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Swearing inwardly, Jason shut off his external comm so Jyslin could stop pestering him…after all, he was fighting for his life here.


Engaging the grav drives, he burst out from behind the covering wall far faster than he could have run, feeling a tiny bit of vibration through the mecha as he disengaged and put his feet back on the broken ground of the training range on Virga, part of the Camp Beranne Marine Training Base.  With another Gladiator just beside him, the pair slid to a stop behind a wall, sliding on a foot and a knee, a hand going down as Jason felt the contour of the rock and pebbles under the fingertips of the mecha, felt the heat radiating from the rocks by the strong sunshine.  Ebri put her back against the wall and fired a spinner directly up, which almost immediately went still and moved off the field as the control system marked it as killed, shot down by Kyva.

Save your spinners, you’ll never get them out of her range, Jason chided as he cocked the external rail cannon in his other hand.  Did you see where that shot came from?


Nope, she replied nervously.  Of course she was nervous, anyone that was on the wrong side of the training field from Captain Kyva Karinne had damn good reason to be nervous.  They were in a large-scale training exercise where Kyva and her squadmate were pitted against 5 Red Warriors and Jason.  The three to one odds meant that the Red Warriors were only slightly outmatched.

Jason was both nervous and nearly giddy.  He almost never got to do stuff like this, and now he understood why Symone loved rigging so much.  He deployed one of his RVR drones, affectionately called Rover drones since they were built to resemble robotic Doberman Pinschers in both physiology and size.  The drone unfolded into active mode and received orders, scampering off to the left at full speed.  The RVR drones were fast, agile, and had damn good AI in them that made them very, very welcome assistants to Gladiator riggers in the field, since RVR drones were armed with pulse weapons.  Several simulated pulse and rail shots screamed by the RVR as it dashed across an open area and got behind a wall, and several more shots followed it trying to lead it, the controlling computer calculating as if those shots had gone through the wall to hit the drone and deciding it had not.  The visible appearance of those shots were pure illusion, just simulated visuals whose vectors were calculated by the control computer and fed into the sensory stream of his Gladiator to provide more realism, when in fact the wargame shots were invisible to the naked eye. The drone got safely out of their firing pattern, hunkered down in a shallow depression and deploying its own drone, a toy poodle-sized tracking drone designed to get eyes into cramped spaces.  Jason called those quadrupedal drones Spot drones, both for what they were designed to do and the fact that it too was based off a dog’s physiology.  The Spot drone started sneaking forwards, its mission to get into a position where they could see where Kyva and her partner were hidden.


There was a reason it was Jason out there with Ebri rather than one of the members of the KBB or one of the other Red Warriors, and that was because Jason was the only Generation outside of Saelle rated to pilot a Gladiator.  They needed him for this exercise, because they were compiling data to generate the training simulator programs for jacked riggers, and the program engineers decided that having data from two riggers capable of full sensory immersion would help their programming.  The fact that Jason merged to his Gladiator in a manner different from Kyva didn’t matter in what they were doing, since what they needed most was the sensory transfer from mecha to pilot, and that data didn’t matter if it was fed by jack or by biogenic communion.  This wargame had two objectives, to help Kyva acclimate to running her rig with a jack, and to help compile data to be used to create the new training program for the rest of the riggers.


What the programmers were building was very similar to Yila’s idea, for the simulator would be simsense, introducing sensory feeds into the regular training simulators.  And to get proper simsense data, they needed two simsense-capable pilots so they could get a broader range of data.  They were building a simulator program to train Gladiator riggers, but Jason was of a mind to take their finished product, strip it down a bit, replace Gladiators in the simulator with a simplified exomech, then market it as a game.

This was the last phase of Kyva’s assimilation training, which she had completed a few days faster than usual thanks to a seemingly natural compatibility with the jack, and that was assimilating her to using her jack with her rig in combat situations.  In all other respects, Kyva was fully trained with her jack and capable of accessing all of a jack’s functions, which made her just one step below a Generation.  She could merge to computers that were designed with that ability—which was every computer on Karis—she could control computers via jack, she could utilize the interface computer plugged into the jack as a “secondary brain” that was under her control, giving her the ability to use the computer’s memory as her own or have the interface computer write memory directly to her brain’s memory centers, giving Kyva virtually all the same abilities that Jason had with his gestalt.  The only thing Kyva couldn’t do with her interface that Jason could do with his gestalt was have it amplify her telepathy.  It was capable of everything else, even accessing the planetary biogenic network thanks to the biogenic chips in the interface.


Kyva and Justin were the first non-Generations that had entered that private and somewhat hallowed area.  Much like how Tim and Temika had reacted long ago back when Kumi was brought to the Legion after nearly being killed, the Generations were a bit leery of Kyva and Justin venturing into what before was a place just for Generations.  They weren’t used to the idea that non-Generations could hear the planet-wide broadcasts that they sometimes sent out, the Generations talking openly to each other over the network. Things were a little quiet in the network for a few days after Justin and Kyva started exploring this new area, but they were getting used to it.


And they’d created a hidden segment of the biogenic network only for Generations, where they could talk about things only Generations would really understand or care about.

Kyva was a holy terror in a Gladiator before she was jacked, but now…holy shit.  It was more than just the response time increase.  The addition of sensory input from the Gladiator had increased Kyva’s fighting ability to almost frightening levels, for the same reason that Jason was also quite formidable in a rig despite not having formal Gladiator combat training.  Jason could feel the warm, dry wind against the chassis of his rig, and could smell the dust in the air thanks to the sensors in his rig’s exostructure.  He could feel the texture of the rock under his hand and feel the heat radiating from the rocks.  The sensory immersion made him more alert, more responsive, gave him that esoteric something that dialed him fully into his rig and into the wargame.  Jason did have basic combat training from his Legion days and was familiar with small unit tactics, which were deployed in mecha to mecha combat, so he wasn’t a fifth wheel out there in the Urban Combat Simulator Range, a series of ruined buildings with lots of walls and debris, mimicking a war-torn city in which street to street fighting was being conducted.


Fuck, she just got Kanri, Ebri growled as she pumped the lower slide of her railgun, loading and cocking it for autofire.  Jason saw Kanri’s telemetry disappear off his status screen, meaning that she’d been shot down.  I hate fighting Kyva in these fucking games.


Look at it this way, she makes you better when you’re fighting other people, Jason told her lightly as he deployed his monomolecular blade, then held it up just enough so the polished blade just crested the wall.  He looked at the reflection in the blade to see if he could see anything moving, since his drones couldn’t see anything and Kyva would shoot down any spinner they tried to launch.  He kept it up there for only a heartbeat, then pulled it down before Kyva saw it and started shooting at the wall behind which they were hiding.  Still can’t find her.  A quiver in the ground under his hand caught his attention, caused by the heavy weight of a Gladiator moving.  She’s moving, I’m getting some ground vibration.

Ebri gripped her railgun and started looking around, her Gladiator’s head unit swinging to and fro as she panned her sensors in every direction.


In a split second, things went completely insane.  Kyva’s black Gladiator appeared over the wall, and only Jason’s fast reflexes saved him from instant “death.”  He and Ebri rolled to each side and came up firing, but Kyva was already on the move, running in a strafing path around Jason as she avoided several shots from Jason’s pulse cannons, putting Jason between herself and Ebri and keeping Ebri from firing on her.  Jason felt that was way too easy, and he turned his gun the other way just in time to see Kyva’s partner dart out from cover; Kyva had decoyed them to give her partner a chance to get into firing position.  Jason took three shots at her, all of them missing, then he and Ebri rejoined and dashed away themselves, Ebri laying down covering fire to keep both Kyva and Zabra pinned down as they found cover behind a broken wall, a pile of rocky rubble to their side to further protect them from strafing attacks.

And here I thought you spent all your time sitting behind a desk reading, Kyva called tauntingly as Jason panted a bit inside the cockpit, the “exertion” of the Gladiator feeding back into his own biorhythms.  I never expected to see you move that fast, your Grace.


Why don’t you come out from behind that wall and see how fast I can move, bitch? he retorted.  Contact between enemy teams was against the rules, but he was the Grand Duke and she was Captain Kyva Karinne…the controllers weren’t going to say all that much.


I should, you and Ebri are the only ones left, she replied cheekily.  You just cost a lot of girls a lot of credits, Jason.  They were all betting you’d be the first one shot down.


I’m so glad to ruin their day, he shot back as he cocked his railgun, pumping the slide like an old-fashioned shotgun.  And you’re gonna pay for coming after me last, just because you don’t think I’m a threat.


Promises, promises, she taunted.


That arrogant bitch, I’m gonna take her down or die trying, Jason fumed privately to Ebri.  His Spot drone got a visual on Zabra, who slid to a stop behind a wall about 60 shakra to their left.  Zabra’s over there, he informed, pinging her location on the tactical map that he and Ebri were sharing between them.  I bet Kyva’s somewhere in front or to the right waiting to get us in a crossfire.  They think we’re gonna be easy cause I’m not a Red Warrior.  Let’s use that against them.


You do think like a rigger, your Grace, Ebri replied with some surprised respect in her thought.


Thank my wife, she taught me small unit tactics back when I was in the Legion, he answered.  You’re the better rigger here, Ebri.  Let’s set Zabra up for being taken out.  I’ll pull her out of cover and you take her out, then we’ll split up and try to get Kyva in a crossfire.

Ebri raised her arm and fired the nested pulse weapons, and a Spot drone immediately deactivated.  It was one of Kyva’s drones.  Well, they knew where we were anyway, so no loss, Ebri growled.  I’m not sure if she has any RVR drones left.


Probably, Jason answered.  He did a sweep looking for any RVR drones from the “killed” members of his squad, but they were all deactivated.  Kyva and Zabra had found and killed them all, with Jason’s drone the last one…if only because he hadn’t deployed until just now.  That drone was holding fast in its crater, staying hidden and watching for any movement.  I’ll work my way towards Zabra and then lure her out of cover.  You kill her the instant she clears cover, then we just have to figure out a way to kill Kyva.

Got it.

Jason swung his legs over the pile of debris and stayed low as he worked his way around Zabra, who was stationary, probably waiting for Kyva’s command.  Jason kept his scanners wide as he moved, slipping from cover position to cover position, and just as he was about in position to lure Zabra out of her cover, Kyva’s black gladiator blazed into view around a wall just as Jason moved to cross a street.  Jason reacted almost instinctively, rolling to the side as several pulse shots came in his direction, and as he raised his rail cannon to return fire, Kyva was gliding forward on her gravometric drive, her monomolecular blades extended.  Kyva had a tendency to do that, to close into melee range and engage her opponents blade to blade like a knight of old.  Jason set his foot and knee and rose up just as she reached him, snapping her blade wide with his rifle, using it like a shield, then he grabbed hold of her Gladiator, twisted, and threw her in an Aikido shoulder throw.  He threw his ruined rail cannon aside and deployed his own blades as Kyva rolled back to her feet almost seamlessly, then he weaved back and to the side when Zabra popped up on his scanner, rising up to take a shot at him while he was busy with Kyva.  But Ebri was waiting for that, and as two rail shots went over his head, Ebri jumped up and took her own shot at Zabra.  Zabra had missed Jason, but Ebri didn’t miss Zabra.  Her telemetry went out as the control computer deemed her dead, and he heard Zabra curse loudly and sulfurously over STG as her rig fell face first over the wall, disabled by the control computer to make her lay there dead, just like all the other rigs she and Kyva had killed during the wargame.

Jason feinted surging forward to engage Kyva, but then he suddenly turned and dove over a nearby wall, which gave Zabra a clear line of fire on Kyva.  Kyva reacted just as fast as he did, a cloud of dust heralding the activation of her glide drive as she zoomed away from him, her pulse cannons extended and firing at Ebri as she swung in a wide circle around his partner.  He felt the rocks slide under him as he rolled through his dive over the wall, then he was up and running to try to keep Kyva from flanking Ebri, putting her between him and Kyva to keep him from firing on her…which was too late.  Ebri’s rig pitched backwards as it was taken offline, her telemetry vanishing from his stream as Kyva took her down, leaving him alone against the most dangerous rigger in the entire Confederation.

You’re all mine now, your Grace, Kyva purred tauntingly as she vanished into the dust kicked up by Ebri’s fall.  Should I just take you down now, or shoot pieces off your rig until you surrender?

You’re overlooking something, woman, Jason retorted as he took a deep, cleansing breath and closed his eyes.


And what is that?


I cheat, he answered.  He reached out not with his sensors, but with his talent, finding Kyva’s mind, then he used that location to focus on her rig.  He snapped an arm up, his Gladiator’s hand appearing over the wall, and Kyva gave a shout of surprise over STG as her rig was lifted into the air; Jason’s Gladiator wasn’t a loaner from the base, it was his rig, the one that stood on the pad at the strip, and it had a tactical gestalt in it.  Jason pulled Kyva nearly thirty shakra into the air, then with a slash of his hand, he literally threw her to the side.   Shards of rock went flying when her rig was slammed through a rocky wall—

And his rig went dark.  He was about to protest, but he saw a red blip on the internal holo representing rig functions, and realized that Kyva had shot him with her rail cannon just as she hit the wall…and that impressed the fuck out of him, that she could aim that precisely while moving so erratically.  Even as she was being thrown through the air, she was able to dead-center his rig with her rail cannon.  And that shot was fatal, it had gone right through the cockpit.  Had they been in a real fight, Jason would be dead.

Ha!  Even when you cheat, you lose! Kyva taunted.


Yeah yeah, keep talking, Private, he retorted, which made her laugh brightly both over STG and mentally.


“Exercise complete,” the range officer called over STG.  “All rigs return to staging area for stand-down and debrief.”


Jason’s rig came back online, as did all other rigs and all disabled drones.  His lone deployed RVR and spot drones bounded back to him, the Spot drone folding into carry mode and attaching to the RVR, then the RVR went into standby mode and reattached to the outer leg of his rig.  Zabra pulled herself off the wall and walked with him as they started back for the staging area, pushing playfully at his shoulder when she reached him.  That was a cheap trick, your Grace.

I’m fairly well known as an outrageous cheater, so why are you so surprised? he replied, which made her laugh.


Despite that, I’m impressed, your Grace.  I thought you’d just flounder around out here.


I’ve had combat training, Zabra, he answered as he scooped up his broken rail cannon.  I wasn’t about to embarrass myself out here.

Her Gladiator’s head turned in his direction.  Well, you didn’t, she assured him.


Kyva does owe me a new rail cannon, he noted, holding up the damaged weapon.  It was a dummy weapon, built for and only used in training.  Kyva’s blades were also dummies, exercise blades, so they were blunted, but the sheer force of her blade hitting the cannon had nearly snapped it in half.

