without a gestalt.

That’s a good point.  And both Sirri and Shya are TKs as well.


Yeah, we’ll see how it affects all of them.  What Cybi’s most curious about is how much Kellin develops.  Strong telepathy and TK is part of our Generation DNA, but the reason why it’s so strong in me and the others is because of the selective breeding program, breeding the most favorable traits into each successive Generation.  Kellin is going to show us where the Generations started before the program started increasing our psionics.  His talent is going to get stronger, and he’ll develop TK.  How strong they become will give us a window into the past, to see how the very first Generation compares to the 97th and 98th Generations.


That’s another good point, Aya speculated, looking in Kellin’s direction.  I guess we could have found that out with Miyai, but Kellin and Miyai together gives a bigger picture.

He nodded without answering, watching as one of the doctors pulled down Dahnai’s thermal sheet and visually inspected her fit, toned, sexy body, then started probing her flesh with her fingers, feeling for anything abnormal.  Jason had noticed more than once that despite all their machines and advanced technology, the doctors of the Medical Service almost always backed up the prognosis of those machines with a personal examination.  They still used their own senses and their own experience and judgment to assess patients, not completely relying on their machines…and Jason thought that was a very smart thing to do.  While the medical scanners in the room could find what that doctor was looking for, she was still using her own fingers, her own senses and skill and experience, to look for it herself.


What we have no idea what we’re gonna do about is the liver thing, Jason continued.  We can’t make any announcements about anything until this is over, in case she suffers another complication.  We also can’t just go a week or so and say “oh by the way, we totally missed an internal injury to the Empress she suffered in that crash a week ago that requires surgery.”  And if Dahnai has another accident, the Siann might think I’m trying to assassinate her.


I’m sure when Dahnai wakes up, she’ll have a good plan for it.  She’s fairly cunning, Aya said proudly.


That she is, he agreed.


How did your sortie go?

It was a victory, but fuck was it messy, he answered, then told her about the mission.  Dropping that wreck on top of us was the only thing I could think of, the Syndicate was going to bring our shield down and overwhelm us before the Megatron fired, he finished.  I’m amazed it worked.  I fully expected to wake up in a couple of days after suffering dump shock when they dropped that thing on top of us, and I saw it coming down.


That was pretty damn clever, Jason, she sent in appreciation.


What?  No threatening me with a paddle for going out again?

She gave a voiceless little wheeze of amusement.  After watching your telemetry, Jason, I feel much more comfortable letting you do it.  You are a damn good rigger.  I know you’re not going to do anything stupid out there.  I still don’t entirely like it, but I can accept how you feel about it and give you a little leeway, in this one very narrow instance.  But don’t ever think you’re going out there in person..


Why thank you, Aya, he sent grandly.  Maybe next time you can come along with us, get some real combat experience in a Titan.  And I think you’d be an absolute beast in a fight.  I’d be happy to have you on the line with me anytime, anywhere.  The only condition is, you have to take orders from Tara.


As much as I might want to try it, Jason, my duties to you and Shya don’t allow it.  I’m not here to fight in the war, I’m here to protect your family.  No matter how much I may want to help our cause, or try my hand in a Titan in a real fight, my place in the design is clear.


Well, wouldn’t accompanying me on a mission be protecting me?


Sophistry, and I won’t succumb to it, she sent firmly.  My duties are clear, Jason, and I won’t let personal desires lure me away from them.  That’s the fastest way to fail in my mission.


Well, I suppose I can respect you for your devotion, he sent with great admiration shimmering through his thought.  And that was in no way feigned.  Jason’s regard for Aya was towering, even if she did drive him crazy with her overprotectiveness sometimes.  And that reminds me of something.

What?


Given that the Grand Duke or Duchess Karinne is forever going to be a target, even long after I and Rann and Shya are gone, I want you to do something for me.  Build a Guard service for the Grand Duke that rivals the Imperial Guard, he told her, looking up at her. I want these girls to have the same morals and discipline as the Imperial Guard.  I want them to be educated, well-trained, and unswerving in their duty.  As a Captain of the Imperial Guard, I am utterly confident that you can build a Guard service that will serve the throne of the House of Karinne with distinction.

I’ve already started doing that, Jason, she replied.  I’ve been training the Marine Guard, remember?


Those are Marines.  I want a dedicated service, Aya, just like the Imperial Guard.  You find the best girls and train the hell out of them, instill into them the same duty and competence and discipline as the Imperial Guard.  I want them to be so good and so trusted that the Imperial Guard will allow them to serve side by side with them when the future Empress visits Karis, he sent powerfully.


That, Jason, I can do, she replied with an eloquent nod.


Then I’ll create the Order of the Dukal Guard tomorrow morning, and set up your budget.  And I won’t be a cheapskate.


You’d better not be.  It takes a lot of credits to fund the Imperial Guard due to the training involved, and no Empress ever balks at that cost.


The lives of my descendents are worth every credit, he told her.  I’ll even set up a training academy outside Karsa.  And if Dahnai wants, we can coordinate with her and the Imperial Guard, have them send some instructors to teach us how to be as good as they are.  While our guards will be a separate organization, like I said, I want the Imperial Guard to fully trust them, and our guards to fully trust the Imperial Guard.  I want them to be interchangeable on Karis.


I think we can arrange that, Jason.  I’ll discuss the matter with the Colonel.


And I already know what heraldry to give them.  I think they deserve the honor of wearing the Legion Phoenix, but we’ll make it white instead of gold to honor the Imperial Guard, he decided.  That will be their standard.


I do love that design, Aya admitted.  Elora’s a talented artist, I’ll have her draw up some concept designs for us to consider.

They discussed the idea until Jyslin, Symone, and Rann returned, back in their armor but with their hair still a bit damp, and Rann all but ran over to the glass and put his gauntlets on it, looking into Shya’s isolation room. She’s just fine, Rann, Jason assured him.  I’ve been watching her.  Do you feel better?


A little.  Thanks, Dad.


You’re welcome, son, he answered.  I think I’m gonna call back home and have Ayama bring us some home-cooked food.  We can set up a table right here.


I am a little hungry, Rann admitted.


I thought you might be.

There was quite a crowd in the room when Shya’s eyes fluttered open, and they seemed to come into focus.  Rann was right there, holding her hand between his own and looking about ready to cry in relief, and Jason, Jyslin, Symone, and Tim were sharing space around the bed with all four of his other elder children.  Amber was sitting on Shya’s chest, her two tails spiraling hypnotically, but her luminous little eyes were locked on Shya’s face.  “Am I awake now?” Shya asked woozily.

“Yes you are, baby girl,” Jason chuckled as Rann leaned down and gave her several frenzied kisses.


I was so worried!  How do you feel, Shya?


I’m…I feel weird, she replied.  But okay.

Stay down for a moment, Shya, let your body shake off the sleep inducer, Songa warned from the isolation room across the hall.  They were in a recovery room at the moment.

‘Kay.  How are mom and sis and Kellin?


All three of them are just fine, hon, Symone answered, smiling down at her as she stroked her hair.  Sirri is going to be woke up in just a couple of hours, and so are your mom and Kellin.


So, did it work?  Am I like you now, Ranny?


Yes you are, Shya, Jason answered.  The conversion was a success.


Good, she declared, smiling as she looked up into Rann’s eyes.  I do feel…I don’t know, something.  I look at you, and I feel something.


That’s part of who you are now, Jason told her.  I’ll explain it later.


Oh, you mean the thing where I can tell Generations from other people?

Jason nodded.  He wasn’t surprised that Rann told her that.  They didn’t have many secrets.


Alright, Shya, you can get up now, Songa declared.  Just take it easy, you’re going to feel a little dizzy when you first sit up, but it will pass quickly.


Okay, Songa.  They made room for her as Rann picked up Amber and removed her blanket, then she sat up on the bed and swung her legs over.  Oh yeah, I’m feeling dizzy.


It’s a common effect from extended periods of time in induced sleep, dear, nothing to worry about, Songa told her.  It’ll pass in just a moment.


I’m already feeling better, she reported, then slid off the bed and stood up.  Rann had his hand on her arm, and looked to almost want to pick her up and carry her.  Where’s sis?  Wasn’t she in the room when I went to sleep?


You were moved to a recovery room, pips.  This isn’t the same room.  Look around, Jyslin told her.


Oh, yeah, you’re right, she realized.  It’s kinda hard to see anything from the bed with all you blocking my view, you know.


What, you wanted to wake up in an empty room? Kyri challenged with a grin.


As long as Ranny is here, I don’t care who else is in the room, she replied, putting her hand on Rann’s cheek and gazing deeply into his green eyes.  I hope you weren’t too worried.


He just drove all of us crazy the whole time, Aran replied, which made Rann glare a bit at him and his other siblings laugh.


Dad almost had him put to sleep until you woke up, Sora agreed.


Just wait til you guys get married, you won’t be laughing then, Rann retorted, a bit indignantly.


You’re free to go home, Shya, Songa declared.  But you’re on restriction.  You need to eat a good meal and rest until I examine you tomorrow.  No going outside, no swimming, nothing strenuous.


I want to wait here for sis and Mom to wake up, she declared.


That’s fine.  But you need to eat, so straight to the cafeteria with you, she answered.


The kids pestered Shya with all kinda questions while she ate and after they returned to the waiting room, and Rann was taking Songa’s warning to heart by wrapping his arms around her armored torso and not letting her go, sitting with her in front of him on the bench, and only let her up when Songa announced that Sirri was about to be awakened.  They went back to the recovery room and gathered around her bed, this time with Jason standing by her head, and he was the first person she saw when she woke up.  “Is it over?” she asked blearily.

“It’s over, Sirri,” Jason smiled down at her, patting her hair.  “And you came through just fine.”