That was fast thinking, she sent approvingly.  That move kills almost everyone else.


I have hand to hand combat experience, he replied dryly.  Something I think she wasn’t expecting when she charged me.

I wouldn’t.  After all, you’re a Grand Duke.  You sit behind a desk all day, she sent liltingly, then recoiled with a laugh when he raised the back of his hand towards her.

“How’s the data looking?” he asked over STG.


“Looking good, your Grace, we got some excellent data off your and Captain Kyva’s telemetry streams,” came the reply.  “With all the other data we’ve collected, we should have a framework for the training simulation software ready in a few days.”


“Happy to help, especially when it means I get to do something fun,” Jason replied with a chuckle.


The eight rigs walked into the staging area, where technicians, range control personnel, and the programmers were waiting for them.  Kyva opened her rig’s cockpit doors and grinned broadly at Jason from behind her helmet’s visor as he did the same, and she laughed when Jason flipped her off in the Faey fashion as his doors fully opened and he unlocked his armor from his cockpit.  Both of them disconnected the hardline fibers into their armor, then Jason jumped down to the ground, taking his helmet off as Kyva joined him.  That’s what you get for cheating, she teased.  Next time don’t pick me up, that just gave me a visual on you.


I’ll remember that, he answered.  And you owe me a new rail cannon.

That was your fault, you were supposed to die right then and there.


Push off, bitch, he sent waspishly, which made her laugh and wink at him.


Jyslin, however, wasn’t about to be denied.  [Jason, either you answer your wife or she will do something truly ugly to me,] Cybi warned him.


Jason laughed aloud, which made Kyva glance at him. “Sorry, Cybi said something,” he said aloud, then used the biogenic network to get in touch with Jyslin.  [I didn’t forget, woman.  We’re almost done here, and I’ll be there on time.]



[You’d better, buster!  This is our first game as the owners!]


[I’ll be leaving here in just a few minutes,] he assured her.  [How’s the holo-cast looking?]


[Trelle’s garland, love, it’s incredible!] she replied.  Myleena, not satisfied with the idea that they couldn’t attend the first game of the Karis Paladins in person on Menos, had come up with a rather clever alternative.  She’d spent nearly a takir building a portable holo-grid and installed it over the bachi pitch in the Karsa Sports Complex, got permission to deploy 32 small holo-cameras in the Menos stadium, and using them, they were going to holo-cast the game, projecting the players onto their field as if they were playing in the KSC instead of on Menos.  After the game was over, the grid system folded up into a storage configuration the size of a standard Stick cargo container, something that could be easily stored in the stadium’s warehouse.  They’d sold tickets to the stadium at a quarter of the usual price so anyone that wanted to watch the holo-cast could do so from the stadium, almost as if they were at the real game, and the stadium sold out in 12 seconds.  Even holo-casted, people wanted to be in the stadium watching, and the quality of Myleena’s incredibly ingenious system would make it hard to tell that the figures moving around on the pitch were holograms instead of actual players.  Jyslin had all but demanded that Myleena install a permanent version of her idea in the stadium so they could holo-cast all away games the same way, something they could simply retract like a roof when it wasn’t needed rather than having a removable system that had to be installed and removed over and over.

Ardalla Koyanne, Grand Duchess of the Highborn house of Koyanne and owner of the Menos Predators, was already beating Myleena’s door down trying to get the specifics of Myleena’s holo-casting system, after she found out what the extra holo-cameras were for.  Nobody had ever thought of doing what Myleena did before, holo-casting a bachi game onto the pitch of another stadium, and Ardalla could smell the extra revenue from doing exactly what Jyslin did, holo-cast the game onto the home pitch for ticket-buying, concession-buying, and souvenir-buying spectators.  The holo-cast system would all but allow every game to be a home game.

Jason had the feeling that Myleena was about to patent yet another invention, and get even more rich than she already was.


[The holograms on the field look like real people, and there’s no flickering or anything!] Jyslin continued.


[That’s Myli for ya,] Jason replied lightly as he took off his helmet.  [Is Dahnai still on schedule?]

[Yeah, she just called me a few minutes ago, she’s about to leave Karvectos.  She said she’ll be here in about an hour.]

Dahnai was coming to Karis for three reasons.  Firstly, and officially, she was taking a short vacation. Red Horn had completed her new Summer Palace just yesterday, and was going to spend six days at her new palace to set it up to her liking, including bringing the permanent staff and guards that would occupy the palace even when Dahnai wasn’t on Karis.


Secondly, she was going to attend the first Paladins match of the IBL season with Jason, which was something of a break of tradition.  The Empress usually attended the first match of the IBL season for the reigning IBL champions, which was the Karvectos Blades, and there was a big hoopla over it.  The second match she attended was the Draconis home team, the Immortals.  But Dahnai had decided to attend the holo-cast of the Paladin match after attending the Blades match, where they defeated the Arctus Dreadnaughts 16-15, mainly because she was coming to Karis anyway.  There was some grumbling back in Dracora because she wasn’t attending the Immortals match second, but they were playing away for their first match, which was a tradition as well because the Empress always attended the home match of last year’s IBL champion.  It was a break that she’d be attending the Paladins match second, but she’d still be there for the first Immortals home match of the season.

Thirdly, tomorrow morning, Dahnai was having a cyberjack implanted.

Three days ago, he’d gotten the official sign-off from Songa, and yesterday, all the relevant data for cyberjack technology was released to the public domain archives of the Academy’s mainframe.  It was public domain data that explained what they were, how to build them, and how to install them.  Songa had already trained a team of Academy doctors in the implantation procedure using non-Karinne technology, utilizing microscopic remote probes that would lay the datafibers without damaging the surrounding brain tissue, and they’d mapped out implantation procedures for every race in the Confederation except for the Prakarikai…which Jason would rather prefer them never getting it, but that wasn’t really his decision.  The prototype jack implanted in Yila had passed all the tests, and Yila had completed her assimilation training nearly a week ahead of schedule.  Like Kyva, she displayed a natural aptitude for the jack.  Yila was fully jack-capable, the jack was operating perfectly, and that was all they were waiting for to release the data to the general galactic population via the Academy.

As promised, Jason scheduled Dahnai’s procedure right after releasing the data, and also as promised, Overseer Brayrak Kruu would be Songa’s third non-Karinne patient.  Brayrak was also on Karis and would attend the bachi match in the owner’s box, but he’d arrived almost five hours ago.


Brayrak wouldn’t be the first Moridon with a jack.  Every single Moridon in the house already had a jack, and Mahja Siyhaa had been the first.  Like the Overseer, she immediately saw the potential of the devices, and within 15 minutes of the jacks being offered to the Karinne population, Siyhaa had her appointment to receive a jack.


She hadn’t been the first to get a jack, though.  Every single member of 3D except for Jason and Myleena had been jacked, including the Faey members, and they’d been literally waiting in line to get jacks when Jason authorized jack implantation to be opened to the house.  Tom was officially the first person to get a non-prototype jack, and Luke had been the second recipient.  The jack implantations had caused a little bit of a slowdown over at 3D because they all had to undergo assimilation training, but in Jason’s mind, that was time they’d get back once the advantages of the jack started seeping into the way things worked over there.


The first non-3D house member to receive a jack was Chirk.  The jacks were actually much easier to implant in a Kizzik due to their brain architecture and the fact that the jack could mount directly onto the exoskeleton, and in a way, the jack suddenly made all that work Jyslin did on the scent-language translators obsolete.  Since the interface attached to that jack had a microphone and speaker, could “hear” and “speak,” it was directly feeding sound to Chirk’s brain through the parts of her brain that processed smell, allowing her to “smell” sounds just like the translators did, and allowed her to speak through the interface without need of using her scent-language, by using command thought, something that the old scent translators that emulated interfaces couldn’t do.  Where it became a big deal was because the jacked interface was allowing her to “hear” without her translator unit, which was a tiny bit bulky due to the scent cartridges it had to carry.  The work Jyslin did to create the vocabulary for the sounds made her work not entirely pointless, but Chirk no longer needed the scent-translation unit thanks to the cyberjack.  It was doing all the work the translator did, and was doing it a little better since they’d had plenty of data to refine the programs and upgrade to make them more effective.  And Chirk finished her jack assimilation training in eight days, proving that Kizzik were far, far more than even the Imperium ever thought they were.

It was almost funny how fast those things had caught on within the house.  They’d only been offering them to the house for about 16 days, and already, the Karinne Medical Service had a 31 day waiting list for jacks, and Songa was almost in a frenzy to certify more doctors to perform the procedure, which was only keeping up with growing demand.  They were implanting jacks over at the annex 29 hours a day, 10 days a takir, in a nearly assembly-line procedure where the operating table was unoccupied only long enough to prepare it for the next patient.  A doctor would work his 10 hour shift and be replaced by another doctor, keeping the 80 implant procedure theaters in the Medical Annex in constant operation and occupation.  Songa was also having to convert more and more examination rooms into implant theaters, because the waiting list for jacks grew almost exponentially by the hour, including opening implant theaters in satellite hospitals and clinics all over Karis.  As more and more house members read about the jacks and understood what they could do, they were signing up for them.  The C540 cost was in no way a deterrent, either. 

It got so bad that Jason had to prioritize appointment slots based on need.  Those who would get jacks for free because they qualified as “critical need” for jacks were given priority in the Medical Annex, where they had the most doctors that could perform the procedure, further prioritized so KMS members had priority over civilian critical need cases, and it would stay that way until Songa got more theaters up and running and trained more doctors to perform the procedure.  Songa’s goal was to make it so every doctor in the Karinne Medical Service could perform the procedure, and for the next few years, she estimated that it would be their most commonly performed medical procedure.

And much to Jason’s relief, the Faey in the house were not avoiding them in the numbers he feared they would.  Some Faey wouldn’t get a jack for fear of damaging talent, no matter how many times they were reassured, but Faey were putting themselves on the list for jacks in large numbers.  Jason had a feeling that the first time many of them saw a picture of Kyva, with that jack socket behind her left ear, it assuaged a lot of their fears.  And she’d been happy to let them take that picture to show the Faey in the house that it was safe.  It was safe enough for Dukal Champion Captain Kyva Karinne to get a jack, and she was still a hero in the house to a whole lot of people.


 Kyva had been the first Faey with a jack, and in just 16 days, she went from unique in the KMS to merely somewhat rare.  The entire command staff in the KMS had jacks.  Most of the ship captains had jacks.  Virtually all the engineering departments on KMS vessels had jacks.  Fighter pilots and exomech riggers were almost fighting each other in their meeting rooms over who got the earliest appointment times for jack implantations, and there had been a bit of wheeling and dealing going on where enterprising individuals were selling their appointment slots to others, at least until Jason stamped that out.


Jason was glad that assimilation training wasn’t a one-on-one experience, that a single assimilation trainer could train an entire room full of students.  Most of it was software interaction, with the trainer there to answer questions and troubleshoot problems.


Assimilation trainers were having the same problems that Songa was…too many students and not enough trainers.  Every class was standing room only, but they’d created a Civnet version where students were taking the classes over Civnet, which seemed to be working out fairly well.  The trainer simply made himself available for viddy chat as students worked through the training regimen, and the students were scoring just as if they were attending the physical classes.


Dahnai would be the second non-house member with a jack and the first one getting a non-prototype model, and that fact had actually caused some problems for her with the Siann.  Several of the most conservative members and a few of the Highborns objected to the Empress allowing someone to tinker directly with her brain, as if the Karinnes were installing a mind control device in her.  The idea was laughable, at least until it became apparent that it was exactly what several Grand Duchesses of the Siann believed.  They thought that Jason was going to use the jack to turn Dahnai into a puppet—some of them already thought that Jason had some kind of control over Dahnai anyway—and it was feeding some paranoia in the Siann.


Dahnai, never one to be denied something she wanted, solved the problem in a rather clever manner  When the Grand Duchesses started to confront Dahnai over her plans, she retaliated not with decrees or angry ultimatums, but with science.  She arranged with Jason to have a large contingent of doctors from the Medical Service to go to Karis and learn about the jacks, how they worked, and more importantly, how to implant one using the techniques that the Karinne branch of the Medical Service had pioneered for outside medical personnel to use.  When they returned, Dahnai called up doctor after doctor in open court and had them give testimony about the jacks, and every single one of them stated in court, before the entire Siann, that it was physiologically impossible for a Faey brain to be controlled by a jack.  They didn’t connect to any part of the brain that would allow it to be controlled, and they were designed in a way that made it impossible for them to erase memories already in place within the mind, so the concept of delete and reprogram also didn’t go anywhere.  The Grand Duchesses fell grousingly silent after three straight days of over 100 highly experienced and respected doctors from several medical fields all standing before them and saying the same thing.  Some of them didn’t believe it, some of them didn’t want to believe it, but if the Medical Service said it, then they believed it.  And not even the Grand Duchesses had the balls to go up against the Medical Service.

That was something that needed to be done anyway.  Only Songa had the skill to teach other doctors how to implant the jacks without using Karinne technology, since she was the one that invented the procedure.  She’d trained some 200 doctors from the Imperial Medical Service, and they would take that back to the Imperium along with the equipment that Songa had invented, as well as the specs so the Imperium could build new implantation hardware themselves.


[Is everyone else there?] 

[Yes, except for Dahnai and you,] Jyslin retorted.  Jyslin was already at the stadium with some of the front office and most of the strip girls, their husbands, and the kids, while Frinia was at Menos to attend the game in person.  Yila was at the home game of her own team, but they did have a couple of extra visitors who had come to their inaugural game.  Secretary Moon and Anya Surrale were already on Karis and were probably either at the stadium or going to the stadium.  Miaari, Kiaari, and Kemaari would also be there, much to Jason’s delight.  Everyone in the family adored Kemaari, including Miaari, though she would never admit that in front of her youngest sister.  Kemaari was a total sweetheart, gentle and kind, and didn’t seem to have the right temperament to be going into the family business of spying.  But she was a very determined young Kimdori, and playing the game was what she wanted to do with her life, so here she was.  Aura would also be there, and that would more or less fill up the owner’s box, as well as the two boxes to each side of his, which would be filled with his cabinet and the winners of a raffle in the KMS, much akin to the raffle that Mikano had won that allowed her to attend Rann’s birthday party.  Twenty officers and enlisted had won the drawing to attend the game’s holocast and got to sit in the luxury boxes.  But unlike last time when someone he knew won the raffle, this time he didn’t know any of the winners.

Jason checked in with the range control officers only long enough to make sure they didn’t need him anymore, then he joined Shen and Suri.  They escorted him to the Naval corvette Brekanne, one of the combat variants, and its crew of four pulled up from the barren, desert-like landscape of unterraformed Virga and started south.  Jason started taking off his armor back in the gunnery compartment as he talked with someone he knew very well, Marine Colonel Jaxira “Jax” Karinne.  She was acting as an observer in the corvette instead of commanding her Marine corvette, the Ranger, one of the Marine corvette captains that had been temporarily assigned to the Navy to train Naval corvette captains in Marine procedures and get Naval training in using a corvette as an attack craft, since the Marines were adding more and more combat variant corvettes to their fleet.  The captain of the corvette, Ilmari Soyanne, was also sitting with them back in the gunnery compartment as one of the gunners sat up in the cockpit to give them room.  I see you pulled observer duty, Jax, Jason sent as Shen and Suri helped him take off his armor.  A comfy tee shirt, pair of jeans, and sneakers were waiting for him in the carry bag Shen had been toting around.  How’s it been going?

So far so good, your Grace, she answered, brushing her straight silver hair out of her pretty face.  I won’t bore you with all the tedious details.

Good.  I’m not here to listen to you whine, he replied with a grin, which made her laugh.  How’s the shop doing?


Just fine, she replied with a smile.  I’m making even more money now.  Seems decorative overlays on interfaces has become something of a fad, and it’s something we can make cheaply and easily.


Long as they don’t break them, Jason sent easily as Shen and Suri pulled his backplate and breastplate apart, and he put on his tee shirt.  And how have you been, Ilmari?  I see they haven’t pried you out of your corvette yet.

The tall, willowy, middle-aged woman laughed, her voice light and musical.  Ilmari was one hell of a good singer.  As if you didn’t know, I’ll be moving up next takir, she answered.  I’m taking over the destroyer Aurora.


Actually, I didn’t know, he replied.  I have so much junk in my inbox that I probably just haven’t gotten to it yet.  Congratulations.


Thank you, your Grace, she smiled.  I almost turned down the offer of command.  I’ve been a fighter jockey too long.


I’m sure you’ll do great, he assured her.


Jason was decked out in casual attire by the time the corvette landed on the VIP pad behind the stadium, where Jyslin and Brayrak Kruu were waiting.  Again, the Moridon Overseer surprised Jason quite a bit with his attire, since he was wearing a pair of multi-pocketed shorts and a Terran style tank top with the Paladins logo on it, which Jason saw was probably one of the few pullover style shirts a Moridon could get on with those horns.  Jyslin was wearing a Paladins tee shirt that showed her growing baby bump and sexy shorts, as well as a baseball cap with the Paladins logo on it.  Jyslin would be moving to maternity wear very soon.  She gave him an excited hug when he got off the corvette, then hung off him a little bit as he shook hands with Brayrak.  “I see you still know how to dress casually, Overseer.”


“I am not here in any official capacity, so I will dress entirely for comfort,” he replied with a slight smile.  “And did your errand go well?”


“I got my ass kicked, but I still had fun,” he replied.


The box upstairs was very crowded with kids, girls from the strip, and the overly tall Moridon who remembered all of the kids from the birthday party and engaged them in conversation as he sat on a modified seat sized for him.  It was even more crowded because Aya had sent 12 guards to stand watch in the box and in the passageway that reached it, and Marine Honor Guard units were posted all around the stadium for additional security.  It would get even more crowded when Dahnai arrived with her family, which his gestalt told him had just transited to Draconis and were making the cruise from the Karvectos gate to the Karis gate.  Jason had already warned Dahnai that they weren’t going to greet them at the pad, that the guards would escort her straight to the box, mainly because Dahnai would arrive only about 15 minutes before the start of the match.  The holocast below on the pitch showed that the teams were doing their warmups, and the stadium speakers were blaring Faey goth.  The video was from the stadium on Menos, but the audio was all local, including the PA and play by play announcers.  That way they didn’t have to listen to the Menos announcers get excited with the Predators players did something good.

“Ah, this should be fine,” Kim said eagerly as the teams trotted off the field for their final conferences before they were formally introduced.  “And this holographic system is amazing, Jason.  They look entirely real, even on viddy,” he added, pointing at the flat hologram showing a camera view of the pitch, which let those in the luxury box see more than just tiny figures running around on the distant pitch.


“Myleena cooked it up in about four days.  That woman is just too smart for her own good,” Jason chuckled as Rann bounced up and down on his lap in anticipation.  “How are the Warriors doing in New York?”


“Still not a very good team, but they still sell out the stadium,” he replied.  “They’re even more popular now than when they moved to Terra.  If I recall, they’ll play your Paladins on Terra next month.”


“Yeah, and I’m going to be there for that one,” Jason replied.  “I can’t pass up a chance to go back to Terra.”


Aya gave him a short look from the side of the box.


“I don’t often have the time to attend the matches, but they’ve certainly taken their place with the other major sports teams in the city.  New York now has the second highest Faey population on Terra behind Los Angeles, and I suspect the Warriors are part of it,” he chuckled.  “They moved a small army of club workers here when they moved from Arctus.  It was their entire operation.”


“Blame Maeri for that, or maybe thank her,” Jason laughed.  “It was the Trillanes being dicks that made Herri move the team.”


Herri Melanne was a truly unique case.  She owned the Warriors, and she was the only IBL owner that wasn’t a noble.  Herri Melanne was the richest commoner in the Imperium, owner of a multi-empire corporation that bought and sold foodstocks and textiles, with offices in the every empire in the sector, including tiny satellite offices on Zyagya and Moridon.  Her corporation specialized in importing unattainable foods and textiles into neighboring empires where there was a demand.  She was entirely self-made as well, growing up in the slums of Trekatos City and climbing higher up the ladder than any commoner had ever managed to go with a combination of intelligence, foresight, guts, and taking advantage of opportunity when it presented itself.  She was also well known to keep her corporation strictly and utterly neutral in all things when it came to politics.  Melanne Imports was in the business of importing foods and textile goods into empires where they weren’t usually available, not playing politics.  This made her an enigma in Faey society, a woman who had immense wealth, but didn’t use her wealth in the pursuit of power.  Herri was content in her business ventures, and as far as Jason was concerned, was damn smart to stay well clear of any form of politics.


Herri had caused something of a firestorm in the Arctus system when she pulled a move akin to the old  Baltimore Colts…she moved her team without warning, literally in the dead of night.  Arctus had four IBL teams in the system of three inhabited planets and five inhabited moons around two gas giants, more than any other system by far, and that had been a point of personal pride for the Trillanes, Emalles, and Ivannes, the three noble houses that called the Arctus system their homes.  Even if the Trillanes only owned the Arctus Dreadnaughts, the fact that the Joliki Berserkers who were owned by the Highborn house of Emalle, the Plora Centurions who were owned by the Highborn house of Ivanne, and the then Hakra Warriors also played within their capitol system had been more than a little source of boasting for Maeri in the Siann.  Arctus wasn’t wholly owned by the Trillanes, but they’d been the largest and most powerful of the houses that called the Arctus system home.  The Emalles and Ivannes were actually splinter houses of the Trillanes that had achieved Highborn status themselves, and the other two habitable planets in the system had been apportioned out to those new houses when the Trillane house split into three houses.


Which was a lesson in how cunning the Trillanes were.  That had happened 450 years ago, and at the time, the entire Siann thought that the Grand Duchess Trillane was absolutely nuts, but time proved how smart that moved turned out to be.  the Grand Duchess wasn’t thinking in terms of herself or the immediate future, she made those moves with her eyes two or three generations of Grand Duchesses down the line, and that foresight paid off..  Both of her identical twin daughters were so intelligent and suited for the throne that instead of awarding the house to just one, she created two new houses for them to rule and made her next eldest daughter her heir, who was herself easily as intelligent as her sisters.  She divided the house’s holdings between herself and her daughters, with the Trillanes naturally keeping the lion’s share, but deft political maneuvering by all three houses working together had turned the two splinter houses into Highborns within 100 years, made the Emalles and Ivannes powerful houses within the Siann, and gave the Trillanes a solid roster of allies on the Highborn Council   Since all three houses were descended from the same family, they were a solid power block within the Siann with which the others had to contend.

But even family loyalty had limits.  When the Trillanes tried to take the throne, the Emalles and Ivannes supported them right up until Maeri’s duplicity was made public, then they dropped her like a cold fish.

Herri had her Warriors based on the moon of Hakra, but after the Trillanes pulled their little stunt, Herri decided that she wanted to move her team somewhere a little more stable and a little less apt to get involved in a war with the Empress.  So she picked up her entire organization, loaded it onto transports in the six-day long night of Hakra as it passed behind the gas giant it orbited, then moved everything to New York City, seeing the potential of bringing an IBL team to Terra given how sports-crazy Terrans were.  She moved the team before she even had a deal with the city, since no city would be insane enough to say no to an IBL team.  The governor of Hakra was righteously pissed off by the move, but there was little she could do.  Herri owned the stadium the Warriors played in outright and had no binding contract or lease with the moon, so she had the right to move her team whenever she pleased.  After moving out her team, she moved in one of her two D-league teams to use the stadium and at least put some good bachi back in Hakra City.  It wasn’t IBL, but D-league was pretty competitive.  After the Faey of Hakra got over their hissy fit about the Warriors leaving, they did start attending the D-league games…because it was D-league bachi, the second best bachi in the Imperium.

“Often a bad decision has repercussions beyond the immediate,” Brayrak intoned.


“That’s the truth,” Jason agreed, setting Rann down when the stewards arrived with trays of food, both Faey and Terran stadium fare.  Fire-roasted ruga roots, grilled goya flanks, oye flavored shaved ice, kauka links—which were a type of Faey sausage made in bite-sized links that tasted almost identical to bratwurst and was grilled in much the same way—and baked Menos sugar chutes shared space with hot dogs, hamburgers, pizza, french fries, and nachos on the heavy trays the two stewards delivered.  The two poor stewards almost got mobbed by kids and hungry pregnant women, and those trays were almost half-empty by the time the stewards managed to make their escape.  Jason put in an order for two more trays to be brought up via gestalt, as well as making sure the trays for his guests had been delivered to the other boxes.

The three Threxst sisters arrived right after the refill trays of food, Kiaari with her arm around her youngest sister as Miaari marched in with a little more decorum.  Jason kissed all three of them on the muzzle as the reached their seats.  “It’s about time, you three.  What were you up to?”


“We were a little delayed over at Jaxtra,” Miaari replied.


“Because?” he prompted.


“It’s not your concern, cousin,” she replied primly.


“Non-stuck up Handmaiden translation?” Jason asked Kiaari, which made her laugh.


“We were fawning over her cubs, cousin,” she grinned in reply.  “She has to show them off every time I come to Karis to rub my face in it.”


“Yeah, that’s Miaari alright,” he nodded, which earned him an elbow to the ribs.


“They are adorable,” Kemaari said.  “And now I understand why I was accepted into her office.”


“Babysitting?’ Jason asked, and when Kemaari nodded, he laughed.  “You are such a bitch,” he accused, looking lightly in Miaari’s eyes.


“At least I let her settle into the office before I conscripted her for babysitting duty,” she replied shamelessly.  “I trust my cubs with my sister.  She will either look after them to my specifications, or I’ll bite her.  Then I’ll fire her and send her back to Kimdori Prime in disgrace.”


“Totally a bitch,” Symone agreed as she walked behind their chairs.

“And what about your parents?  They’re living in Jaxtra now.”


“They are too busy overseeing the clan to concern themselves with my cubs,” she replied.


“Bull, I know for a fact that your parents adore your cubs,” he challenged.


“She has to all but guard her cubs against our parents, Jayce,” Kiaari laughed.  “When they have them, they don’t want to give them back.  I’m strongly suspecting that you won’t be the baby in the family for much longer, sister,” she grinned at Kemaari.


“Denmother make it so,” she replied fervently.


“Aren’t they about at that phase where they start getting into anything and everything?” he asked curiously.


“Yes, which is why I installed a force field to keep them from getting out of the nursery,” she answered, which made Jason burst out laughing. 

Dahnai arrived about ten minutes before the match started, her and her family rushing in with their guards, and she brought Saelle and Evin along with her.  Jason gave Dahnai a long, fond hug and kiss before hugs and kisses got passed around half the box.  “About time you got here, silly woman, the match is about to start,” Jyslin laughed as she hugged Dahnai.


“Blame him for that,” she answered, pointing at Kellin, then she put on her Karis interface after Aya handed it to her.  Dahnai was wearing a casual thigh-length robe that almost looked like a jacket and thick wool-like leggings, her baby bump almost as prominent as Jyslin’s, and Kellin was wearing a thick outer robe of dark blue that reached his knees and stout leggings of the same color.  Sirri was wearing a very Terran-like red hoodie with a logo of some sort on it and black pants, and Maer was wearing a hooded ankle-length tan robe with a bit of fur trimmed around the collar and hood’s edge.  Karvectos was a bit nippy this time of year, so they were all dressed for it.  “Where are our summer clothes, Kati?”


They’re on their way up, your Majesty, one of her white-armored guards answered.


“Good, cause it’s a bit warm in this now,” she said, plucking at her jacket-like shirt.  “When does the match start?”


“In just a few minutes,” Jyslin answered.


[About time I got you back home, woman,] Jason told Saelle as he gave her a fond hug.  [Are things going alright in the palace?]


[Yup, things are fine,] she replied with a smile.  [Things have calmed down since I came back.]


[The new security working out?]


[Oh yeah, I feel completely safe, and Raisha should be well protected.]


[That’s all I needed to hear.]

“Where’s Symone?” Kellin asked as he picked up Rann.


“She and Tim are around here somewhere,” Jason replied.  “Knowing them, they’re making out in some corner somewhere.”


Dahnai laughed.  “I don’t doubt it.  There’s my baby girl!” she said with sincere love vibrating in her voice as she picked up Shya.  “How are you, my little pippy?”


“I’m doing great, Mommy!” she replied.  “I love it here!  Thank you again for letting me move here!”


“It was a hard decision for me, baby girl, but I’m happy that you’re happy,” she replied, rubbing her nose against Shya’s with a loving smile.  “Are you ready to come to my new palace after the match?”

“Yup, Mommy, we’re all packed,” she replied.


“Good.  Now, as soon as we get changed, and Jayce gets some food up here more befitting an Empress, we can enjoy the match.  I’m starving.”


“There’s a tray right there, woman,” he pointed, which made her give him a short look.  That made Shya giggle.  “How are you doing, Maer?” he asked as the Faey boy reached his seat.

“I’m doing fine, Uncle Jason, thank you,” he replied with a smile.  “I’m looking forward to being here for a while.  I really like it here.”


“No cameras following you around, no crowds, no politics.  Yeah, I can see why,” he chuckled, which made Maer smile and nod.