“I don’t feel any different.”


“I guess you wouldn’t, but you should get a strange feeling looking at me.”


“Yeah…now that you mention it,” she nodded.


After Sirri had a chance to recover a little and get in her armor, they took her down to eat while they waited for Kellin and Dahnai.  Kellin had suffered a very minor complication that caused Songa to decide to delay waking him up, and she further decided to just wake him and Dahnai up at the same time.  When that time came, they all went into the isolation room holding them, and they gathered around Kellin’s bed first; Songa was going to awaken him first, then Dahnai.  His eyes fluttered open seconds after the indicator on the bioboard showed the sleep inducer being deactivated, and he turned his head to look at Jason.  “Jayce,” he said.  “Is it over?”


“It’s over, and you came through just fine,” Jason assured him.  “How do you feel?”


“Sleepy, but that’s not unusual,” he replied.  “This isn’t the first time I’ve been put out by an inducer.”


“And when was the first time, Kellin?” Symone asked.


“When they had to put most of my teeth back in after I got smashed in the face with a bachi stick,” he answered.  “Broke my jaw in nine places and knocked almost all my teeth out on my right side.”


“Ouch,” Jyslin winced.


“Yeah, I was out for almost nine hours as they reconstructed my jaw and put all my teeth back in,” he agreed.  “Is Dahnai awake yet?”

“We’re about to wake her right now, Prince Kellin,” Songa said from the console on Dahnai’s side of the room.  “Go ahead and stand up, but do so slowly.  You’ll feel dizzy when you first sit up.”


“I remember that from last time,” he said as he sat up.  After a moment, Jason helped him out of bed, and they gathered around Dahnai’s bed.  Songa deactivated the sleep inducer, and almost immediately, her beautiful eyes opened.  They took in the many faces looking down at her, and then she smiled up at them.  “I made it,” she said quietly.


“You made it,” Jason agreed as Kellin leaned down and kissed her.  “But it’s not over for you quite yet.”


“Uh oh, what happened?”


“You’re going to need a liver transplant, your Majesty,” Songa told her evenly.  “Your liver failed during the process, and as of right now, it’s barely functioning enough to keep you alive.  There’s nothing we can do to repair it.  Until the cloned replacement is ready, you’re going to be on a strict drug regimen and diet, and under constant medical supervision.”


“Yikes.  How long?”


“The liver will be ready in about five days,” she answered.  “Outside of that complication, your Majesty, you came through very well.”


“So, I’m a Generation now?”


“Yup,” Jason told her.  “Don’t you feel something when you look at me?”


“You mean something other than what I usually do?  Well…yeah.  Yeah, I do.  Like a shiver up my spine,” she reported.


“That proves it,” he told her.  “Generations can sense one another, Dahnai.  And since you can sense me, then that means the process was successful.”


“Cool,” she said, sitting up.  “Whoa, too fast,” she said, gripping both Kellin and Jason.


“That will pass quickly, your Majesty,” Songa told her.  “As soon as you’re feeling up to standing, you’re free to go.  I’ve already sent your dietary requirements to the summer palace, and they’ll have a meal ready for you when you arrive.”


“Good, because I’m hungry.  But first, I have got to pee.”


They got Dahnai clothed and ready, then boarded a frigate that took them back to the summer palace.  Dahnai spent the journey listening mostly to Rann, who was recounting his vigil as he waited for Shya to wake up, clearly saving what she knew was going to be the serious discussion for after she ate.


And she was right about that.  Jason took her, Kellin, Sirri, and Shya into her private living room off her bedroom after she had a chance to eat and rest a bit, and much to the objections of most everyone else, he only allowed Rann and Saelle to come in with them.  There were, however, five guards in the room, two white-armored guards as well as Shen, Dera, and Aya.  Rann sat hip to hip with Shya on the couch, Dahnai sat in her favorite chair, and Kellin sat in his chair beside her.  Cybi manifested a hologram into the room, and the door opened once again.


Zaa stepped inside along with the commander of the guard complement of the Imperial Guard of the summer palace, Captain Viya, as well as the commander of the entire Imperial Guard, Colonel Mari, who had assumed the role just four months ago.  Zaa’s expression was stoic, and as the door closed behind her, Dahnai’s eyes widened a little bit. “Wait a minute!”


“I see your report was accurate, cousin,” Zaa noted.


“And now you know why the Kimdori call us cousins, Dahnai,” Jason told her.  “We can sense the Kimdori the same way we can sense each other.”


“How is that possible?”


“It’s quite simple once you know the truth of things, Dahnai,” Zaa answered her as she strode up to Jason.


“Do you remember the story I told you, Dahnai?  The story about how the Generations came to be?” Jason asked.


“Of course I do,” she answered.


“Well, you never told me,” Kellin protested.


“The very short of it, Kellin, is that a long time ago, the Karinnes began a project to break the human-machine telepathic barrier,” Jason told him.  “It took them quite a while, but eventually they managed to develop biogenic crystals.  The problem was, as I think you understand, no Faey could understand them.  They tried for even longer to solve that problem, but they never could.  Eventually, they decided to attack the problem from the other direction.”


“Since they couldn’t understand the crystals, they created Faey that could,” Dahnai supplied.


“And that’s how the Generations began,” Jason nodded.  “But what I never told you, and what you have to know now, is that the Kimdori were the key to that.”


“The Karinnes came to us and asked us to help them engineer a gene therapy treatment based on Kimdori DNA that would allow Faey to alter their telepathic powers, to be able to communicate with biogenic crystals,” Zaa continued.  “Because our DNA is mutagenic and highly adaptable, it was the perfect foundation for Karinne geneticists to create the original retrovirus that created the Generations.  Simply put, your Majesty, there is a little bit of us inside of you.”

“And now you know why the Kimdori call us cousins, Dahnai,” Jason finished with a nod.  “Your ability to sense other Generations was never an intended ability, much like gestalts amplifying our powers wasn’t the original intent of the program, it just became something of a lucky happenstance.  It’s something of a side effect of them using Kimdori DNA to create the Generations.  We inherited the Kimdori’s ability to sense each other, no matter what shape they may hold.”


“The Kimdori and the Karinnes have held a tight bond for many millennia, Dahnai, originally formed when Karinne scientists literally saved our race from extinction, and strengthened by the Generations, who we see as part of us,” Zaa told her.  “After the fall of the original house of Karinne, we watched over the survivors of the House, never interacting, but always observing and protecting.  When Jason surfaced, the one Generation of which we were not aware, we knew we had found the next Grand Duke Karinne.  He had all the qualities we knew were essential for the new Grand Duke.  So, we began to prepare him for his task, without his knowledge of course,” she said with a smile over at Jason, “and when he was ready, aided him in restoring the house, and then we gathered up the lost children of Karinne and brought them home.”

Dahnai and Kellin looked quite surprised, Dahnai putting her hand to her chest.  She then gave a sudden laugh.  “Well, that explains so much,” she declared.


“What you just learned never leaves this room, all of you,” Jason told her.  “If it got out that the Kimdori know the process to create Generations, it would put them at great risk.  And we keep our alliance a secret.  Yes, everyone knows the Karinnes and Kimdori are very close.  But they don’t know how close, or why we’re so close.”


“I’ve learned to keep a lot of secrets since I married Dahnai,” Kellin said evenly.


“So, can we shapechange like a Kimdori?” Dahnai asked.


Jason laughed.  “No,” he replied.  “The only real aspect of their abilities we have is the ability to sense Kimdori, no matter how they may look, and each other.”


“We had a very long conversation this morning over how much to tell you, Dahnai,” Zaa said honestly.  “But we both agreed that this is something that you must know.  You must understand who you are now and what it means, and you cannot understand it fully without knowing how you began.”


“How I began?”


“The fact that you weren’t born a Generation doesn’t mean anything.  You are a Generation now, and that means that you are now a member of a very rare sub-race of the Faey, Faey but also different, and you carry a tremendous burden of both secrecy and duty.  But far more important than that, we hold ourselves to a higher bar than just about anyone else.  We know what we can do, and all of us live by a very strict code of morals that ensure that we do not become the monsters we are capable of being.”


“Jason makes a very important point, Dahnai,” Zaa nodded.  “You cannot comprehend the power you now wield as a Generation.  Jason has only showed you a portion of what a Generation can do, that which the outside must know to understand how they use those abilities for the Confederation against our enemies, and they are things that you will learn as you come to understand who you are.  That power must be respected, your Majesty.  The strict moral code of the Generations ensures that their power is used responsibly, wisely, and always with respect for all other life.”


“And now the burden of that power falls on you four to carry,” Jason said, looking at them.  “And the greatest burden is secrecy.  What you have learned today, what you will learn later, you never tell anyone, not even those who already know.  The secret unspoken remains a secret,” he said intensely.  “That means that Maer will never know what you’ve learned today.  Not even Jyslin knows everything, Dahnai.  And she is the other half of me,” he added, looking at Dahnai.  “The only non-Generations on this planet that know virtually everything about the Generations are my detachment of the Imperial Guard, and that’s only because both me and Zaa trust them.  Their oaths bind them, and they would die before revealing what they know.  Their job more or less requires them to know the truth, we can’t keep those secrets from them or else it places a void of trust between us that could cause problems.  That’s why Captain Viya and Colonel Mari are in this room now,” he finished.  “Because we trust them, and by extension, we trust the Imperial Guard.  Their honor is beyond reproach.”

Viya gave Jason a gracious nod.


“You’re going to need the help of the Guard to keep this secret, Dahnai, both now and hundreds of years down the line.  They will know that a Generation sits on the Imperial throne, and they will help you keep that secret.  And it’s my hope that they will remind your descendents of the tremendous responsibility that comes with that power.  They will be your moral compass, Dahnai, if you listen to them.”

On that you have my vow, your Majesty, Mari told her proudly.  Denmother Zaa explained much to me on our trip over here, and you will have the support of the Imperial Guard.

“I’m relieved to hear that, Colonel,” Dahnai told her.  “So, what’s going to change for us?”


“That’s a good question, and one I’ve been debating with Aya, because even we aren’t entirely sure,” Jason answered.  “But you will notice a moderate increase in the power of your talent, even without a gestalt.  You were already powerful, Dahnai, definitely top tier, but now you’ll probably stand even with a mindbender.  As to your TK, we don’t know.  I’m actually curious to see if it increases your TK.  But as for Kellin, he’ll develop TK as well.  That’s a part of the Generation genetic footprint,” he added, looking at a rather surprised Kellin.  “We’ll have to start him on the exercises we used to coax Sirri and Shya’s TK out.  All of you are going to have to undergo training to learn how to split your attention.  It’s a rather tricky skill, but once you get the hang of it, it’s pretty easy.”

“What does that mean, Uncle Jason?” Sirri asked.


“It’s those tricks he does, Sirri, where like he’s using both his hands and each one is doing something different, or he listens to like ten people all stacked on top of each other talking at the same time and can tell you what all ten people were saying,” Dahnai answered.


“Those are the party tricks, but yeah, along those lines,” Jason agreed.  “It has other applications that are much more useful.  Sirri and Shya will need to start merge training, since now they don’t need a jack.  But for you two, you won’t find merging as a Generation much different than using your jack.  And you’ll have to learn how to access and use a gestalt.  It’s not hard at all, but if you’re accessing a gestalt you’re not passively merged with already,” he said, tapping the gestalt on his face, “you do have to learn how that works.” 


 “You’re giving us gestalts, Jason?” Dahnai asked with sudden interest.


“I’ve decided to give you these kinds of gestalts, yes,” he answered, tapping his gestalt again, “with the same kind of safeguards that I have on your armor and the other biogenic gear I placed in the palace.  But I’m not installing a tactical gestalt, because there’s already one there.  The one in Saelle’s Gladiator,” he answered.  “No way in hell am I installing a gestalt in the palace that’s not incorporated into an exomech.  Oh yeah, you’ll have to undergo exomech training.  If there’s a tactical gestalt in an exomech, you have to know how to pilot that exomech, just as basic protection and security.  You’ll probably undergo basic flight training as well.  It’s a rule here on Karis that if there’s a tactical gestalt in a vehicle, every Generation has to know how to operate that vehicle, so you can move the gestalt if it’s needful.  You may not necessarily need that rule in the palace, but it’s just basic common sense, and it helps you learn how to protect yourself. So, Dahnai, Kellin, Saelle is going to teach you how to pilot a Gladiator and a Juggernaut, and it’s best if that training is public.  Let the entire galaxy see that you know how to operate it.  It might put off anyone that might want to take a shot at you.  Sirri, you’re going to learn as well,” he said, looking at her, which made her give a wide-eyed smile.  “I think you have the maturity to learn how to pilot an exomech, so you’re going to learn, but you’re going to learn here, and we’re going to keep it a secret.  I’m going to send ten of each class of exomech over here at Captain Viya’s request,” he said, glancing over at Viya.  “The public line is, after seeing how trustworthy the Imperial Guard has been with the Karinne tech I have installed in the palace, I’ve decided to trust my exomechs with them as well, and they’re going to learn how to pilot them.  Those will be your exomechs, permanently dispatched to the summer palace.  And you will have that option if you so wish, Viya.  If you want your detachment here to be trained on Gladiators and Juggernauts, you have that chance.  I trust the Imperial Guard to use them without trying to steal their secrets.”


That goes without saying, your Grace.  I’d like to get all my girls trained on both.


“You got it.  My own guards are already trained on them, Aya can send a couple over here and get you trained on both,” he answered.  “Saelle is going to use those exomechs to teach Sirri, doing it here, in the one place that we can do things like that and keep it secret from the Siann.  Shya will learn as well, at least when she gets older, Symone will be teaching Rann and Shya when they come of age.  I enjoyed the exomech training so much, now I’m basically a rigger in the KMS,” he chuckled.  “Symone really got me hooked on it.”

“What about learning how to commune?”


“I don’t have to teach you that.  It’s genetic knowledge, it’s instinct,” he answered.  “I’m assuming that since you just went through this, your ability to commune will wake up after you’ve had a chance to recover.  When you start hearing the biogenic systems in and around the palace communicate with each other, you’ll know it’s awake.  Commune works the same way as talent does, and most of the tricks you’ve learned in telepathy also work in communion.”

“I can hear that already.  I already could,” Dahnai answered.


“Is that what that is?” Kellin asked.  “It’s almost like a buzzing in my mind.  I had to block it out.”


“That’s it,” Jason nodded.  “The computers communicate too fast for us to understand them.  Even if we could, they’re transmitting raw data, and they frame that data in the programming language biogenic computers use, so it locks us out anyway.”  He laughed.  “Now, Myleena can understand at least bits and pieces of it, but that’s Myleena.  She’s in a class by herself.”


“She’s the top dog around here, eh?”


“You have no idea how smart Myleena is, Dahnai,” he chuckled.  “Her being able to do that has nothing to do with her power, she learned how to do it.  You gotta understand, that woman can think in biogenic programming language, she can speak that language as fluently as you can speak Faey.  So it’s no stretch that she can pick meaningful things out of a datastream using it.”


“So, we need to train a little bit,” Dahnai reasoned, “but some of it is instinctive.”


“More or less, yes,” Jason nodded.  “And for the next few takirs, me and Zaa are going to be teaching you some of the history of the Generations, so you fully understand how we began, how we developed, where we are now, and where we plan to go in the future.  I’m a firm believer in history, Dahnai, same as you.  If you know history, you can avoid the mistakes of the past as you move into the future.”


She gave him a bright look.   Dahnai was a massive history nut, so he knew she appreciated what he meant. And offering to teach her more history would no doubt have her undivided attention.


“When I’m not here, Saelle and the CBIMs will be able to teach you here at the summer palace, and when you go back to Draconis, Saelle will be there to explain things,” he nodded towards Saelle.  “But me and them are the only ones that are going to be teaching you.  At home, Shya will learn from me and Cybi.”


“It’s going to be very nice to able to tell you much more now, Dahnai,” Saelle told her.  “Sometimes it’s hard to be close to people when I have to keep so many secrets from them.”


“We’re gonna be as close as sisters, Sae,” Dahnai smiled back.  “I fought Jason tooth and nail to get you back in the palace.”


“She is our ambassador to the Imperium,” Jason chuckled.  “And you and her and Jinaami are going to be quite a little clique.”


“Oh yeah, Jinaami,” Dahnai chuckled.  “I always wondered why you and her were always closeted up together, Saelle.”


“Jinaami is a cousin, but she’s also one of my best friends in the palace, Dahnai,” Saelle answered.  “And that has nothing to do with her being a cousin.  I like Jinaami.”


“You’re gonna have to tell her about Kelaa and Keraa,” Jason noted.


“They can’t hide from her anymore,” Saelle laughed.


“What?  Who are they?”


“My two pet giruzi,” she grinned.  “They’re actually Kimdori, part of my security detail to protect both my family and yours.”


“They are?” Dahnai asked, then she laughed.  “I never noticed anything weird about them!”


“They’re very good at pretending to be giruzi,” Saelle said.  “Sometimes even I forget, and I’ve lived with them for three years.  But they’re a secret, Dahnai.  Not even Evin knows about them.”

“If they couldn’t be convincing, they wouldn’t be very good Kimdori,” Zaa sniffed.


“So, you think you can show us one of those tricks that you don’t show anyone else?” Dahnai asked curiously.


Jason took a step away from Zaa, took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and then held his index fingers about a shakra apart in front of him.  They watched him for a moment, then they all jumped in surprise as an arc of lightning flashed between his fingers, creating a loud BANG in the room.  “That’s telekinesis,” Jason told them as he opened his eyes.  “But on a molecular scale, manipulating the free electrons roaming around in my body.  Here’s another trick we’ve learned.”  He raised his hand, index finger out, and a shimmering sphere of distorted space appeared over it, like a ball.  It then shuddered, and then condensed down to a tiny point over his finger that immediately began to radiate intense red light.  “Telekinetically created Torsion, this pinpoint of Torsion ignores all matter, like a Torsion beam,” he explained.  “TK can affect space.  Well, we’ve learned how to warp space with TK so severely it creates a Torsion effect.”


“Incredible!” Kellin breathed. 


“A few Generations have been exploring microkinetic and micro-spatial applications the last few months, focusing our TK into smaller and smaller things and areas.  Samin’s the one that figures most of this out, he can manipulate individual atoms,” he said modestly.  “He’s the best TK among us, and he spends most of his time experimenting, exploring the limits of his abilities.  He teaches us what he learns.  Here’s another trick he taught me.”  He again gave a deep exhale, and brought his hands together in front of him, his thumbs and middle fingers touching, forming a ring.  He took on an expression of intense concentration, then held hands up to the light panel overhead.  The room visibly darkened as the light of the panel was pulled into the space between his hands, and a beam of intense light shined down on the floor between his armored feet.  “Direct light manipulation,” he said in a strained voice.  “And God is this hard to do.”  He pulled his hands apart with a huge intake of breath, the beam winked out and the room brightened again, then he panted a little bit as sweat started forming on his brow.  “Samin can do that to the point where he can generate a laser beam that can melt through lower grade metals, but I can’t get anywhere near that.  At least not with just my personal gestalt.  I can do it with a tactical, though.”