“I do like that,” Sirri agreed as she climbed into Jason’s lap after he sat back down.  “I get to wear anything I want and play outside and do all kinds of things I can’t do back in the palace.”


“And that’s why I’m always happy to have you here, pips, so you get a chance to just be a kid instead of an Imperial Princess,” he told her, putting his arm around her and kissing her under her ear, which made her laugh and squirm away from him.


“I love it here, and not just because of Ranny,” Shya agreed.  “I never knew how much I hated being an Imperial Princess until I came here and didn’t have to be one anymore.”


“Don’t rub it in,” Dahnai smiled at her.  “Besides, I hear that you have plenty of your own lessons here.”

“Yeah, but it’s about being a Grand Duchess and a Karinne, not about being an Empress.”


“And what have you learned about being a Karinne, baby?” Dahnai asked curiously.


“That it’s almost as serious as being the Empress,” she replied honestly.  “That the Karinnes have a lot of secrets that we have to keep away from everyone else because they’re not ready for them yet, and that it’s our job to teach everyone in the galaxy everything we can let them know.  Daddy Jason says that our biggest job is to protect Cybi, because she’s the only one of her kind in the whole universe.  Those, um, Consor-tum people want to take her from Karis and take her apart, and we can’t let them do it.”


“Where is she, anyway?” Dahnai asked, then she laughed when that pseudo-nude hologram wavered into view just by the table.  “There you are.  How are you doing, Cybi?”


“I am just fine, your Imperial Majesty.”


“Don’t call me that when we’re in private.  My name is Dahnai.”


“Dahnai,” Cybi smiled with a nod.  “How was the bachi match on Karvectos?”

“Pretty exciting,” she replied.  “The Blades won 16-15 on a goal in the last minute.”

“That’s fairly high scoring for the Blades.  Defense has always been their primary strength.” 

Dahnai’s family changed right there in the box once their clothes arrived—not that showing skin mattered to a Faey—and they settled in just in time for the start of the match, when the referee threw the ball into the air for the two center midfielders to try to control.  Jason had watched bachi on viddy before, but seeing it in the luxury box was much different.  A bachi pitch was larger than a football field by about ten yards in width and 20 yards in length, so it was a lot more ground for the players to cover.  That ground was mainly covered by the ball, however, as the players passed it back and forth.  Jason started to understand why bachi players were in such incredible shape as he watched the first division, much like soccer in that the players had to run at high speed up and down the pitch.  The game was similar to soccer in that the game didn’t stop unless there was an injury, but unlike soccer, the clock did stop if there was an injury.  The coaches could also call one time out per game, and substitutions took place with the clock running and the match progressing much like hockey.  A player had to run back to the player area before the replacement could enter the field, which made substituting a potentially dangerous and strategic maneuver.  No substitutions were allowed during time-outs except in one case, and that was at the beginning of the third division, which meant that a player taking the place of an injured player wasn’t allowed to come onto the field until the clock restarted and play resumed.  It was a testament to the skill of those women that they passed the ball dozens of shakra with pinpoint accuracy, and Jason started to understand why that center midfielder position was so important.  Emala Kivalle could see everything in front of her due to the size of that half of the pitch as she advanced up the pitch with the ball, and it was her vision that let her see how the opposing players were set up and allowed her to call the play.  That was the job of the midfielders outside of acting as the back line offense and falling back on defense, to recognize opposing defenses and set the offense to try to take advantage of it.  The holo-cast was just perfect, the holograms on the field looking so much like the real thing that Jason started wondering why the pitch wasn’t being chewed up by their cleats a few times.

Bachi matches were 80 minutes long, separated into four 20 minute divisions, what Jason would call a quarter, but they didn’t have a halftime.  The end of a division was basically a short time out to give the players a breather, and play resumed five minutes later.  There was no halftime, but after the second division, the teams switched sides just like in football or soccer, so any advantage one side of the field gave was given to both sides.  Since there was only one time out barring injury and the division breaks were only five minutes long, a bachi match rarely lasted longer than two and a half hours.  Most injury time outs only lasted a moment or two, time for the medical team to run out, pick up the injured player on a hover-stretcher, then jog off with her.

It was a very exciting game.  The free agents the Paladins had picked up in the offseason made a big impact on the pitch, turning the Paladins into a much more dangerous team than the Predators were expecting.  Unfortunately for the stadium, the game didn’t end with a victory, however.  The Paladins lost 9-8, but Jason saw that they fought to the very end, and almost tied the match in the last minute.


Jyslin seemed to mirror his opinion.  “It may have been a loss, but it’s a major improvement over last year,” she declared as the stadium began to empty, the fans a little crestfallen, but nobody could deny that it wasn’t a great match.  “I bet by the middle of the season, the Paladins are gonna be scaring the piss out of everyone in the division.”


“They did look good,” Dahnai agreed as she stood up.  “And the first few games of the season are always a bit shaky for teams that overhauled their rosters the way yours did.”


“Yeah, it’s hard to gauge where they are until they actually play a match against someone other than the practice squad and each other,” Jyslin agreed.  “But what I saw down there makes me very hopeful for the season.  We might get back to a winning record this year instead of next year,” she said with a bright smile.

“Now then, let’s go see my new palace!” she said eagerly.  “My staff should already enough of our stuff moved in for it to be habitable.”


Jason, Jyslin, Tim, Symone, and Rann and Shya boarded Dahnai’s luxury transport rather than go home, a huge dropship that was more than big enough for 60 passengers, but was set up inside to cater to the Empress, her family, and a few guests, as well has be armed to the teeth in case it was attacked.  It was nearly the size of the sub-orbital frigates the INS employed for ground support and flew like a lazy whale, slow and ungainly.  They took off with an entire squadron of Wolf and Raptor fighters escorting, as well as two Marine corvettes flying high overhead to serve as aerial recon to search for airborne threats.  Jyslin and Symone held court with Kellin by the wet bar, which was staffed by a handsome young bartender, while Sirri showed off her budding telekinetic ability to Rann and Shya, picking up a small ball and lifting it to her eye level with a look of intense concentration on her face.  Jason and Dahnai stood by one of the windows, looking down over the Karsa Sea as they flew out to Dahnai’s private island.  It was almost due north of Karsa, about 500 kathra up the coast and about 45 kathra off the northeastern tip of the continent, a fairly large island of 4.25 square kathra—a little over four square kilometers or about two square miles—which would be a trip of only about 20 minutes in a high near-orbital arc.  The artificial gravity and inertial dampers in the transport were pretty hardcore, making it almost impossible to tell that the ship’s bow was angled up about 40 degrees.  The view outside the window made that clear, but it felt to Jason like the inside of the transport was perfectly level.  A system that strong was almost ridiculously expensive, but this was the Empress’ personal transport, so cost was no issue when it came to her comfort.

When do I go to the annex for the implantation? Dahnai asked.


Songa’s just waiting for you to tell her when you’re ready.  You sure you’re ready to go through with this?  I heard how the Siann threw a fit when they found out.


I have them all firmly in hand, she replied with a smile.  Trelle’s garland, a few of the Grand Duchesses are even interested in the idea now, since I had the docs from the Medical Service explain everything to them in exhaustive scientific detail.


That might have more to do with Yila.  They know she has one.


True.  And I still can’t believe you gave her one before me.

She was the test subject, hon, and the test was successful.  So you should be thanking her instead of being a jealous nit.


I am not, she protested, a little too vehemently, putting her hands on her hips and giving him a tart look.


Riiiight.

She smacked him on the shoulder, and given how strong Dahnai was, he certainly felt it.

It had been the first time Jason had actually been to the island, so he was more than a little interested as the transport landed on the pad behind the house, of which they got a great view when the pilot did a very slow flyover of the property.  All the amenities Dahnai wanted were there, from the private gardens to the pool to the play areas for the kids.  They’d built a beautiful white sand beach on the shore facing the main house, and there was a natural beach on the northwest side of the island, which was the windward side of the island most of the time and thus had some pretty high waves, almost perfect for surfing.  The external buildings were all up and working, as were the island’s defenses, which were all concealed.  But the plascrete bunkers ringing the housing compound told anyone familiar with combat engineering that those were retractable gun emplacements.  The island was fitted with an armada of MPAC and rail weaponry, but it also had a powerful hard shield that would cover the entire island as an extremely potent defense.  To prevent spying, all the weapons and systems on the island were stock Imperium technology, though the shield system was Imperium tech boosted a bit by Myleena’s tinkering to make it more powerful and more resilient.  The only thing on the island that wasn’t stock Imperium tech was a biogenic node, which wasn’t actually on the island so much as it hovered over the main house about 1,000 shakra overhead, linking the island to both the biogenic network and to Civnet.

Dahnai was almost as giddy as a little kid as they entered the house through the patio entrance, which opened to a secondary foyer nearly as grand as the main foyer in the front of the house.  The house was huge, the size of a large hotel, and it was built to house just one family.  It had 12 large and roomy apartments for Dahnai’s present and future children and 14 additional luxury bedrooms for guests, and she had also included two luxury apartments for Jason and Jyslin and Tim and Symone, making it clear that they were welcome in her summer palace.  Dahnai had had all the furniture she wanted for the summer palace sent in advance, and Red Horn had just placed it all after they finished construction.  Dozens of servants scurried around, part of the staff of 30 that Dahnai had chosen to occupy the island full time…which was the ultimate cushy job.  They only had to do real work when Dahnai was there, and the rest of the time, they basically got to sit around and enjoy all the amenities of the island as long as they kept things clean.  A contingent of 80 Imperial Guard had also been dispatched to the island to serve as its permanent protection, who would be taking their job far more seriously than the staff, along with ten members of the KMS Marine Honor Guard that served as liaisons between the Imperial Guard and the KMS…and served as Jason’s presence on the island to ensure it wasn’t being used as an espionage outpost.  Captain Viya and her guards had arrived on the island some ten days ago to ensure all the security had been properly installed and was in working order, and they were here waiting for the staff when they arrived on transports to move Dahnai’s things into the palace.  Viya and Aya also happened to be old friends, and it gave both of them a pool of additional Imperial Guard to call upon in a pinch.

“Just the way I wanted it to look,” Dahnai crooned, actually kneeling down and sliding her hand over the soft white tiling in the rear entrance foyer.  “Viya, show us around,” she ordered.


Viya gave them a full tour of the house, going to every room, then walked them around the compound of 16 external buildings, some of them staff buildings, some of them for Dahnai and her guests.  When they inspected the last building in the compound, the large and spacious barracks for the Imperial Guard, Dahnai nodded to herself in satisfaction.  “Everything is exactly the way they promised,” she declared.  “But they’re Makati, I shouldn’t have expected anything less,” she added with a chuckle.


This barracks might be perhaps a bit too large and lavish for us, but I’m sure we’ll make due, Viya noted, which made Dahnai laugh.


“Hey, you get dispatched offworld, you get compensation for it,” she replied lightly.  “So you and your girls get big apartments and all kinds of perks for having to spend most of your time sitting on this island protecting it.  They do have travel rights to the mainland, right?” she asked Jason.


“Only in small groups,” he answered. “Captain Viya already has all that information, she can explain it to you later if you want.

Viya nodded.  We will not be prisoners here, your Majesty.

“Are all the security measures installed and working?”


Viya nodded.  I’ve also inspected the emergency bunker.  It’s more secure than we originally asked it to be.  The Makati buried it nearly into the mantle, and it has multiple security systems.

“When it comes to protecting my in-laws and my amu dorai, I don’t fuck around, Captain,” Jason declared, which made her smile at him.

After the tour, Dahnai’s family settled into their individual apartments as Jason, Jyslin, Tim, and Symone checked out the east beach, which was built by the Makati engineers…but it was indistinguishable from a natural beach.  They’d dredged up some pristine white sand and spread it out on the shore, creating a nearly 100 shakra wide beach that transitioned sharply from lawn to beach thanks to a short set of hand-built stone steps that came down onto the beach.  They’d even built natural-looking sand dunes at the edge of the beach to protect the lawn from storm-driven waves; hurricane-like storms were not unknown in this part of Karis.  But, if they had a hurricane blow over the island, they could always turn on the hard shield.  It would protect the island from the wind and from the high waves and storm surge, since the shield would extend all the way to the sea floor about 65 shakra from the water’s edge on this side of the island.  The shield would trap the water already inside within the shield when it was activated.  And since it wasn’t a Teryon shield, they’d be able to fire their heavy MPAC ground batteries through it in case the palace was attacked.

This is how we should be living, Symone sent as she kicked her foot through the sand just above the border between wet and dry sand.


Feel free to move off the strip whenever you please, baby, Jason replied easily as he put his arm around Jyslin’s shoulders.


What, you feeling constrained on the strip, love? Tim asked.


No, it’s just not a luxurious palace filled with servants that cater to my every whim, she replied cheekily, grinning at Jason.


As soon as you make your millions, you can build your own, he told her evenly.  But given I know how much a Major makes, it’s gonna take you a while.


You just suck all the fun out of being important, you know that? Symone accused playfully.


A fact Dahnai reminds me of daily, he replied dryly.

Well, Tim-Tim, you’re gonna have to use your secret spy things to get us a palace, she told him.


Tim laughed.  I’m an analyst, you silly goose.  The secret spy stuff is what the people do that bring me the information I go through.  You’ll have to talk to Miaari about that, but given how much of a tightwad she is when it comes to pay and pay raises, good luck getting a credit out of her.

Jason had to laugh at how right he was.  Miaari had a huge budget given how critical security was on Karis, but she watched the expenditure of that budget like a hawk, making sure every credit was spent exactly the way it was meant to be spent.  Tim was exaggerating a bit about the pay, though.  Miaari actually paid her staff very well, since a well-paid staff was much harder to bribe.

Pft, I’ll just hang out here when I want to be pampered, Symone declared, her thought both playful and a touch naughty.  I’m sure Dahnai will let me come over and drown in all the sensual delights she has hidden here.


Stop thinking like Kumi, girl, Jason chided, which made the other three laugh.


[Jason, you asked me to remind you when you had ten minutes before the meeting,] Cybi called.


[I lost track of time, thanks, Cybi,] he answered.  Dahnai, we have a council meeting in ten minutes.  Are you ready? he called, sending privately.

Yeah, we can use my office, she answered.  The Makati installed all the security and crypto, and Viya even told me they didn’t put any bugs in the system.


Why should they? he protested.  I don’t need to spy on you.  I already know what you’re gonna do.

Oh really, she answered dryly.


Yup, you’ve gotten predictable in your old age, hon.

Jyslin and Symone both burst out laughing.  Symone was a listener, but Jyslin could hear him because they were touching, so there was more or less no way he could block her out, even though he was sending privately.  They were too intertwined into each other’s thoughts.  She’s gonna get you back for that one, baby, Symone grinned.