Dahnai gave him a shocked look, then burst out in delighted laughter.  “That’s amazing!” she gushed. “Can I learn how to do that?”


“You can now, since you can augment your TK with a gestalt,” he replied.  “I couldn’t do it without mine, and there are things Samin can do that I just plain out can’t, at least not without being merged to Cybi, because he’s so much stronger than I am.  It also requires me to split my attention quite a bit to pull it off and not kill myself. I don’t think a non-Generation could do it, even if they had the raw power to pull it off.  But when it comes to protecting yourself with TK, manipulating space is still the best thing you can learn, because it makes you untouchable.  And I know Saelle has taught you how to do that.”


“Yup,” Dahnai nodded.  “After she saved my life in the throne room, I made sure she taught me.”


“I take it I’m going to be teaching her most of the other tricks, Jason?” Saelle asked.


“Sure, go ahead,” he replied.  “It’s a good way to gauge how being a Generation affected her TK.  You knew her limits before, you can help her test those limits now.”


“So, we start without using a gestalt?”


“You will.  We want to see how your TK was affected by this, so I want you to try to learn the tricks without using a gestalt, at least at first.  That way we’ll know if it strengthened your TK.”

“Oh, okay.  I don’t mind being a test subject,” she smiled.  “And I seriously want to learn that laser beam trick.”

“It’s tough,” Jason warned.


“I’m tough,” she replied with a wink.


After a little more discussion, they broke to give Dahnai a chance to rest and her doctors to give her a thorough exam, ensuring that her damaged liver was functional enough that their current drug and diet regimen would keep her healthy.  Jason spent a great deal of time while Dahnai was in her clinic talking to Aya, Viya, and Mari, telling the other two officers about his intent to form a Karinne version of the Imperial Guard, with the same intense requirements, towering moral character, and comprehensive level of training as the Imperial Guard.  Mari fully supported his idea, and even pledged to send two Imperial Guard instructors to Karis to help Aya get it off the ground.  They wouldn’t be dispatched to Karis, they’d be there to basically take Aya and three other of the guards already dispatched to Jason and Shya and train them to be instructors.  They would then form the Karinne Dukal Guard and instill into it all the discipline and competency of the Imperial Guard.


After that, he had another long talk with Zaa, the two of them walking up and down the beach near the palace.  “I find some optimism so far,” Zaa finally concluded.  “Dahnai seems at least amenable.”

“For now.  We’ll see how amenable she is when the newness of it wears off,” Jason answered.  “What I’m glad about is that the Imperial Guard is with us.”


She nodded.  “Given they knew about this when you had them bring Dahnai to the annex, it means that the secret was already compromised.”  They came around a gentle curve in the beach and saw Rann and Shya, sitting on a blanket.  Shya had her head leaning on Rann’s shoulder, and he had his arm around her, still very clingy after her recent scare.  They walked up to them, and they both looked up when their shadows blocked the sun.  “Hey Dad, hey Denmother,” Rann said.


“How are you two feeling?” Jason asked.


“I feel a lot better, Dad,” Shya answered.  “We were just talking about all this.”


“That’s what we were doing,” Zaa said.


“Things aren’t going to change much for you, Shya,” Jason told her.  “Given you live here.  Things are gonna be hardest on Sirri, I think.  She’s got this on top of everything else she has to deal with now.”


“I know what you mean.  I saw what sis has to go through being the Crown Princess, and she can have it.  I’m much happier right here with my Ranny than I woulda ever been sitting on the throne.”


“And that just shows how wise you really are, Shya,” Jason chuckled.  “Have you figured out commune yet?”


“Yeah, Ranny taught me,” she answered.   “It didn’t seem hard at all.”

“It didn’t for me either,” Jason told her.


“Dad?”


“Yes, pips?”


“Why can Sirri learn how to pilot an exomech but I can’t?”


“You’re eight years old, Shya,” Jason told her simply.  “And piloting an exomech is serious business.  It’s not a game.”


“But Sirri’s only thirteen.”


“Pips, I am not going to let you merge to an exomech,” Jason told her firmly. “You’re eight years old..  Enjoy this time, Shya, because when you get to be Sirri’s age, the fun and games stop and all the boring and insufferable training begins.”


“Meanie,” she said without much conviction.


“You bet I am,” he agreed strongly, which made Zaa chuckle.  “We’ll leave you two to go back to enjoying the beach.  Me and Zaa have a few more things to talk about.”


They walked past the kids and came close to the main house, and Jason was honestly surprised to see several Faey on the beach, all nude, two of which he recognized as Semoya and Emae.  He’d honestly forgotten that the Highborn Grand Duchesses were on the island, they’d come when they announced Dahnai’s “accident.”  Semoya was leaning back on her elbows on a beach towel with Emae sitting beside her, and the two of them were playing some kind of holo-game projecting out from Emae’s interface.  “Ladies,” Jason greeted as they walked up to them.  “Did you get a chance to see Dahnai and Kellin?”

“A while ago, and they look none the worse for wear,” Emae answered.  “Dahnai did drop something of a bomb on us, though.”


“What?”


“She said that they found Hanniger’s Disease in her liver after she was examined after the accident,” Semoya answered.  “She didn’t want to release any official statement about it until she had a chance to talk to the Highborn Council.”


“She didn’t mention that to me,” Jason lied, glancing back at the palace.  Clever, clever Dahnai, she’d already planted her excuse.  Hanniger’s Disease was a disease of the bile-producing cells of the liver, a malignant genetic mutation caused by a virus that originated from Goraga, somewhat like a virus-produced form of cancer.  The disease caused the affected cells to stop producing bile, and they could affect nearby cells even without the virus present.  The disease was fatal if it progressed to the point where it affected most of the liver.  And Dahnai had been on Goraga about three months ago, which fit in nicely.  “What did you discuss about it?”


“My aunt had it, she wanted to know if treatment or just replacing her liver was the best course of action,” Emae answered.  “I advised her that in the long run, getting a new liver is the best idea.  It just gets rid of the problem entirely.”


“That’s surgery,” Jason noted, glancing at Zaa.  “She’ll be laid up for a while.”


“It’s still the best thing to do.  Hanniger’s Disease has a nasty habit of coming back again and again,” Emae told him.  “Even after the virus is cleared out of her, a single malignant cell that resisted the treatment can spread it all over again.”

“It’s good to see you here, Denmother.  I’m sure that Dahnai was very appreciative that you would come in person to make sure she’s well,” Semoya said.

“I came to bring the CCM additional intelligence gathered by my children,” she replied.  “And I do rather like Dahnai, so I was happy to come see her.”


“So that was what that little conference you attended with her and Jason was about?”


“That was part of it,” she said.  “The Syndicate has adjusted their tactics, and as a result, the battles against them are becoming much more costly.  I hope that the data I brought might help the CCM tilt the scales back in their favor.”


“I haven’t read any of today’s reports yet,” Emae admitted.  “What are they doing now?”


“They figured out that the landers are their greatest threat,” Jason answered.  “I was on a sortie that ran into these new tactics, and it was ugly.  We managed to destroy the Syndicate ships, but they kicked the shit out of us in the process. We lost over half the lander teams before they even reached the super-ships, and we lost over half our task force when they tried to get the remaining lander teams to the ships.”

“I thought no task force went out without a ship capable of destroying a super-ship at range.”


“We did have them, we had two INS capitol ships with us,” Jason answered. “And they destroyed one of the super-ships.  We managed to get a lander team on the other one and hold out long enough to set off a Megatron.  But it was messy.”


“I think we should go read the daily reports, Semoya,” Emae proposed.  “That doesn’t sound good.  We’ve been relying on lander teams to make up for the fact that we don’t have a large number of ships capable of destroying their super-ships.”


“Exactly,” Jason nodded.


To their credit, they both got up, said hasty farewells, and hurried back to the summer palace…and Jason had to watch their two naked butts wiggling back up the pathway to the grounds.  Emae and Semoya were getting up there in years, but both of them were still quite shapely.


Zaa elbowed him lightly in his armored side, and he laughed when he looked at her cool expression.


Jason had something of a surprise waiting for him when he got back to the palace with Zaa, when he checked in with Myri.  He was sitting in his office in the summer palace, an office Dahnai had Red Horn set up for him to use when he was over visiting, and Jason was actually using it for that purpose.  He had a flat hologram of Myri up over the desk—an imitation of the one in his office at the White House—getting a briefing of the other action that had taken place today.  Lorna wisely aborted quite a few scheduled sorties after the change in tactics that Jason’s team ran into, and the CCM command staff was hammering out an adjustment to their adjustment.  “Only two other sorties went out after yours earlier today,” Myri told him.  “Both had KMS command ships and fleet battleships with them, so they didn’t rely on lander teams.  The Syndicate hasn’t quite come up with an effective counter to our ships yet, so their missions went much more smoothly than yours.  And speaking of your mission,” she said, giving him a slight smile, “it seems that you’ve been put in for a citation, Jayce.”


“Yeah, like I care about a piece of paper,” Jason snorted.  “But she’d better have put in the entire lander team and the two CCM line vessels that assisted us in for that citation too.”


“Oh, she did,” Myri affirmed.  “She doesn’t know it was you she put in for the citation with HQ.  Most of the CCM knows you’re running combat missions in a Titan, but only the command staff knows which company you’re with.  We keep that a secret, else it might somehow get back to the Syndicate and the Storm Riders would get targeted.  And why haven’t you put the units in for a KMS medal, hmm?”

“Why don’t you dig down into the bottom of your inbox, woman?” he retorted.  “I put everyone in for a Valorous Duty Medal.  Well, everyone except me.”


“You deserve it as much as everyone else, Jayce.”


“I’m not giving myself medals, Myri,” he snorted.  “That’ll make me look like some two-credit despot.”


She laughed.  “So modest,” she grinned.


“Yeah, push off, bitch,” he said, which made her laugh again.


After going through the reports, Lorna called him, which surprised him a little bit.  “Nephew, we may have a counter to the change in tactics, but it’s gonna depend on you,” she told him.  “Can Karinne replicators replicate armor-quality metal?”


“Yeah, we can replicate a form of crystallized titanium that’s nearly as strong as low-grade Carbidium,” he answered.  “Why?”


“Because your trick with the wreckage of that Jirunji ship is how we counter them,” she answered, and her hologram window split.  A mockup of what looked like a large box appeared in the window beside hers.  “We build these.  Armored pillboxes with three layers of armor that our ships tow in and then we set down.  With a diffuser running inside, it prevents them from using Torsion weapons to tear it up, and it creates a physical barrier they have to get through after they bring down the hard shield.  We set an annealer ring on the inside to cut open the box so the lander team can bug out, and we have CCM line vessels supporting the box to make it even harder for the enemy to break through it.  We can also install automated weaponry on the outside to further slow down the enemy.  After all, the box only has to hold them off for seven minutes.  We figured that the Karinnes could build these things the fastest if you could replicate an armor-quality metal.”

“Carbidium or Yterium would be better than replicated titanium, and we’ve got tons of it stockpiled,” he told her.  “We’ll get all the armor we could ever want back when we salvage the debris of super-ships destroyed in battle.  How fancy is this thing?”


“It’s just a box, Jason, with an annealer ring installed on the roof so the lander team can bug out, and maybe some old surplus-era weapons mounted on it, stuff we can afford to lose.  I think the Imperium has about ten warehouses full of old hot plasma cannons that Dahnai would love to find a use for.  Well, here’s a use.”  She glanced to the side, then looked back.  “The key to this, nephew, is deception.  We send hundreds of these boxes at a time, but only a few are real.  The Syndicate will have no choice but to respond to all of them, not knowing which ones are the real ones, and the automated defenses on the boxes will stall them, give our real lander teams time to do their job.  The decoys also spread out their defenders on the hull and reduces the pressure on the real box to manageable levels.”

“That’s devious, Aunt Lorna,” he chuckled.  “that’s worthy of 3D.”


“Why thank you, nephew,” she smiled.

“Hmm,” he sounded, looking at the simple drawing.  “Send me the exact specs for this, Lorna, and I’ll run this by a few people.  Now that I know the exact purpose of them, maybe we may be able to tech this idea up a little bit, and not slow down building them.”


“It’s your assets at risk here, Jason, feel free to change the design.  It’s not really a design at all, it’s just a rough draft of an idea.  Just don’t make it where you can’t build them fast enough,” she told him.  “Remember, we need hundreds for each sortie, or the enemy will be able to counter it.”

“I’ll see what I can do, Lorna.  Call me back in a few hours.”


“Will do,” she nodded, and her hologram winked out.


I have to go over to the mainland for a little bit, Jason sent openly across the island.  I should be back soon.


It’s almost lunchtime, Dahnai protested.


War means you keep odd hours, love, he replied.


He got more than one thing done while he was over there.  He sat down with Bo, Sioa, and Trenirk, and they hammered out a very simplistic design for Lorna’s armored box idea that also had some teeth, in the form of some automated weapons, engines so it didn’t need to be towed, a hinged door in the roof that would be annealed open, allow the landing team to escape, then close back up and re-anneal to keep out the Syndicate, and a few disposable 3D toys.  And Trenirk assured him he could build two of them an hour, given how simple they were.  After he hashed that out, he stopped by Miaari’s office after she paged him.  “Princess Mrri finished the tests, Jason,” she told him.  “And the results were good for us.”


“How so?”


“It seems that she can understand communion, but she can’t actively commune herself,” she answered.  “She’s like a commune listener.  She can’t mimic any other Generation abilities, either.”


“Well, that is good news.  Now we just need to find out if she’s the norm for her species.”


“She is,” Miaari answered.  “We secured permission to send an envoy to Paian and administer some tests to other Pai telepaths.  All of them can hear communion.”


“Well…we can work around that,” Jason grunted.  “But it means we go with Jeya’s idea to encrypt the local biogenic networks used on KMS vessels.”

“A wise precaution,” she agreed.  “The Pai are an intriguing species.  It seems that all of them are telekinetic.  It’s something we have never seen before,” she mused.  “The entire race is telekinetic, but they also have a very high proportion of telepaths among their species.  Nearly 20% of them are telepathic.”


“Wow, seriously?” he asked in surprise.


She nodded.  “It turns the theory that telepathy is the baseline psionic ability on its ear.  It’s entirely possible that their environment may be why,” she mused.  “They must have developed telekinetic ability as a species to help them survive on their home planet.  A unique evolutionary trait.”


“How strong are they?”


“Most of them, not very, but as a baseline, they are the strongest telekinetics we have ever encountered,  The average Pai can manipulate a mass weighing approximately four konn, in their gravity,” she answered.  “Given their planet is lethal heavy gravity, they would be significantly stronger on Karis than there, since there is less gravity for them to overcome.  But from what records the Pai released to us, some of their telekinetics are extremely powerful.  And they have learned a great number of applications using it, given they’ve had thousands of years to practice.  Microkinesis, spatial kinesis, micro-spatial kinesis, pyrokinesis, even energy and micro-energy kinesis, the direct manipulation of non-mass energy, like your trick with the light.  In one demonstration, a Pai TK shattered the molecular bonds of a piece of metal, turning it to fine dust.  He disintegrated it with his telekinesis.  Another used telekinesis to cause one object to pass through another, by manipulating the object on a molecular level to place it into a singular phased quantum state.  Our assessment team was quite impressed.”

“So am I,” Jason agreed after a whistle.  “They’ve learned some ways to use TK to mimic some of our tech, and that’s awesome.  We’d better not tell Samin that, he’ll jump on the first ship he can find and run over there.  Maybe we should offer them teaching positions in the Academy, teaching advanced telekinetic skills to those that have them.”


“It wouldn’t be a bad idea,” she nodded.  “And maybe one of them could find their way to Karis?”


“I was thinking the same thing.  Get a couple of Kimdori over there and hunt for a suitable candidate.”


“I will,” she affirmed.  “And we have also learned that the Muri are also hiding a few impressive secrets of their own.”

“What can they do?”


“They have a very high ratio of telepaths in their population, nearly 25%,” she told him.  “But what is more impressive is that the entire race has a psionic ability that we have never encountered before.  They are finders.  That is literally what the name of their race means.  The finders.”


“What does that mean?”


“They have the psionic ability to locate that which they seek, so long as they know exactly what it looks like,” she explained.  “It seems to be a very specialized form of clairvoyance, based on sight.  So, if you happen to lose your hat on the beach, you can lock in on it and locate it.  The ability seems to work on anything they can see, or know exactly what it looks like, be it an object or a living thing.  They could find a specific part in a pile of junk, so long as they know exactly what it looks like.  Show them a picture of a person, they can locate him in a crowded city.  We tested their ability against Kimdori, and we learned that they cannot find us if we’re in a different shape than what they are presented with, but can find us if we stay in the same shape if they know what something looks like, they can find it, no matter where it is.  We showed them a picture of the Spires on Terra, and the pointed right at it, Jason, and our starcharts showed that they were right,” she said seriously.  “They can point right to it, and give you a general idea of its distance.  They couldn’t exactly tell you how far away something was unless they were within about two hundred shakra of it.  But beyond that, they could tell you if it was near or far.  When we asked them how far away the Spires was, they only said it was extremely far away.  It is a most intriguing ability.”

Jason gave her a long look.  “Mee,” he said seriously.  “Get some of them over here.  Talk to Jerrim and prepare recruiting teams, and tell Yeri to negotiate with both the governments to allow them onto the planets.  We need both Pai and Muri in the house fucking now, but the Muri are far more important than the Pai.  And I’m gonna push as hard as I can to get both of them into the Confederation, as fast as possible.”


“I see you comprehend the true power of this ability.”


“I do,” he nodded.  “Finders, that’s a narrow vision, and it limits them.  They could be the greatest navigators the universe has ever known.  If they can find something regardless of distance as long as they know what it looks like, you could drop a Muri anywhere in the universe, and they could find their way home by locking in on something they know on their home planet.  Show them a picture of something, they could set a course right to it.  And with us developing the drives, having a Muri aboard ship might be critical for a long-range scouting mission.  If their navigation systems go down, the Muri can get them home.  And that’s just civilian.  Get a Muri military officer on a KMS ship and show him a picture of an enemy ship, and he can find it.  No stealth technology in the universe could hide it from him.”


“I agree, cousin,” Miaari nodded.  “And I have asked Denmother to send a full scientific mission to their home system.  That both their species developed race-wide psionic powers is very important.   Something about that star system may have incited their development, and if we can discover what it is, it will greatly advance the field of psiology.”

“Send me your findings, I’m curious.  Now, maybe you can tell me what you have the Javelin doing.”


“Oh, just setting a few devices and supplies on E Chaio, the Syndicate capitol planet, in addition to transporting a pack of infiltrators there so they can begin working their way into the Syndicate system,” she replied with a slight, malicious smile.  “There are places on the surface where things can be hidden, because the security there is surprisingly lax.”


“It’s so far from Consortium territory, they must feel it’s relatively safe,” Jason mused.  “Let me guess, the further you get from their board HQ, the easier it is.”


“Precisely.  I needed the Javelin to get in past their orbital defenses, which are fairly strong.  But the security on the planet itself is weak.  A critical oversight we shall exploit,” she sniffed.


“Did you send a tachyon burst array over there?”