Old?  Old? Dahnai protested.  Why don’t you come up here and say that to my face, buster?


That’s why I said it when I’m down here and you’re up there, he replied cheekily.  And you wouldn’t dare punch me in front of the rest of the council.


I’m here for six days, you little punk, she sent darkly.  See, this is why I shoulda never let you go.  You’ve gotten way too sassy since you broke away from the Imperium.


It’s certainly been liberating, he replied grandly.


Ten minutes later, Jason had to laugh as he fended off several attempts by Dahnai to punch him when he came to her private office, which was decked out in all the latest security equipment to make her communication secure, including having a private crypto uplink back to Draconis via tightbeam.  It ended with her wrapped in his arms, and naturally, that was when the council appeared on an array of holograms in front of her desk.  Zaa wasn’t in attendance, she had an aide sitting in for her, Kim wasn’t attending because he was off for today, probably out shopping in Karsa, and Brayrak also wasn’t attending, he had his primary advisor sitting in from Moridon, which told Jason that he was probably over at the Annex getting his jack implanted.   Hraga, the Leader of the Zyagya, was attending in person today, which was notable.  Sk’Vrae gave a hissing sound akin to clearing her throat, which made Jason laugh and let her go.  “And what are you two fighting about this time?” Magran asked lightly.

“Just a point of contention about her Majesty’s age,” Jason replied with a plucky smirk in Dahnai’s direction.


“So you are on Karis, Dahnai?” Grayhawk asked.


She nodded as she sat behind her desk.  “I’ve taken possession of my summer palace and will be here for six days to settle in and take a short vacation,” she answered.  “But I’ll be available if you need to contact me.” 


Jason sat in a chair she’d pulled around to her side of the desk and basically drifted through most of the session, which was mainly about logistics.  Admiral Dellin gave a nearly hour long briefing as he updated the rulers on all the action going on in Kosigi, including organizing shipyard space for the Ogravians and the Jun.  Even the Jun could see the incredible advantages Kosigi offered as a shipbuilding facility, and had secure a modest amount of space where they could build their largest ships.  They’d still build most of their ships in their home territory, but to build their battleships and capitol ships, they’d requested space in Kosigi.  That was actually something of a pattern.  Most of the empires using Kosigi were only building their larger ships there and using their own docks for their destroyers and cruisers, because the bigger ships were harder to build and Kosigi made it much easier with its atmosphere, facilities, and quick and easy access to supplies and materials.


And the idea of it had spread.  Miaari had mentioned in her last report that Shakizarr had proposed to his engineers a project to do the same thing, to either hollow out a moon in one of his star systems or build a vast shell around an existing shipyard and pressurize it.  It would take them a couple of centuries whichever way they tried it, but Shakizarr seemed quite serious about it.


There was something that got his attention, when one of the Confederate bureau ministers gave a report about the Imxi.  In the two months since they’d conquered the Imxi, things had gone much smoother over there than Jason had expected.  There had been the anger and hostility to be sure, but a surprising number of Imxi had accepted the new order of things, where their empire was chopped up and owned by a bunch of different empires.  There were now Imxi in every original member of the Confederation except the Kimdori and Karinnes, and in several of the empires, the Imxi were assimilating quickly.  It varied from empire to empire based on that empire’s basic philosophies, however.  The fastest assimilators were in the Shio Federation, because it was a democracy.  Those Imxi were Federal citizens and thus had the right to vote, and the idea of it had at first shocked many of those Imxi with the idea that they had the power to have a voice in their government.  Never before had any common Imxi had the power to guide his government through the power of his vote, and many of them were quite inspired by the idea of it.  As a result, the Imxi in the Federation’s piece of the pie were enthusiastic and willing to be part of the Federation.  To Jason’s surprise, the other ruler having an easy time of it was Sk’Vrae.  The Urumi had many similar traits to the Imxi in personality, and that meant that they understood Sk’Vrae’s governing style. The Imxi king was a dictator, and while he could be severe, he wasn’t a tyrant.   And that more or less perfectly described Sk’Vrae.  She was stern, she was strict, she was a little harsh, but she was fair.  The other empires had had a little trouble, but nothing major, except for the Faey.  Like most races, the Imxi had a deep distrust of their new Faey overlords due to their telepathy, but that telepathy prevented any shenanigans.  The Imxi in Dahnai’s control weren’t resisting, but they certainly weren’t very enthusiastic about being the new eighth race of the Imperium.  Like most races, they’d have to adjust to the idea of the Faey and their telepathic gifts.  But over time, they’d be like the Makati, they’d simply accept it as the way things were and it wouldn’t bother them that much.

It was interesting to see how some of them handled it.  Of the original empires, only the Alliance and the Imperium had more than one species within it, so they already had a lot of experience dealing with different racial personalities and psychologies.  The Shio, the Colonists, the Skaa, and the Urumi all now had to deal with another species within their empires, and that meant that they had to adjust to the idea that how they did things for their own people might not work with the Imxi.  But, to their credit, all of them seemed to be handling it quite well.  Magran had had long talks with Ba’mra’ei over how the Alliance deals with their five races and their many differences, and Jason was honestly surprised that Assaba and Vizzie seemed to be handling the Imxi as well as they were, given the Skaa’s racial disregard of the individual.  The Skaa way of doing things was probably the most alien to most other races, because of their vast population.  In the Skaa system, the needs of the individual were outweighed by the needs of the group, where the suffering of a small group mattered little in the overall grand design.  It seemed callous and cruel, but when one took a step back and saw the vast, endless sea of individuals in the two Skaa empires, how that outlook could have come to be made a lot of sense.  The common Skaa were stoic about this outlook because they believed in it as well, for the commoner’s outlook was I may suffer today, but it’s another Skaa’s turn to suffer tomorrow, so I will simply endure until tomorrow.  It also incited intense motivation, since a Skaa might have to compete with some 5,000 other Skaa for a job, so the hiring company or the government could be very, very picky.  Only the most determined, most motivated, and most gifted Skaa rose out of that sea of population to distinguish themselves.  The Imxi in the Skaa’s control were going to have to adapt to that if they wanted to get anywhere, but to their credit, the Skaa were showing at least a little latitude to the Imxi now in their empires.

Jason drifted through Lorna’s report, as she declared that the last of the CCM’s ships had completed repairs and they were back to full strength, and that ship had been the Iyaneri.  It had taken a very long to repair it because its computer core had been partially damaged, and a biogenic mainframe the size and complexity of the one in a command ship was not a quick and easy repair when it was damaged.


“If I might have the council’s attention?” Undersecretary General Sophia Yelsev spoke up.  She was the “vice president” of the United Nations, the post created after Terra was given its independence, and was Kim’s second in command.  She was a hawkish looking Russian woman that would be pretty if she didn’t wear her hair so severely, but she was brilliant and very capable.


“Speak, Undersecretary,” Sk’Vrae answered.  Sk’Vrae had the gavel this takir, so she was the one in charge.


“I just received word,” she said, holding up a handpanel, “that another empire intends to petition for entry into the Confederation.”


That made the Kimdori aide’s brow rise.  Usually they knew before anyone else, but if this was news to the aide, well, it really had to be a recent decision—until another Kimdori appeared in the aide’s hologram and handed him a handpanel, whispering hurriedly in his ear in the Kimdori language.


“I have just received this as well,” the aide said.  “I will summon Denmother to take her place in council.”  His hologram winked out.


“Sometimes I think Zaa doesn’t take these meetings too seriously,” Kreel said lightly from his office, throwing what looked like a baseball up into the air and catching it over and over.


“Look who’s talking, Kreel,” Dahnai replied sweetly, which made him laugh and wink at her.


“Who seeks entry?” Sk’Vrae asked Sophia.


“I…hold on, this is written in English.  I don’t read English very well,” she said, then she tapped on the panel, probably to translate.  “It’s the Rathii.”


Jason’s eyes widened a little bit.  The Rathii were a humanoid species in the Kypan sector, which was almost completely dominated by the Kypan Void, and yet another race that tended to prove Gora’s Law because they were highly similar to Terrans, Faey, and Shio.  They were one of only four spacefaring races within the Kypan sector, and they were way out on the far outside edge of the sector, nearly out at the edge of the galaxy.  Their empire was actually within the Kypan Void way out on the other side, which made them completely isolated from most other races.  It was a minimum 9 day jump between the two closest points of Rathii space and any other territory, which was another remote civilization called the Kirri, who were even further out than the Rathii.  It was a 29 day jump from the closest Confederate point, which was in the Ogravian empire, to the closest point in the Rathii empire.  It was a 54 day jump from Rathii space to Terra, so that was a major journey for their students.  They had students in the Academy, which was really the only contact they had with most anyone.  They were so far out, so remote, that they really only had extensive contact with the Kirri.  But, despite their remote location, they seemed friendly and highly intelligent, given how highly their students scored in the Academy.

The Kirri…he had some kind of proposal from them in his inbox.  He’d have to take a look at that when he got home.


“That’s a surprise,” Dahnai noted, leaning back in her chair beside him.  “I think the only contact any of us have with them is through the Academy.”


“We have contact with them, but it’s mainly diplomatic,” Shevatt called.  “It’s so far to jump to their empire that it makes trade difficult.  We do trade some important goods back and forth, things they desperately need for things we need, but that’s the extent of it.  The Rathii empire only numbers six systems, and is very poor in resources.”


“Which might be why they’re petitioning for entry,” Kreel noted.  “Membership does give them access to some infrastructure.”


“Or perhaps they wish to protect our galaxy from the Andromedan invaders,” Gau countered.  “If any reasonable leader reads what the Kimdori have gathered, they would waste little time petitioning for entry.  Only together can we repel the Consortium and the Syndicate from our galaxy.”


“That’s a fair point, Gau,” Sk’Vrae agreed.  “It may be that simple.  Is there any other information, Undersecretary?”


“Not at this time, your Majesty,” she answered with a shake of her head.  “We only know because their ambassador at the Academy asked the Confederate Bureau of Diplomacy how an empire would go about petitioning for entry.”

“I assume they explained the process?” Sk’Vrae asked.


“Of course, your Majesty.”

“Shevatt, you know the most about the Rathii.  What are they like?” Shakizarr asked.  “We have almost no contact with them.”


“Well, they look almost identical to the Shio, except their skin is a darker shade of green and their ears are pointed like a Faey’s and are very long,” he began.  “We have long speculated that the Rathii might be related to the Shio somehow.  Their empire is a cluster of six close systems at the far end of the Kypan Void, within the void, actually.  They’ve long struggled to make due with the limited resources within the void, and we trade heavy metals and other industrial supplies to them in exchange for food, which they seem to have in abundance. They are a very polite and friendly race, and have always been honorable in all trade dealings.”


Jason posted up an image of a Rathii for the council via hologram, showing a race that did look much like the Shio, except for the ears.  Their ears were pointed and very long, nearly reaching to the tops of their heads, and it was long Rathii custom to have studded earrings up the length of those long ears.  Their faces were very attractive to Jason, and thus to Shio and Faey, and his gestalt supplied to him that they weren’t a splinter race of Shio because their blood wasn’t green, it was actually blue, but it was still copper-based.  Their blood used a different copper molecule in the oxygen-carrying cells than the Shio did, which reminded him of some crustaceans from Terra which also had copper-based blue blood.  The blue blood darkened a naturally green-tinged skin to make them a darker green.  The really long pointed ears made them as elf-like as the Faey and the Prakarikai.

“I can see why you’d think they’re related to us,” Grayhawk chuckled.  “But a very handsome race.”


“Only to you, Grayhawk,” Kreel said with a buck-toothed smile.  “There’s a serious lack of fur and whiskers to make him even a quarter as handsome as a Grimja.”


“Let’s all put down the vanity mirrors,” Jason spoke up, which made Kreel and Grayhawk laugh.

“There’s really not much we can do until they formally apply, but I do thank you for the advance warning,” Sk’Vrae told Sophia.


Zaa’s hologram winked on, showing that she was in her home office in the Hearth.  “I have just received this news.  We don’t keep many eyes in that corner of the Kypan sector because there is little reason to,” she said calmly.  “The Rathii and the Kirri are so remote that little of consequence happens out there.”

“As I just told the Undersecretary, Denmother, there is little we can do until they formally apply.  There is little to talk about, given how remote they are.”


Jason was about to say something, but Cybi got his attention.  [Jason,] she called.


[What is it?]


[The Parri have contacted the White House.  They wish you to come to the village immediately.  Alone.  They specifically said that you had to come alone, to not even bring your guards.  This seemed quite important to them.]


[Alone?  What—nevermind.  Have them tell her I’m on my way right now,] he replied, standing up.  If the Parri shaman had gone to the trouble of asking him to come, then that meant that it was important.  “If all of you will excuse me, Cybi just alerted me to something very important.  Friends, Dahnai, I’ll have to go.”


“What is it, Jason?”


“It’s house business,” he said firmly.  “Do me a favor and keep my family entertained until I get back.”


“I hope it’s not serious,” Kreel said.


“I don’t know yet.  I guess I’d better go find out.”


Alone meant alone, and that got him into the equivalent of a shouting match with Shen and Suri.  They weren’t going to let him leave, at least until he hung both of them naked off the roof of Dahnai’s palace, climbed into his Wolf fighter he’d called from the house, which had flown over via remote, and flew directly to the Parri village. The female apprentice to the shaman padded out and rose up on her hind legs as he approached.  “I got your message.  What did you need?”.


“The shaman awaits you in her hut, Jason Karinne,” she replied, pulling on his hand as she waddled backwards awkwardly.


She led him to her hut, which was in the center of their radially-designed village.  She was sitting inside, her eyes closed, and there was no sense of her to him at all, as if she’d turned off her brain.  “I don’t—what’s wrong?” he asked the apprentice.


“Nothing.  She bade me bring you here upon your arrival.”


“Well, does she know we’re here?”


“Of course she does, Jason Karinne,” she said, even as the shaman opened her eyes.  She regarded Jason calmly, and motioned for him to sit before her.  He did so, and he was a bit surprised when she reached out and touched his gestalt, then took hold of its edges.  He hastily shut it down as she started to pull, and once it was deactivated, it unbonded from his skin and allowed her to pull it from his face.


“What’s the matter, shaman?” he asked.

She gave him a long, penetrating look, saying nothing, then she glanced to the side.  “Tea for our guest,” she said in that lilting voice of command.  “There is a task you must perform for the Parri, Jason Karinne, one of which you must not ask questions.  Will you trust that what we do is for the best for all?”


“Of course I would,” he replied immediately.  “I trust you, shaman.  I trust the Parri.”