“Of course I did.  The infiltrators are tasked to locate the quantum computers they use to communicate with their fleet and prepare a plan of attack to take them out.”


“Outstanding,” Jason told her.  “Is the ship still over there?”


“The frigate is currently at the quadrary, preparing for its next mission.  I’m having them deliver infiltrators to critical Syndicate systems throughout Andromeda, as well as some in what remains of Consortium territory.  They will also plant sensor beacons throughout Andromeda that will give us coverage of large swaths of territory.”


“Wise,” he agreed.


“I do nothing but what Denmother commands, Jason,” she said modestly.  “I was tasked for this because of my access to your stealth frigates.  We debated using our own stealth ships, but the Javelin can fight its way out if it is exposed, where our stealth ships cannot.”


“Let’s be honest here.  The Javelin is more than a match for anything but a Syndicate super-ship,” he said smugly.

“That too,” she agreed with a slight smile.  “We are also preparing for a face to face negotiation with the Board.  The only way we will ever end this war is by forcing them to commit to peace with us, and that will take negotiating a treaty.  We could never hope to defeat a government that controls an entire galaxy in a full war.”


“You know they’re never going to go for that,” Jason said.  “At least not at first.  We not only have to bloody their nose, we have to all but knock their fucking heads off to make them stay out of our galaxy.”


“There is more than one way to do that, Jason,” she smiled.  “Once our infiltrators have enough information, we can do considerable damage to them from within Andromeda.  Remember, the Syndicate only cares about money.  If we prove that it is a losing venture to conquer the Milky Way, they will agree to peace if only to avoid losing money.”


“They’re also about power, Mee, and their lust for power may override their greed.  But, you’re mostly right.  It will eventually come down to a negotiation table.  The only question is how much damage we have to do before they’re willing to sit down at it.”


“That is on them.  It will be their own stubbornness that does them harm,” she said easily.


“Sounds like you have everything under control, Mee.  I’m gonna go ahead and go back to the summer palace,” Jason said.  “Get everything done.”


“Don’t I always, cousin?” she asked lightly.


“That you do.  That’s the only reason I put up with you.”


He burst out laughing when she opened the drawer in her desk, and pulled out an old fashioned Terran newspaper, already rolled up.  She swatted him over the desk with it playfully, her eyes luminous, then she shooed him out of her office.  That was an enlightening discussion, on several levels, he pondered as he walked back out to the pad.  The Pai and the Muri were both much more than they appeared to be, and he saw both of their races as tremendous assets to the House of Karinne.  The Pai’s telekinetic skills were something Jason wanted to learn, but he really wanted to get some Muri into the House as quickly as possible.  Their finding ability, it would be just so fucking useful, on more than one level.  Navigation, law enforcement—no fugitive could hide from a Muri—espionage, even engineering, the Muri’s racial psionic gifts were incredibly useful, and would expand the capabilities of the House in many ways.

It was close to dinnertime when he got back, and he saw that the summer palace was almost full.  The Highborn Grand Duchesses were here, most of his kids were here, Yila Trefani was here, and to his surprise, several rulers from the council were also here, in person.  Jason came out from the landing pad over to the patio and pool, where the guards told him Dahnai was, and saw Kreel sitting at the table in his Terran Bermuda shorts, no shirt, his padded feet up on the table and large tankard of Makati ale in his hand.  Krirara and Enva were sitting on the edge of the pool side by side, Sk’Vrae was in the pool with Sora and Zachary, playing with a beach ball no less, and Holikk was here as well, over on the grass beside the patio showing a few of Dahnai’s guards some Subrian wrestling moves.  Dahnai was sitting beside Kreel at the table, holding court over friends, family, and allies.  These were Dahnai’s closest friends on the Confederate Council, Jason knew, but he was a little surprised to see Holikk here.  That meant that Dahnai must be schmoozing him over something.  As usual for Dahnai when she was out on her patio, she was nude.  “What are you guys doing here?” Jason asked Kreel as he came up.


“Just here to lend moral support to Dahnai in this time of crisis, Jayce,” he replied lightly, then took another long drink.


“And drink all my ale,” Dahnai accused.


“It’s free when it’s yours, Dahnai,” he said shamelessly, and Jason laughed when Dahnai poured her own ale over his head.


“Did you get enough, Kreel?” she asked sweetly, which made him laugh himself.

“I can never get enough Makati ale, Dahnai,” he said in reply, giving her a buck-toothed grin.  His teeth had been recently filed down.  As if to prove it, he took another drink from his tankard as ale dripped out of his gray fur.


“Get out of that armor and sit down, Jayce, you’ve been running around all afternoon,” Dahnai ordered.


“I’m not done yet,” he replied.  “I’m waiting for Lorna to call me back.”


“Over?”


“A counter to the Syndicate’s counter.  If Tren stayed on schedule, and he always does, then the first of our jack-in-the-boxes should be coming off the assembly line any time now.”


“What is that?”


“How we’re going to get lander teams onto super-ships from here out,” he replied, putting a finger to his gestalt.  A hologram projected out from it to show one of the boxes.  “This ugly thing is almost like a little cheap ship.  It has cheap grav engines in it, as well as old surplus-era guns, because the whole thing is built to blow up. The box is made out of armor-quality Carbidium, something we have so much of we don’t  know what to do with it all.  It will fly in and land on the surface of the ship, anneal itself to the hull, and the lander team inside it will then set off the Megatron.  It has old surplus hot plasma cannons and some 3D toys as additional defense, not counting the firing positions set in the walls for all three sizes of defenders.  Besides, since it’s disposable, mecha and infantry armed with the right weapons can just fire through the walls.  It doesn’t matter if they blow holes in the walls, since the whole thing is gonna blow up anyway.”

“How do the landers escape?” Dahnai asked.


“An annealer system built into the roof that will open the top, then close again after they leave and re-anneal to prevent Syndicate forces from getting in to stop the Megatron.  Thus the name jack-in-the-box,” he said, using the English words.  “Similar to an old Terran toy where you turn a crank and it causes a little spring-loaded clown doll to pop out of a door on the top.”

“That must really be ancient,” Kreel said, a tiny bit of amusement in his eyes.


“Be nice, furball,” Jason warned, which made him laugh.


“Better fur than scales,” he replied.


“What was that, Kreel?” Sk’Vrae called loudly, which made him laugh again.


“You’re just getting in trouble on all sides today, Kreel,” Dahnai told him.


“It keeps life interesting,” he replied dryly, then he finished off his tankard and stood up.


“We’re going to build these in bulk, and send hundreds of them at a time at the enemy super-ships as decoys, force them to attack all of them when only a few of them will hold lander teams.  Lorna thinks that will get our teams safely on the surface and give them time to do the job.”

“It probably will,” Kreel agreed.  “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m gonna go wash this out of my fur before it gets sticky.  Be my best friend ever and have someone refill my tankard while I’m gone, will ya Dahnai?”  He hurried over to one of the showers meant to wash saltwater off a swimmer.


“Go undress,” Dahnai told Jason, making a shooing motion at him.


He humored her, taking off his armor and returning to the pool deck, as nude as everyone but Kreel—and he only wore the shorts because he really liked them, he wasn’t afraid to get naked—and the seven leaders gathered around Dahnai’s table, enjoying samples from Dahnai’s deep wine cellar as they talked.  First about the “accident,” but they drifted into the boring politics that made the kids flee the table and stay in the pool.  Jason explained the change in tactics the Syndicate had adapted and their counter in more detail, but shared his concerns with them over the direction the war had taken.  “This isn’t going to be short and easy anymore,” he frowned.  “The Syndicate’s going to adopt the same tactics we are, preserve their forces and try to bleed us, whittling us down one ship at a time, picking and choosing their battles to inflict maximum damage with minimal losses.  And once they’re confident they’ve weakened us enough, then they’ll go on the offensive.  And so long as they continue to be constantly on the move, there’s not much we can do about it.”


“Isn’t it going to make it impossible for them to sleep?” Holikk asked.


Jason shook his head.  “If they put their off-duty people in those jump units, they’ll just sleep until they’re back on duty.  They won’t even notice that their ships are constantly jumping in and out of hyperspace.  But, it is going to impact their ship performance, with the on-duty crew constantly having to get into and out of the units.  Most likely, they’ll do long jumps that swing them out of the galaxy and back into it from time to time to give their crews extended rest.”

“We could catch them when they do those,” Enva offered.


“Maybe, but they’re not going to be dumb enough to be predictable, not when one mistake on their part can end this war in our favor.  That’s how they got most of their fleet trapped at Oasis,” he countered.  He got a message in his gestalt, and he put a finger to it.  “Lorna just told me that the CCM approved our design, so we’re gonna start producing them.  And she just scrubbed all missions until we get enough boxes built to distribute out across the fleet.  She’s ordering large task forces of the CCM to deploy to central locations through the Confederation to get them spread out, to reduce response time to other parts of the galaxy, and she’s putting it in the order that no task force sits at any system without an interdictor protecting them.  It’s going to give Kosigi time to repair damaged ships to get our numbers back up,” he mused.  “Maybe even give us a chance to finish some of the ships we had to stop work on to shift to repairs.”

“We may need those ships, if you end up being right, Jayce,” Kreel said seriously.  “That’s our advantage in this.  If we have time, we can replace our lost ships.  The Syndicate can’t.”

A red-coated doctor approached.  “It’s time for your medicine, your Majesty,” she said with a bow, then she offered Dahnai a small cup holding a single pill.  “You need to eat something after taking it.”


“I’ll have the kitchen send out a snack to hold me until dinner,” she nodded, then she swallowed the pill.  “Thank you, Doctor.”


“Remember, your Majesty, you have an exam scheduled for first thing in the morning.  I’ll send a page once I’m told you’re awake.”