“Even with things which you do not understand?”


“Especially with things I don’t understand,” he told her, reaching out and taking her hands.  “You have ever been a wise and true friend to me and to the Karinnes, shaman.  I would trust my life in these paws,” he said with heartfelt sincerity.

She looked to her male apprentice and nodded, and he scurried out of her hut. “What is fear, Jason Karinne?”

He gave her a surprised look as the female apprentice returned with a crude clay kettle and cups on a tray.  “Fear?  It’s…it’s being aware of danger, I suppose.”


“And that is all?”


“No,” he said, thinking about it a bit.  “Fear can be more than an awareness of danger.  Some people fear things that can’t hurt them, like some people being afraid of bugs or speaking in public.”


“But they can hurt them, Jason Karinne,” she replied calmly as the apprentice.  “Not all injury is physical.  The wounds of the mind and the wounds of the heart are the greatest of injuries, for they cannot be seen by the casual glance and they run all the way into the soul.  The wounds of the body are paltry by comparison.”  She picked up her cup, blew on the steaming tea, then took a drink.  He did the same, and for a moment he forgot the question because of just how delicious Parri-made oye tea was.  Ayama tried, but she couldn’t come close to how tasty it was when the Parri made it.  “Of all emotions, fear can be the most dangerous.   No emotion can inflict harm nor cause rash and unwise acts such as fear.  Fear does not rule within your heart, Jason Karinne, so you cannot fathom the lengths to which it drives those without the strength of your heart.”


“That’s not true, shaman. I feel fear all the time.”


“But you do not let it master you, Jason Karinne.  You have learned the fourth of the ten lessons, that fear can never be allowed to guide your heart’s direction.  Yours is the courageous heart, a courage born of the powerful love you hold for your family, your people, and this planet.  Your love conquers your fear.  But others do not have the courage of your heart, Jason Karinne.  The fear within causes them to make unwise decisions, for the fear clouds their judgment.”  The male apprentice returned, carrying a small pot.  “Within this vessel is a seed, Jason Karinne.  You must plant it.”


He was a bit at a loss…she called him here just so he could plant a seed?   That was it?  He looked at her in confusion, then banished it with a cleansing breath.  These were Parri, he reminded himself.  They didn’t see the world the same way anyone else did.  There was no doubt that to the shaman, this was serious fucking business, especially since she looked so sober, nearly grim.  It had to have some kind of mystical meaning to her, something Jason wouldn’t understand no matter how hard he tried.  And he wasn’t about to tell her no.  Even if he didn’t understand her, he trusted her. If she needed him to plant this seed, then that was exactly what he was going to do.  “I will do as you ask, shaman,” he told her as the apprentice set the pot beside him, which was filled with dirt.  “Where will we plant it?”

“That is your decision,” she told him.  “Take the pot with you.  Find the place where your heart tells you that the seed must be planted, then do so.  That is where it must be planted, Jason Karinne, no matter how strange or silly that place seems to be.  Do you understand this?”


“I…I guess so, but this is a big planet, shaman.  How will I find this place?”


“You already know where it is, Jason Karinne, in here,” he said, reaching out and putting two fingertips to his chest.  “Return to your iron bird and allow your heart to guide you.  Do not rely on your senses.  Do not think.  Feel.  Your heart will not lead you astray.  But after you finish your tea,” she added, giving him a slight smile, seeming much more like usual herself.


“I don’t understand, shaman, but I’ll do as you ask,” he replied.


“It is important, Jason Karinne.  It could be the most important thing you have ever done, or may ever do.”


“Planting a seed?”


“A seed becomes a tree, Jason Karinne,” she replied, then she took another drink of her tea.


“That’s an oye seed?” he asked in surprise.


“Yes,” she replied.  “It is the first seed borne on this world, of this world, and it has great importance.  And only you can find the place that it must grow.  Remember, Jason Karinne.  Do not think.  Feel.  Feel.  Your heart knows where this seed must be planted.”

“I’ll…I’ll do my best,” he said, setting his cup down and picking up the pot.  It was filled with rich, musty-smelling dirt, and he could just barely make out a tiny little beige seed, the size of an apple seed, nestled in the rich, dark earth.  “How many times a day do I water it?  I’ve never cared for a seed before, just my sapling.”

“You will not care for this seed, Jason Karinne.  The people of this world will,” she replied.  “This tree will belong to us all.  As long as it is shown love, it will grow.” 

“Alright.”  He finished his tea and set the cup down, picked up the pot, and stood up.  “I’ll go right now to plant the seed, shaman.  Thank you.”


“It is we who must thank you, Jason Karinne,” she replied . “Now if you will excuse me, I must return to my meditations.”  She drew up her feet a little, put her hands in her lap, closed her eyes, and then her brain just turned off, almost instantly.  Just like that.  Jason could meditate, but he could never achieve a state like that that incredibly fast.  He marveled at her a moment, then left her hut and returned to his fighter.

He put the pot up in the cockpit, climbed up the retractable ladder and got into the coffin-like pilot’s box, put his gestalt back on and endured that not entirely pleasant feeling of it entwining into this thoughts, then he brought up the fighter by communion.  He almost immediately got yelled at by Myri, by Jyslin, and by Aya for running off without warning and taking off his gestalt, which made him disappear off the biogenic network, but he told them he’d explain later and turned off his comm.


He lifted the fighter up off the ground as the Parri watched, then closed his eyes.  Don’t look, don’t listen, don’t think, the shaman said.  Don’t think, feel.  The seed had to be planted, and she felt confident that he’d know where.  If he didn’t think about where he was going, only thought about the seed, then perhaps the fighter would go that way by itself.  If his heart really could guide him to wherever it had to be planted, then all he needed to do was turn off his navigation, turn off his comm, even turn off the cameras, leave on only the basic aeronautic instruments like altimeter and speed indicator and the Collision Avoidance System to warn him if he was about to fly into a mountain 


Don’t think.  Feel.


Don’t think.  Feel.


Don’t think…feel.  Feel.


What was he supposed to feel?  The place where the was to be planted?  Some strange force that would guide him like a Ouija board?


No.  He knew what to feel…after all, love was the most powerful force in the universe, the Parri always said.  He had to move in the direction he felt his love take him.

The fighter stated to move.  He had no idea which direction it was going since he had the compass off, but it was definitely moving.  He didn’t think, he just concentrated on his love.  His love for his family.  His love for the House of Karinne and for the amazing, wonderful people that had come to Karis to restore it to life.  His love for the planet itself, this world in such need of his attention to restore it to the life-giving jewel it had been before the Merranes annihilated all life on the planet in the Third Civil War.  His love seemed to tug him in a certain direction, and that was the direction the fighter went, almost as if it wasn’t him guiding it.


He had no idea how long he’d been flying, but suddenly, he felt the impulse to stop.  Here.  Here.  Right here.  He turned all the systems back on and found that he was surrounded by nearly 20 Wolf fighters and six corvettes, and to his surprise, he was directly over the city of Karsa.  He descended into a construction site, the land cleared and a building being prepared to be raised in the location, and he wasn’t entirely sure which building it was, since he hadn’t looked at his location.  He landed the fighter right in front of an excavator, surprised Makati scrambling around as the swarm of Wolf fighters and corvettes descended over the area, and Jason rotated his cockpit box and opened the doors.  He dropped down to the ground, then opened the upper cockpit and used his talent to lift the pot out off the seat and down to his waiting hands.  Aya boiled out of a landed corvette and ran over to him, and she very nearly slapped him right in front of everyone working the site.  Are you insane?  You have to be! she raged, clenching her armored hands into fists and giving him a furious, ugly look.


“I can’t explain it, Aya,” he said in a calm, almost bemused voice as he walked around under his fighter, looking for the spot.  He stopped suddenly when he felt that impulse, then immediately knelt down.  “Right here,” he declared, patting the ground.  “Who’s in charge of this site?” he boomed, looking up.


An older Makati scurried up.  “I am.  Who are you?”


“I’m the Grand Duke Karinne,” he replied, which made the Makati gasp and give a hasty bow.  “What is this place?  What’s being built here?”


“It’s the site for the CBIM installation, your Grace,” he replied.  “Where they’re building the new one.  We’ll be starting construction on the main installation tomorrow.”


“It is?” he asked, blinking, then he looked up and around.  He saw the buildings around the area, and realized that it was.  But why would he need to plant the seed here, where they were going to install the new CBIM?  “Where exactly is this spot in the plans?”

The Makati touched his interface and brought up a one-way hologram.  “This spot?  It’s about 60 shakra outside the front door, about halfway from the front door and the surrounding fence.  It’s where we were going to put a sign.”


“Change your plans.  You’re going to put a small garden here, centered around this,” he said, holding up the pot.


“What is it, your Grace?”


“It’s going to be an oye tree,” he answered, setting the pot down.  “I want you to cordon off this spot so nobody can trample the area.  Mark the exact location of the seed and make sure you give the seed a good 10 shakra of clearance when you plant the garden, because as the tree grows, it’s going to get bigger.”

“Aye, your Grace.  I’ll bring in a small mobile hard shield and place it over the site so it doesn’t get trampled while we build the installation.  Will that harm the seed?”


“As long as you tune the shield to allow the full spectrum wavelength of sunlight and air molecules to pass through, no,” he answered.  “Someone bring me a spade or a shovel.”

In seconds, he had his pick of several digging tools.  He picked a hand spade from a Makati’s toolbox, whose hobby was gardening, and dug out a sizable hole.  He carefully scooped out the seed in a handful of dirt and set it aside, emptied the dirt in the pot into the hole, then hollowed out a niche and dropped the seed and the handful of dirt into it.  He then covered it and patted it down, then watered it with water out of a Makati’s drinking canteen.  “There.  What’s your name?”


“I’m Frodak Rull, your Grace, Master Builder and site supervisor of this project for Red Horn Construction,” he said proudly.


“Do you garden, Frodak?”


“I’ve had a hand in it from time to time,” he replied.


“Good.  Frodak, caring for this seed just got added to your list of duties for your crew,” he said.  “It doesn’t need much, just water it once a day and it should be fine,” Jason declared to both the workers and to Aya and her guards, who were clustered around him.  For that matter, all work at the site had stopped, the Makati crew gathered around to watch the strange little scene.  “Just make sure whoever waters it loves to garden, Frodak.  That’s important.  They have want to water the seed, not be told to water it.  So only volunteers can water the seed.”


“I’d be honored to oversee care of the seed, your Grace,” he declared, puffing his chest out a bit.  “I’ll make sure you have an oye tree here that’s as beautiful as the installation I’m building for you.  But, if you don’t mind me asking, your Grace, why plant it here?”


“I honestly don’t know,” he answered.  “The Parri asked me to plant it here, so I planted it here.  What they did tell me is that this seed is the first seed produced by the oye trees here on Karis.  It’s the first Karis oye tree, and the Parri had this idea that it had to be planted in this most particular spot,” he said, pointing down.  “I think they believe that since this is the first seed produced on Karis, that it means that this particular seed is very special, so it has special needs that only the Parri really understand. They also told me that it’s the members of the house that have to care for it, not only me, that’s why I need you men to care for the seed while you build the installation.  It will need your attention to grow.  I don’t understand the Parri most of the time, but I do trust them.  If they say it had to be planted here, then it gets planted here.  So, we’ll have an oye tree here growing over the installation in a few years,” he chuckled.


“I’ll go talk to the Parri and ask them exactly how to go about caring for the seed, your Grace.”


“Just be ready to not understand most of what they say to you, Frodak,” Jason chuckled as he stood back up.  “And I hope you like oye bark tea.”


“I do indeed,” he smiled.


“Alright then.  I’ll leave it to you, Master Builder.  Send my office reports on the seed’s progress.  When you see it sprout, let me know and so forth.”


“I’d be happy to, your Grace.”  He turned around.  “Alright, boys, I need volunteers willing to care for the seed, come up to my office after your shift and I’ll work out a schedule!  Pora, you took aesthetic landscaping in Academy, draw me up a nice garden plan for the area around the seed!  Hebarr, go fetch a mobile multi-setting hard shield from the warehouse!  Murdik, you and your crew stay here and protect the seed until the hard shield gets here!  And the rest of you lazy dirt-lickers, back to work!” he barked with a grin, which caused a few good-natured calls in his direction before the Makati broke up.


Aya glared at him as he walked back over to his Wolf.  Put it back in your pants, Aya, he told her as they approached the fighters.  The Parri told me to come alone, and that means alone.


She scowled at him.  We’ll talk about this in private, where the commoners won’t see you being beaten like a naughty kree.


I’ll have Songa meet us at home so she has her medical kit handy, he replied cheekily as he communed with his fighter and had it lower the ladder.  We’ll head to back Dahnai’s palace.

She’s at the Annex, Aya answered.  After the council meeting, she decided to go ahead and get the jack implanted while you were busy.


Then let’s head to the Annex.


Not in that you won’t, she ordered, pointing at a nearby corvette.  In.  Dera, fly his Grace’s fighter back home and join us at the Annex.


Yes, Captain, she nodded, then she used the engine in her armor to lift up into the cockpit.


Aya almost herded him over to the Marine corvette Toraki, and smacked him on the back of the head lightly with her armored hand, which made the corvette crew laugh as the ladder raised.  You are worse than a little boy! Aya snapped, sending openly.


I told you long ago that I’m easy to order around but hard to control, he grinned in reply.


Well, I’m going to fix that, she warned with hard eyes.


Better women than you have tried, he answered flippantly as he flopped down at a sensor station chair in the back of the corvette. Take us to the Medical Annex, captain, he ordered easily, putting his feet up on the console to further dig on Aya.

Aya did calm down enough to have him explain exactly what he was doing as they flew the five minutes from the CBIM site to the Annex, landing on the roof, then they headed down into the building.  Songa was doing the procedure, so that meant they were using her private operating theater.  He arrived in the viewing room off her theater to see Kellin, Jyslin, Symone, and Tim there, all watching as Songa stood by Dahnai’s head with three other doctors all of them watching a hologram as she slowly and carefully pushed a tool behind Dahnai’s ear. Dahnai was sedated, asleep, and looked both beautiful and peaceful.  Dahnai’s white-armored guards were inside the theater and along the walls, watching with very sober looks.  It’s about time, I was wondering, Jason dear, Songa sent as she glanced at him through the window.

I had something come up.  How is she?


She’s fine, and we’re almost done, she answered.  The datalines are already laid and attached, and we’re implanting the jack itself right now.  The jack will anchor into the bone, Doctor Alara, she sent openly to the woman beside her, a name Jason knew.  Alara was one of Dahnai’s personal physicians.  The jack has only a small moleculartronic chip inside that will run off her Majesty’s bio-electricity, which serves to instruct any computer to which her Majesty connects in how best to organize its data to match it to her unique brain architecture.  This achieves maximum data transfer speed, retention, and eliminates the possibility of sensory ghosting from sensory data.  We use a special interface that actually does most of the work that plugs into the jack, acts as the bridge between her Majesty and the device she’s controlling, which also hides the jackport from view, she added, which was important to the Faey.  They would see the jackport behind the ear as something not of the body, something not natural, and thus something quite ugly.  Of course, the interface isn’t required.  Her Majesty can directly jack into a computer using a dataline and a standard RM-12 jack plug, but the interface does allow remote connection using its gravband transceivers.  Since it is specifically built to work with a jack, it provides extra functionality that makes it almost invaluable.  Once you get a jack and experience what it can do, you wonder how you lived without it, she chuckled.

Quite a clever invention, the doctor sent, quite impressed by the texture of her sending.  I am of a mind to have one implanted myself.

Songa reached up and took off her interface, pulled her hair to the side and showed Alara the gleaming metal jackport behind her left ear.  I highly recommend them, she sent with a smile.  I speak from experience.


And there is no chance this device can be used to control her Majesty? one of the guards asked.


Alara shook her head.  I’ve studied the devices extensively since the Karinnes released the data, Lieutenant, and I observed the implantation personally.  It’s absolutely impossible for the jack to be used to control her mind.  It doesn’t connect to the necessary parts of the brain to do it.


If you say so, Doctor, the guard sent with a nod.


Anchoring complete, Doctor Songa, one of the other doctors declared.


Alright, let’s seal the skin and tissue around the jackport and activate the jack, she nodded as she put her interface back on.  She sat on a stool by Dahnai’s bed and turned her head to the side just a bit, then smeared a clear paste around the edges of the metal rim of the jack, which caused the blue skin around the jack to contract, pull in around the rim.  She then slid a long metal probe with a bent end into the jack, which was the manual way it was turned on, by literally hitting an “on” switch in a recessed area at the bottom of the well of the jack.  It was impossible to hit that switch without using a specific tool for it, either designed or improvised.  A bent paper clip could do the same thing, after all, there wasn’t anything special about that probe except it was made just for what Songa was using it for.  A hologram winked on over Dahnai that showed the jack booting up, and Songa plugged up a dataline to Dahnai’s jack that connected to the medical mainframe, which would test the jack’s I/O hardware.  The jack’s on.  The first thing it will do is build a map of her Majesty’s synaptic patterns, which will be the template that the interface will use to send data to her brain.  Each brain is unique, and the chip’s primary function is to tell any computer that plugs into it the best way to “talk” to Dahnai’s brain, as it were.  It will also step in and block data that doesn’t use Empress Dahnai’s personal template.  In that way, it serves as a limiter that makes sure that only data her Majesty’s mind can understand gets past it.

Most clever, Alara sent with a nod.  You were definitely the proper choice for heading the Karis division of the Medical Service, Doctor.

Thank you, Doctor, Songa answered modestly.


Imprint procedure complete, Doctor, Songa’s assistant called.  The I/O test was successful.  The jack is fully operational.


Then this procedure is complete, Songa declared.  There might be some discomfort or minor irritation in the tissue around the jackport for a few days, Doctor Alara, she sent as she unplugged the dataline from Dahnai’s jack.  Until her Majesty’s body adjusts to the jackport.  And some patients complain of headaches for up to a takir after the procedure.  During the assimilation training exercises, sensory ghosts for several moments after a training session are not uncommon.  If her Majesty complains of severe headaches or suffers sensory confusion or the inability to focus her eyes on small print, then she must return here so we can examine her.  Some small percentage of our patients have suffered those side effects, but they are correctable.


I’ll be examining her daily for the next takir, Alara replied.


Songa glanced over at her bioboard, which had all Dahnai’s vital signs on it, and she must have issued a command.  Dahnai’s eyes fluttered open, then she yawned and focused her eyes on the three doctors hovering over her.  “Well, good morning, doctors.  Are we done?”


“We are done, your Majesty,” Songa smiled.  “The jack is implanted and in perfect working order.  Can you not feel it?”


“I…I’m not sure what I’m supposed to feel.”


“What feels like a lingering fingertips brushing across the back of your mind.  That is a common sensation for patients for a few hours after the jack implantation.  That is the jack’s control chip maintaining a passive connection to your brain when it’s not in use.”


Her eyes turned distant for a moment.  “I…yes, I feel it,” she answered.


“The sensation fades, your Majesty.”


“It’s not uncomfortable, just a little weird,” she smiled as she sat up, baring those lovely breasts of hers, then she put a very tentative finger on the metal rim of the jackport behind her left ear.  “So, I’m all set?”


“Yes, your Majesty,” Songa replied.  “I’ve told Doctor Alara everything she needs to know to care for you while you go through assimilation, but I’ll also tell you.  You might feel some irritation and discomfort in the skin and tissue around the jack for a few days.  You might also suffer mild headaches for up to a takir after the implantation.  Those are minor side effects, and nothing to worry about.  Initially, as you learn how to manage the artificial sensory input, you may suffer sensory ghosts and hallucinations for a moment or two afterwards.  This is quite common and goes away as you gain more experience with the jack.  However, if you suffer severe headaches, suffer sensory ghosts that last more than a few moments, or find yourself unable to read small print, inform Doctor Alara immediately,” she warned.  “Those are signs of a very rare but serious side effect.  We can correct it easily, but we have to know about it to do so,” she prompted.


“Yes, Doctor, I will,” she said with a nod, again showing that Faey deference to doctors.  “Oh, hey babes.  Glad you made it,” she said, smiling at Jason through the window.

“Sorry I didn’t make it sooner, but I had a rather weird house problem,” he replied.


“Oh?  What?”


“The Parri being Parri,” he replied, which made her laugh.  “They called me to the village so I could plant a seed.”


“That’s it?”


“Yeah, that’s it.  It seemed awfully important to them, so I did it.  The shaman said it was the first seed produced on Karis, so they were really, really serious about it being planted in a very particular spot, which happens to be in the middle of Karsa. So in a decade or so, we’ll have an oye tree looming over the technical district,” he laughed.


“They’re Parri,” Dahnai shrugged, which made her bare breasts jiggle a tiny bit.  They’d expanded a little with her developing pregnancy.  “Okay, what now, Doctors?”


“You rest for a minimum of twenty hours before you begin jack assimilation training,” Songa answered.  “Your brain needs a little time to adjust to the new connections.  After the rest period, you’re free to begin the training.  You’ll also need to eat a hearty meal and drink plenty of water, since we’ve used bio-accelerant on you.  So, your Majesty, after you dress, you go straight to the Annex cafeteria or a nearby restaurant,” she ordered.


“Sounds great, since I was hungry when I got here,” she replied, swinging her legs over the operating table.  “Inji, tell my chefs to start dinner, we’ll be returning to the summer palace,” she ordered one of her guards.  “And make sure there’s some snacks waiting for me so I can hold out until dinner’s ready,” she added with a grin.  She stood up, and Jason again had to admire her amazingly sexy body, which was showing the twins she was carrying inside her.  But despite the bulge around her belly, her abdominals still had a little definition, they were just distended from the pressure being put on them from the inside.  Her pregnancy seemed to just make her glow, and that made her even more attractive to him.

Jason related his adventure with the seed to them as they flew back in Dahnai’s dropship, going into a little more detail.  Huh, so you had to just know where the spot was? Dahnai asked.


Sorta.  I can’t explain it.  When I flew over that spot, I just knew.


Don’t go all mystic on me, babes, Dahnai grinned.


I’m starting to think that what we call mysticism is actually something much different, he sent seriously, looking out the window.  The Parri have some documented ability that our science can’t explain, like when they blinded the clairvoyant energy being  I once told the gruug chief that what he thought was magic was actually just knowledge, and more and more I think that in this scenario, we’re the gruug looking at the “magic” of the Parri without understanding the knowledge behind what they do.

That’s a pretty interesting thought, Jyslin mused, tapping her chin.  So, when you found that spot, you were thinking like a Parri?


More like I wasn’t thinking like a Terran, he answered.  I can’t explain how I knew where to plant that seed, but I know that I planted it in the right place.  He laughed.  The shaman once told me that I should take training in their shamanic traditions, that I could see what others couldn’t.  Maybe I’ve got a Parri in my distant family tree.


I will not have a daughter with a furry tummy, Dahnai declared in a lofty tone, which paralyzed the entire dropship with laughter.
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The White House, Karsa, Karis

This was so not fair.

He was supposed to be relaxing right now, sitting on a beach with his family and the families of his amu over at Dahnai’s summer palace, but nooo, his inbox had gotten so full that he’d had no choice but to come in and knock some of it down.  But, he also had a cabinet meeting and a meeting with the general staff today as well, so he was more or less stuck coming in anyway.

So far, Dahnai’s visit had been quite fun.  She’d settled into her palace—she loved that palace—and was just relaxing after spending two days getting everything just so, going through every room and making little tweaks to the décor to make it just perfect in her eyes.  While she was doing that, Kellin was studying for the next semester at the Academy, where he took courses by remote, and Maer and Sirri were enjoying being out of the spotlight for a little while.  Maer had decided to try bodyboarding on the northwest beach, while Sirri was just relaxing by the pool or on the beach almost all day every day.  She couldn’t sunburn on Karis due to the planet’s atmosphere filtering out the UV rays that made Faey and Terrans sunburn, so she was enjoying just laying out in the warm sun for hours on end, sleeping for most of it.


So, the last few days had been pretty busy, but filled with nothing of real importance.   As usual, Dahnai had claimed her rights on Jason while they were there, so Jyslin was entertaining herself with Kellin, and Dahnai’s palace had seen quite a few people come and go, like Myleena and Aura and Kumi and Yila.  Tonight, Dahnai was hosting a big beach party, and she’d invited about all of the Grand Duchesses of the Siann except for Maeri Trillane to the party, along with Symone and Aura.  She did have the right to invite outsiders to her palace, it was spelled out in the agreement that split the Karinnes from the Imperium, so there was little Jason could say or do about it.  The Grand Duchesses were all aflutter about it, that was for sure.  Only Anya and Yila had been to Karis, and Yila sure loved to rub their noses in it when she was at court, just happening to mention how beautiful Karsa was, and so on and so on.  Yila may be a thug and a pirate, but she was Faey to the roots of her hair when it came to lording it up over other Faey.

Off Karis, things had been progressing in what Jason felt was a satisfactory manner.  The Rathii had formally applied for entry into the Confederation, and the formal vote on them would happen tomorrow.  Jason found it unusual that the larger empires in the sector cluster hadn’t yet applied, like the Aggjat or the Farguut, but he felt it would just take a little time for them to be sure that the Confederation was exactly what it said it was.  Gau had done some serious thinking before applying, and most of it was making sure that the Confederation would do what it said it would do.  Then, there was also the possibility that a few of them had the idea that the Confederation would repel the Andromedans, but be so weakened that the member empires would fall to an invading empire that had saved its military resources for afterwards.

Three guesses who’d thought of that one first.  Anivan had quite the little plot going on, which would be clever if not for the Kimdori.  She was going to have her empire build two fleets, the one she showed the Confederation and her hidden, secret fleet, which would be there to expand Prakarikai influence after the Confederation had served its purpose, at least from her point of view.  The Prakariakai forces she’d devoted to the Confederation did do their jobs and did them well, but she was doing her best to hide the true size and composition of her fleet from her new allies.


Meya and Myra had found another absolute jewel of a star system, RJ-44.  It was a system with sixteen habitable moons orbiting a gas giant, and five had aspects about them that made them highly valuable.  Two of the moons would be farming powerhouses, planets with ideal climates and conditions for farming, and both the same size as Draconis, which gave them lots of space to farm.  One of them had incredible amounts of metal deposits, and since it was an arid, desert-like planet with very little indigenous life, it would be an ideal planet to build a lot of factories there and turn it into an industrial center.  The fifth of the noteworthy planets was completely covered by water.  It was a planet just slightly larger than Terra, and it had no land mass larger than the island of Tasmania back on Terra.  The planet’s surface was 91% water, and that 9% land consisted of archipelagos of small islands scattered across the surface.  The planet wouldn’t be much worth as a farming planet, mining planet, or industrial planet, but it would be one hell of a vacation planet.  The rest of the habitable moons were decent as things went, but those five were the most valuable of the lot.

And the best part:  not one of the moons had a sentient species occupying it, which made every single moon available for colonization.


Jason barely had to read Meya’s recommendation before he dispatched an interdictor, Stargate, and colonization team to RJ-44.


The next report raised his eyebrow a little…it was about the Rakarri.  The Kimdori had investigated the Merranes and found that they actually hadn’t been meddling, that the Rakarri were doing what they were doing on their own, and boy were they moving.  The king of the largest kingdom had succeeded in his efforts to convene a council of kings of every kingdom on his continent, and Zaa had gotten one of her Kimdori into that council as a servant, and he’d been sending detailed reports about their deliberations.  They were having very long and very reasoned debates over the Faey on the planet “next door” as well as the trade they’d done with both the Karinnes and the Merranes.  They talked about who they were and what they were doing, but also talked about efforts to increase trade with them, to get them to teach them some of their knowledge in exchange for the foodstuffs that the aliens seemed to crave.  There was, naturally, quite a bit of debate about how safe the Rakarri were, since the aliens had such amazing machines that they let them fly through space and the Rakarri would be all but defenseless against their amazing machines if the aliens decided to attack, but all in all, the debate was about how to best use this new diplomatic contact to better the Rakarri people as a whole.  Not just one kingdom, but all Rakarri everywhere.  They felt that the aliens had so much that they could teach the Rakarri about so many things, and they were starting to discuss pursuing that hidden knowledge in a unified manner, with all the kings cooperating. 


The appearance of the Merranes on QMC-202-3 had caused a seismic shift in planetary Rakarri society, since even their most remote settlements now knew that there were aliens living on the planet closest to them.  And Jason was curious to see where it took them.

The Merranes.  Jason looked at a starmap of the QMC sector, where there were now two little red dots that marked Merrane-owned star systems.  Dahnai had exercised her rights under their agreement and had claimed QMC-312 for the Merranes, which had two viable planets in the system for colonization.  One was a sub-arctic moon orbiting a gas giant with sizable mineral deposits, and the other was a very hot terrestrial planet just on the edge of habitable which happened to be a wet, steamy jungle planet.  They could farm there, but it wasn’t going to be all that fun for the Merranes assigned to it.


Jason flipped through a bunch more reports, at least until Chirk opened the door to his office and stepped in.  She had opted to place her jack directly on top of her head, behind and between her antenna, and her custom-made interface attached to her head almost like a little crown.  “Revered Hive-leader, it’s time for your meeting with the military command staff,” her interface intoned over its speaker.