“Alright,” she nodded.


“Medicine?  For what?” Sk’Vrae asked.


“Hanniger’s Disease,” she said with a frown.  “They found it in my liver after giving me an exam after the crash.  I must have picked it up when I went to Goraga a few months ago, and it was perfect timing.  I’d just had my regularly scheduled physical the day before I left, so it gave it all this time to take hold and spread.”


“I’m not familiar with this illness,” Enva said.


“It can be fatal if not treated, but it’s curable, so that’s not an issue.  They caught it in time, and that’s what matters.  It attacks the liver, Enva, shuts it down.  I don’t think Sha’i-ree can get it, and I’m not contagious, so you don’t have to worry about it even if you could,” she said, looking at her.  “I can either go through a treatment regimen, or they can replace my liver.  I’ve decided to have my liver replaced, because Hanniger’s Disease can spontaneously flare up again even after it’s cured.  But a liver replacement cures it for good.”


“That sounds a bit extreme,” Krirara noted.


“I know, but at least I never have to worry about it again,” she shrugged.


“Yup, when Faey get old, they start to fall apart,” Jason said lightly, leaning back in his chair.  The others laughed when he brought up a hand and caught Dahnai’s wrist when she tried to smack him.


“Watch it, buster, I’m still young enough to put you on your ass,” she threatened.


“For now.  I’m patient,” he said in a voice that made Kreel crack up.


“Anyway,” Dahnai said, glaring a bit at Jason, who just winked at her, “They’ll have a new liver ready for me in just a few days, they’re cloning a replacement.  Until then, I have to take the medicine and I have a restricted diet so it doesn’t cause me any problems.  With a half-functioning liver, certain foods could cause me some problems.  They also don’t want me doing anything strenuous, so no working out.”


“Well, I’m glad to hear that you’re going to be alright,” Enva said, putting a hand on Dahnai’s wrist.

“I’ll be laid up for a couple of takirs after the surgery.  I’ve decided that Sirri will sit in for me during council.  But, given I’m gonna be indisposed, I’m gonna abdicate my remaining time with the gavel.  Assaba is next in the rotation, so he’ll get a few extra days with the gavel.  At least if he doesn’t trade his gavel time with someone else, like how me and Sk’Vrae did.”


“He needs a good reason to do so.  I had religious obligations that made holding the gavel during my rotation impossible,” Sk’Vrae noted.  “And he can’t trade it, he must switch with who is next in the rotation.  That would be Magran, would it not?’


“Yeah,” Jason nodded. “Then Ethikk, then Vizzie, then Grayhawk, then Grran, then Shakizarr, then this joker over here,” he said, pointing at Kreel.

“The war had better end before that disaster befalls us,” Sk’Vrae declared, which made them all laugh, even Kreel.


“Well, council sessions are certainly gonna be no-nonsense with Assaba at the lectern,” Kreel chuckled.


“He keeps guys like you on a short leash,” Dahnai grinned at him.


“I don’t mind a short leash, it just means I don’t have to go far to drag him along with me,” he replied with a sly smile.


A trio of servants came up to them and set down trays holding snacks.  Most of it was Faey, but Jason saw what looked suspiciously like mozzarella sticks among the assorted foods, given a dipping cup of marina sauce was with it.  And a tentative bite proved it.  “You’re really getting hooked on Terran food, Dahnai,” Jason chuckled as he ate the rest of it.


“Those sugar chutes are mine!” Kreel said loudly, lunging at them.  More than a few of them laughed when Krirara grabbed the plate holding them first, and held them up and away from him.


“I have to admit, Terrans have some good food,” Dahnai chuckled as she picked up a mozzarella stick herself and nibbled at it.


The cooks had truly provided snacks for all of them, and everyone at the table had the training and courtesy not to shudder when Sk’Vrae picked up what looked like a small slab of raw meat, and she swallowed it down whole.  Much as Grimja couldn’t eat meat, Urumi needed to eat a portion of their meat raw, or they’d become malnourished.  They could eat cooked meat, and they enjoyed it, but it wasn’t as good for them as raw meat.  After eating the four strips of raw meat, she picked up a plate of Makati vodo, which was a meat dish that, like all Makati food, was sorta bland but quite hearty and robust.  They went back to talking about boring politics for a while, making Jason tune out a little bit.

After dinner, Jason pulled Dahnai aside and took her up to her bedroom, and sat with her on the couch near her large windows that gave her a breathtaking view of the patio, rear lawn, and beach.  “Alright, I think you’ve had enough time,” he told her, taking her hands.  “It’s time to start practicing.  I talked to Songa and she said that as long as you don’t exert yourself, you’re good to practice.”


“What are we going to learn first?”


He made sure the door was closed and the guards were in place, then he looked back to her. “Commune,” he said.  “It shouldn’t be that hard, Dahnai.  It’s instinctive to all Generations.  Ready?”


“Ready,” she said, closing her eyes.


To her credit, it only took her about two minutes to figure it out, proving that it truly was genetic knowledge, that it was instinct, and those instincts were now a part of her.  [Like this?] she finally managed, then she opened her eyes and gave him a bright, elated look.  [I did it!]


[Perfect,] he nodded, patting her leg.


[It’s…it’s so simple.  And so comprehensive.  Why couldn’t I ever do this before?]


[Because you weren’t a Generation before.  Among us, Dahnai, this is how we communicate.  Talking, sending, they can’t hold a candle to this.]


[I can see why.  It’s so, so…pure,] she struggled.


[Exactly.  And it’s much faster than sending.  And that’s what we’re going to practice now.  Eventually I’m going to teach you how to access your entire bandwidth, love, but first, you have to learn how to split.]


[Split?]


[Divide your attention so you can concentrate on more than one thing at a time,] he explained.  [That’s instinctive as well, but it takes practice to master.  And you can’t access your full bandwidth until you learn how to split.]

[Okay, how do I do that?]


[You do it by not concentrating on anything,] he explained.  [When I split, I’m not focusing myself on any one thing that I’m doing, I’m just sorta doing all of it at the same time.  You can bring one thing to the forefront and pay more attention to it than everything else, but that takes practice too.  Even though you can split, like me, your brain wants to focus on just one thing.  When you focus on one thing, you lose your splits.  And as you learn, each of your splits will be able to perform multiple tasks at the same time the way most anyone can, like how I both play the piano and sing at the same time, or how a drummer can use both his hands and both his feet and have all four do different things at once.  That’s a learned skill dealing with muscle memory and repetition.  That’s something anyone can do, they teach themselves how to do it.  Well, as you get better and better, each of your splits can be like that drummer, until each split is doing many things at once.  And that’s when you’ve accessed your full bandwidth,] he explained.

[But, remember this love.  No matter how many splits you do, you will always have what we call the dominant.  That’s the unsplit part of your mind, the part that controls everything else.  When your dominant is focusing on something, it takes precedence over all the others, and part of this exercise is to learn how to not focus with your dominant, to let it sit in the background and allow your other splits to do stuff.  That’s why, when I merge to a bionoid, I can’t walk around in my natural body while controlling the bionoid—well, actually, I kinda can, but I look like a drunken two year old when I do it,] he amended, which made her laugh, [or control two bionoids at a time.  It requires my dominant split to manage the bionoid or pilot a rig, and there’s not enough left for me to fully control my natural body.  And the more you split, the more passive each split must be.  When a Generation does a bunch of splits, all of them are performing passive tasks that don’t require her body or much of her attention, like thinking, she’s not doing anything active when she splits that much.  So while we can split our attention, it does have limits.  And the biggest limit is, the more active a task you’re performing, the more attention it takes, and the fewer splits you can manage while doing it.  In a way, we have only so much attention we can give.  It’s like having a pocket full of coins, love, with your dominant coin being worth a hundred times the others, and every split costs coins.  And the more intense the activity that split is performing, the more coins it costs to maintain it, to the point where you have to allot your dominant coin to perform the task.  So, we have to allot that attention out to various splits, ration it, manage it.  The more intense a task, the more coins it sucks up, leaving less for everything else.  And when we have to spend our dominant coin, that severely drains our coin reserves and leaves very little for other things we want to buy.]


[Merging to something like a bionoid or a rig takes so much attention, I can’t split to the point where I can fully control my own body or control a second bionoid.  I spent my dominant coin on the merge, and now there’s not enough coins left to buy enough attention to control something else, because buying a split with enough attention to control another bionoid or my own body is expensive.  But, while I’m piloting the rig, I can split my attention among my rig control systems and sensor feeds, passive splits that take very little of my attention, and that lets me be aware of everything my rig is telling me.  Using the coin analogy, I spent most of my coins on the rig merge, but I have enough coins left over to buy passive splits to monitor my rig’s various telemetry feeds.  That’s a good example of how we ration our attention.]

[I get it,] she told him with a confident nod.  [So, how many times can you split?]


[That depends entirely on the Generation.  I can manage up to about thirty splits, but when I’m split that much, it’s usually when I’m laying in bed thinking about shit.  Myleena, that insufferable bitch, she can manage about fifty.  Using the coin analogy, I have thirty coins in my pocket that I can allot, twenty-nine one credit coins and a one hundred credit coin, my dominant coin.  I can put one coin on each split, buying one credit’s worth of attention, and hold back my dominant coin, or use my dominant coin and however many additional one credit coins it costs on one split, one that’s doing a very difficult task.  Myleena has way more coins than me to spend, because she’s Myleena,] he grunted mentally.

Dahnai burst out laughing.  [There’s enough Faey in you to be as competitive as we are,] she grinned.


[Myleena puts most of us to shame,] he acceded, a bit grudgingly.  [The ability to manage splits is based a lot on the intelligence of the Generation, and well, Myleena’s like a super-genius, so there ya go.  And that’s on top of her being the most powerful of us all in talent, at least among the elders.  Siyara is going to be the most powerful of us when her talent fully matures.  Myleena is the top dog around here in like about ten different categories.]


[And I used to have her in Black Ops.]


[She’s mine now, so back off,] he threatened, which made her laugh.  [When you unlock your full bandwidth, love, you’ll be spending each of your coins on a passive split and using each one to commune in unison, which allows you to send far more information than regular sending, and do it much faster.  Alright, let’s begin.  Before you can do thirty splits, love, you have to learn how to do one.  So.]  He let go of her hands and projected out a hologram in front of them from his gestalt.  On the left was a passage from a book, and on the right was a series of math problems.  [You’re going to practice by doing two very different tasks at the same time, reading and math.  Your task is to read the passage on the right while solving the math problems on the left, using your interface to project your work on the problems over my own hologram.  And here’s where it gets a bit tricky, love.  Even though your brain can concentrate on both at the same time, your eyes can’t.  You’re also going to learn how to share what your senses are telling you with both sides of your split.]


[How do I do that?]


[To start off, try this.  Scan your eyes across both sides from one side to the other.  Let your eyes take in all of it, then let your splits figure out which of them is supposed to be working on what your eyes just went over.  There are other approaches as well, like looking at the math problems first and allowing one split to work on solving them while your eyes are reading the text, glancing back at the math problems from time to time to refresh your memory.  There’s no one approach to this, so do what feels most natural for you.]


[Alright, sounds pretty simple.  Let’s do this,] she declared.


Jason was very impressed, and it proved just how smart Dahnai really was.  She picked up the trick of it after only about an hour, and was able to split her attention between the two distinctly separate tasks, doing them at the same time, reading the book aloud as she did the math problems.

[Well done, love!] he complemented.


[Thanks, babes,] she replied modestly.  [Let me guess, if we’re using our senses, it restricts what we can do.  But if it’s all purely internal, like communing, or its through a merge where my senses don’t matter or a computer can feed me multiple sensory streams at once, we can do much more.]


[Exactly, and well reasoned, love,] he communed, respect shimmering through his thought.  [Thinking, communing, those are passive, so you can really spread your bandwidth out when you’re doing them, because it’s all internal.  But your bandwidth gets choked down when, for example, it has to use your eyes, because your eyes still work the same way they did before.  They can only focus on one thing at a time, so you’re limited by them.  And I think this is a good place to stop,] he decided.  [You can practice on your own now, and knowing you, you’ll be communing with full bandwidth by tomorrow morning.]

[You bet I will,] she agreed with a smile.  [So, when are you giving me a gestalt?]


[Not til all your guests are gone,] he answered.  [The very first time you imprint a gestalt, you can sometimes kinda lose control.  Trust me, love, imprinting a gestalt is not a pleasant experience.  And given how powerful you are in talent, I don’t think I want the entire island wondering why you were sending wild gibberish at full strength.]


[Imprint?  What is that?]


[A Generation’s version of the control chip in your jack,] he answered.  [The gestalt has to work out how to best fit in with our brains, a process we call imprinting.  After it imprints, you maintain a passive merge with it at all times, it entwines itself into your thoughts and reacts automatically whenever you use your abilities.]


[Will having a jack mess up the gestalt?]


[No, but you can’t jack in the gestalt, the conflicting feeds might screw it up.  I’ll design a gestalt for you that you can jack into it and not have it conflict with your gestalt.  You’ll still need the jack to jump hyperspace without suffering jump shock.]


[How do you get around that?]


[Brain implants that shut down my natural senses when I’m in hyperspace,] he answered.  [I use my gestalt the same way your jack uses your interface, replacing my natural senses with the sensory feeds off my gestalt or my armor.]


[Ah.  Cool.]


[Thank the Consortium bugs and their brain implants, those are what gave Songa the idea,] he answered, then he stood up.  [I’m gonna gather up the family and head home.  I’ll be back tomorrow.]


[Why not stay here?] she asked, sliding a sensual hand up and down his chest.


[Because Songa told you no exertion, and that’s exertion,] he reminded her.  [So keep your hands off Kellin, too.]

She laughed.  [It’s not exertion if you do all the work,] she winked, her commune turning lustful.


[Channel all that energy into practicing.  I fully expect you to manage six splits by this time tomorrow.]

[And what do I get if I manage it?] she asked, caressing his bare belly.


[Me not kicking your ass for being lazy,] he replied, which made her laugh. He leaned over and gave her a kiss, then patted her on the hip.  [Be back tomorrow, love.  Keep practicing, and be good.] 

Jason ended up with two additional passengers on the way home, because Kreel and Krirara decided to go over to the strip rather than stay at the summer palace.  And that wasn’t that unusual.  They did like Dahnai, but they wouldn’t be al that comfortable with all the other visitors there, for different reasons.  Krirara preferred to rest somewhere not quite so busy, and Kreel was better off not being over there aggravating the Highborns, who took themselves too seriously to appreciate Kreel’s humor.  And Jason never minded hosting them, because they were his best friends on the Council.  The three of them really got along.  Kreel was like the frat brother Jason never had in college, and Krirara was a moderate influence on both of them that was still quite engaging and funny.  And she wasn’t above a bit of playing herself from time to time, but it was always subtle.  Everything about Krirara was subtle.

They spent a warm, breezy evening sitting on the deck, watching a thunderstorm slowly make its way towards them that was out to sea, and Jason finally breached something he’d had on his mind for quite a while.  “Krirara,” he said.


“Yes, Jason?”


“How much longer do you have as Moderator?”


“About a year and a half,” she replied.  “I haven’t decided what I’m going to do after that.  I’ve already had several offers from companies to serve as chief operations officer, they think my skills in government would be a boon to them.”


“Oh yeah, you’re not allowed to serve anywhere in the government after your term ends, or even have anything to do with them,” Kreel remembered.  “Has the council decided on a replacement yet?”


“That’s not how we do things, Kreel.  When I step down, the council will debate among themselves until a successor is chosen.  As in all things with the Kirri, whoever wins must convince the others he or she is the best choice.  To become Moderator, you have to prove you have the skills to hold the job in the council chamber.  If you are asking who I think will succeed me, I suspect it will be Krazrou,” she mused.  “He has all the skills and natural potential to be a fine Moderator.”

“Well, don’t make any commitments,” Jason said.  “When you step down, I want you to come work for me, Krirara.”


“I’m not leaving Kirri-arr, Jason,” she told him.


“I’m not asking you to,” he replied.  “At least not permanently.  I have plans, and they’ll be ready to go when you finish your term.  So don’t hire on with someone else.”


“And what am I going to be doing working for you, Jason?” she asked lightly.


“Oversee a project to seed Kirri symbiotes into the Karisian ecosystem,” he answered.  “When the time comes, you’ll have complete control over the project.  I figure it’ll take about two years or so, then you can hire on with a company.”

“Still trying to lure some Kirri, eh Jayce?” Kreel asked with a grin.


“You know it,” he affirmed.  “The only thing holding them back is the fact that Karis doesn’t have symbiotes.  Well, I’m sure with Krirara overseeing the project, we can fix that.”  He took a drink of his wine.  “Songa estimates we’ll have enough symbiotes ready for the project in about two years, so that gives Krirara time to get things settled at home, get over here, and organize everything.  She’ll oversee the project, and when it’s done, she goes home and gets a much more boring job with some Kirri corporation.”

Krirara put her hand under her muzzle and leaned on it, giving him a sly look.  “And no doubt you’ll have some other project to entice me after that one is done.”


“Of course I will,” he said honestly.  “You’re too talented to waste it sitting in some corner office in a Kirri corporation, Krirara, stuffed into a reduced role because of the strict laws against you or whoever you work for interacting with the Kirri government after you retire.  I have quite a few projects in the first stages that you could undertake, things that would be perfect for someone with your organizational and diplomatic skills.  Hell, woman, I’d put you on my cabinet if you joined the house, I’d kick Jerrim out of his post and appoint you as my secretary of member services.  Here, you don’t run afoul of Kirri non-lobbying laws.”


“And what’s to stop me from simply retiring, Jason?” she asked him playfully.  “I have enough saved up to have a comfortable retirement, with my mate still working.”


“You’d go utterly nuts sitting at home with nothing to do, Krirara, and don’t deny it,” Jason said, which made Kreel laugh and nod vigorously.  “And the laws preventing you from lobbying or influencing Kirri government after you step down are going to shackle you at home.  You’d be happier somewhere else, and what do you know, I could use someone as brilliant as you.  And you don’t have to join the house, you can work as a consultant, commuting back and forth from Kirri-arr every day.  I can give you the kind of work you love the most, you don’t run afoul of Kirri law, and everyone’s happy.”


“Well, you do propose a convincing argument,” she said with amusement.  “But whyever would I be foolish enough to allow you to be my boss, Jason?  I know you. I certainly wouldn’t want to work for you.”


Kreel fell over backwards in his chair, laughing uncontrollably.


He feigned smacking her with the back of his hand, which made her laugh in delight.  “I’ll consider it, Jason.  But I offer no promises.”


“Fair enough,” he said, then he accessed the tactical gestalt in the basement, grabbed Kreel with his power, and without moving a muscle, catapulted him all the way across the beach and into the ocean.  Kreel screamed in surprise as he found himself flying out over the beach, then he landed in the water past the breaking waves with an impressive splash.  That made Krirara start, then laugh in delight, especially when Kreel got back on his feet in the surf, screaming curses at Jason and shaking his fist.

“Tankards of ale are child’s play,” he said with just a hint of malevolent amusement, which made Krirara laugh even harder.