“Alright, thanks, Chirk,” he said, turning off the holograms, then he stood up.  Shen and Suri joined him out in the outer office, and followed him as he walked down to the headquarters for the KMS, which many called the War Room.  The four commanders of the KMS were arrayed around the center console, in discussion about something, and Admiral Dellin was also there in person, which was a little unusual.  Dellin rarely left Kosigi.  The dayshift for the command center surrounded the center console, carrying out the day’s duties and assignments.


“You’re right on time, Jason.  That’s unusual,” Myri drawled, then the five of them laughed when he raised the back of his hand in Myri’s direction.

“So, what’s up that you’d schedule an official meeting rather than just tell me to come down?” he asked.


“This,” Juma replied, touching her interface.  The starchart over the center console vanished, and in its place was a holographic diagram of a ship Jason had never seen before.  It was very long and very narrow, almost built like an arrow, with very stubby wings at its aft section and its bow sloping down to a definite point.  “This is a little something that our research and engineering teams have been working on for a while, Jayce,” she said.


“What is it, a new fighter?”


“No, it’s a line vessel, but it’s an entirely new class,” Navii replied.  “We started the design for it not long after the first battle here at Karis, after analyzing Consortium tactics and capabilities.  We felt that a new ship class would help counter Consortium ships, much as we researched and developed the tactical battleships.  Well, we shelved this research project after our existing assets proved to be effective after the Consortium began to move, but with the coming of the Syndicate, we restarted the research on the project.”


“This is a frigate class ship, Jayce,” Myri continued.  “It’s about half the size of a destroyer.  It carries a crew of 26 officers and enlisted.  This ship was designed to be the smallest ship possible that carries hyperspace jump engines and a particle beam projector,” she explained when he gave her a curious look.  “The ship is literally built around the particle beam projector, and it has little room for additional systems.  The other main system it has is a CMS system,” she told him.  “This ship is designed to be a stealth ship, Jayce, to sneak in, hit hard, then fade away.  The ship is the smallest possible ship we could design to carry a particle beam projector, but it’s also the largest ship class we could design that can use the original specs you designed for the CMS.”

“The huge ships the Syndicate use will be vulnerable to this ship class, Jason,” Navii said.  “And since they are so small and easy to build, we can build thousands of them.”


“So, you want to take us the route of the Skaa picket ships.”


“Numbers yes, frailty no,” she answered.  “I said before that our destroyers were important in the upcoming war against the Syndicate, Jason.  It is more effective to build 20 destroyers than one battleship, because you can deploy more overall firepower.  These frigate class ships take that to the next level.  We can build upwards of 50 of them in the same time we can build a single cruiser.  That’s fifty particle beam projectors we can bring into a theater, placed on small, highly mobile, and extremely fast ships that have the ability to cloak to further protect themselves.  The CMS will preclude the need to fill the ship’s hull with defensive systems, for the Syndicate can’t easily hit what they can’t see, and what doesn’t show up on their scanners.  The frigate can’t fire its particle beam projector while cloaked, but it can use its cloak to get in position to only need to fire one shot. I still advise that we increase our number of large ship classes, but I also advise that we build this new ship to bolster the sheer firepower we can bring into a theater, as well as having a complement of ships that can cloak that we can use for surprise attack missions.”

“We all do,” Sioa added.  “This ship will increase the capability of the KMS, Jayce.”


“You have the ship fully designed?” Jason asked.


Dellin nodded.  “Lady Cybi helped us with the last stages of design, and we’re ready to build a prototype and field test the design,” he answered.  “I can build two of these in a destroyer dock at a time, and it won’t require very much specialized equipment.  We designed it to use most of what we already produce for destroyers, with only the hull and the CMS outer skin requiring special tooling from factory space to produce.”


“What kind of sims does it run?” he asked.


“Very good ones,” Myri replied.  “The ship is as fast as a corvette because of its engines, highly maneuverable, and of course, it has the particle beam, two rail batteries, and three pulse batteries for offense.  It has a standard carapace covered with a CMS skin and Teryon shields for defense, but there’s no room inside for a shockwave generator or defensive missiles.  The engines and particle beam take up almost every cubic tikra of space inside the hull, to the point where the living quarters for the crew are a little cramped and scattered about, placed anywhere we could find room for them.  In combat simulations, the ship was very effective against the data we have about the Syndicate the Kimdori brought us.  It can uncloak, fire, and recloak in a 12 second cycle, and cloaking will be its primary means of defense.  The Syndicate can’t detect CMS, and that will let these ships move around freely when they aren’t actively firing their weapons.”

“Huh,” Jason mused, leaning on the console and looking at the graphic of the ship.  It sounded almost like the old A-10 ground attack fighter from the American Air Force, a plane literally built around its 30mm Gatling gun.  This frigate class ship was literally built around a particle beam projector, and took up some 40% of its internal volume, with the engines taking up 40% more.  That left very little empty space inside for anything else, but they’d managed to squeeze in some shields, extra weapon batteries in case the particle beam couldn’t fire, and the CMS while still giving the crew somewhere to sleep.  It would be a very cramped ship to serve on, like a submarine, but Jason could see the potential in it.  It was a ship capable of jumping hyperspace, that was carrying a particle beam projector, that could cloak.  That made it fucking dangerous.

“Build it,” he declared in a strong voice.  “And I want it on high priority.  I want to see the prototype coming off the dock as soon as possible.”


“I knew you’d see it our way, Jayce,” Myri grinned.


“You’re right.  Building 200 of these puts 200 particle beams in a combat theater, and I’d be an idiot to say no.  Besides, we could send a squadron of these ships into enemy territory to conduct surprise attacks against critical targets, since a ship can run CMS in hyperspace.  They’ll drop into normal space cloaked, which’ll make them pretty damn hard for the enemy to counter.”


“And that is exactly why we went with the CMS over stealth field technology,” Navii nodded.  “Because CMS operates in hyperspace where stealth field technology does not.”


“Send the specs to my office so I can look them over, at least when I have time,” he grunted.  “My inbox is so full I think it’d explode if it was real.”


“Well, that was faster than I expected,” Juma chuckled.  “I thought we’d have to talk you into it a little more than that.”


“Jason has enough training to see the value of these ships, Juma,” Navii smiled.


“Yeah, I can see that they’re worth building to test out,” he replied.  “We’ll see how it performs in reality.  If it pans out, we’ll add it to the fleet.  Since I have you here, how are things going up in Kosigi, Dellin?”


“Everything’s on schedule, your Grace, for us and our guests.  I have 16 ships coming off the docks today alone, from nine different militaries.  Of note is that one of those ships is the next battleship.”

“I thought that was slated to come off the docks tomorrow.”


“We finished it a little early,” he answered.  “We have it parked for now, Juma hasn’t finished assigning the crew.”


“It’s a battleship, Jayce, I only assign veteran personnel to a command-level ship,” she said when he looked at her.


“Who’s taking the chair?”


“Admiral Farea Karinne,” she answered.  “She’s going to rotate out of the command staff and back to ship command, which she’s been almost begging for the last few months.  She said she intends to name it the Ijani.”


“What about the carriers?  Don’t we have two about to come off the docks?”


Dellin nodded.  “Both come off the docks in three days, and they already have captains.”


“Ravai and Kirai,” Juma said.


Jason laughed.  “You got them to split up?”


“I know, they’re worse than fucking Lyn and Bryn,” Myri grunted.  “But we gave them the Sevi ultimatum, and that was enough.  I don’t know what they’re going to name them, they’re still suffering from twin separation shock.”


“What about the Stargates, Dellin?”


“We have two more coming off the line tomorrow, which gives us three pairs in reserve,” he answered.  “The next pair comes off the line in eight days.”


“Two pair in reserve,” he corrected.  “Just before I came down here, I deployed two Stargates.  One’s going to RJ-44.”


“Where is that?”


“Meya just sent me the scouting report this morning, it’s so good I already ordered a colonization team to deploy.  You should be getting the request from the KES for a towing ship anytime now.”


“Has she forgiven you for grounding her on Karis yet?” Myri asked lightly.


“She’s still a bit pissed about it,” he replied, which made them all laugh. “She really enjoyed doing the actual exploring herself.  I told her she could still go on missions, just not all of them.  She and Myra do run the KES, and they can’t do that if they’re crawling around half the galaxy.  She’s scheduled to deploy with the next scout mission, to QMK-102.  That’s a relatively short mission since they can leave from Exile, which means she can get home in time to do the paperwork that comes with the nameplate on her office door.”


“I think that’s why Farea asked to return to ship command,” Juma chuckled.  “She enjoyed being on a ship so much, I think she missed it when she moved to the command staff.  She’s a fantastic command staff officer, but she’s better suited to sitting in the chair of a very important ship anyway.  It’s her calling.”


“Farea is the Admiral we’ve slated to captain the third command ship,” Navii told him.  “When it’s complete, she’ll transfer to it.  I think she decided she couldn’t wait until her command ship was complete, and asked for the next battleship to come off the docks.  We were happy to grant her request.”


“Then I guess she can work the rust off sitting in the chair of the battleship,” Jason chuckled.  “I haven’t checked on that command ship lately.”


“It will be done in five months, three days, Jayce,” Dellin supplied.  “It’s actually 16 days ahead of schedule as of two hours ago.”


“Sounds good.  Alright, let me go back upstairs and try to put a dent in my inbox,” he said with a forlorn sigh.


He knew he had something from the Kirri in his inbox.  He came across it about an hour after coming back up, a long treaty that, after reading, made his eyebrow raise.  They wanted to hire Karinne freighters to haul cargo out to their empire, because it was a 63 day jump from the closest Kirri system to the closest system of their non-Rathii trading partners, and they were willing to pay well for the service in the form of food exports to Karis.  The Kirri suffered the same problems the Rathii did, their empire was on the very edge of the galaxy and within the Kypan Void, which gave them very few options and very little resources.  They were about as far as any empire could get in the sector cluster from Karis and still be in the sector cluster.  The Kirri had 10 systems in their empire, and like the Rathii, they were rich in food but poor in industrial resources.  The proposal said that Jason could contact the leader of the Kirri, which was an elected member of a council of leaders, who then chose the council member to lead themselves.  They were a Republic in most respects, but their council only had 17 members, one from each inhabited planet or moon in their empire.  Those council members jockeyed with each other to get the most resources for their planet or moon, so there was quite a bit of political maneuvering and wheeling and dealing in the Kirri government.  That seemed to be a racial bent, the intel on them said, that they were quite gifted orators, merchants, and bargainers, as glib as a Beryan.  So, it was a bit odd that they’d offer to hire Karinne freighters without trying to bargain over it, to get the best deal possible.

He had Chirk try to contact the Kirri Council as he considered the idea.  He wasn’t much against it, as long as the Kirri were willing to bend a little on the security of his ships.  His freighters would be jumping with armed escort, since they would be leaving Confederate territory and the engines in those freighters had great worth to anyone trying to break the hyperspace relativity barrier.  The Kirri had a very small and technologically inferior military compared to the KMS, so a single destroyer would be more than enough protection for a freighter.


Chirk managed to get through, and a very cute fox-like face appeared on a 2D hologram just on the far side of his desk..  It was a decidedly female face, with amber eyes and a delicate muzzle but with human-like cheekbones, much like how the Grimja looked like human-chinchilla mutations.  This female Kirri was Krirara Krarou, the leader of the Council of Kirri, whose title, oddly enough, translated to Moderator in Faey.  She had reddish-orange fur on her face except for under her chin, which was a white ruff that trailed down her neck, and she had very long, thick, luxurious auburn hair with her furry fox ears poking out of the top, the tips of her ears black.  “Grand Duke Karinne, it’s good to hear from you,” she said in pretty good Faey in a silky yet husky voice, a voice that just oozed sensuality…but the fangs exposed when she opened her maw to talk made it clear that she was very well armed, in her own way.  “I take it you’ve read our trade proposal?”


“Moderator Krarou,” he nodded to her.  “Finally, you wouldn’t believe how full my inbox is,” he added with a grunt, which made her chuckle.  “You want to hire freighters?”


She nodded.  “Given how impossibly long it takes to jump just about anywhere except to our Rathii neighbors, can you not see why we’re so intent on hiring an outside cargo hauling service which can do it in real time?” she said simply.  “Getting our trade goods in real time would vastly improve the quality of life of my citizens, because it would allow us to engage in much more trade.  Many empires won’t trade with us simply due to the amount of time it takes to move goods back and forth.  So, would you entertain our proposal?”

“With some conditions,” he replied.  “The number of shipments will have to be restricted based on my freighter load.  We’ll fit in your shipments around our schedule, but I can’t overstress my freighter fleet running our own runs and yours.  Additionally, no freighter jumps to Kirri space without a military escort.”


“As long as you can give us advance warning of when we can schedule cargo deliveries, your terms are more than acceptable,” she said immediately.


“Then I think we can do business, Moderator,” he said easily, leaning back in his chair.  “Have your trade delegation contact my office of State to work out the details.  Orrrr, you could consider joining the Confederation, and have your empire added to the Confederate transport system, which includes a Stargate from Terra directly to your home territory,” he said easily.

She chuckled huskily.  “Which I have been trying to do, but I don’t rule the council like a queen, Grand Duke,” she said.  “Thus far, a majority of the council has not yet voted to do so, but I am trying.  I can see the value of it, but what is more, I agree with what your Confederation is doing.  I’ve read the reports released by the Academy.  I know what kind of monsters the Andromedans are, and I know that it is our duty as citizens of this galaxy to protect it from these brutal invaders.  But sometimes, not all Kirri can see the tree the prey uses for cover over the prize, and so they run head-first into the tree trying to grab the prey.”


“I think I can understand what you’re saying,” he said.  “I’ve seen that same phenomenon in any number of others.”


“But, I think that when the council members see what boons the Rathii gain from membership, they might be swayed,” she noted, putting a finger on the side of her muzzle in a gesture that looked almost Kimdori.  He’d seen Miaari do that many times.  “I would ask in advance for one arrangement, however.”

“What?”


“I would like to arrange to have the Kirri Council visit the Academy to tour it.  The vast distance has made that quite impossible, but if we can arrange passage on a Karinne ship, it would be feasible.  All of us have a great desire to see the Academy in person,” she said with an earnest smile.  “Pray tell, your Grace, could we trouble you to charter a transport to take us to Terra, then return us home?”


“I’d be happy to arrange that for you, Moderator,” he said with a smile.  “You just tell us when you want to leave and when you want to return, and I’ll dispatch a battleship to Kirri’arr to bring you Terra, then take you home.  I will insist on a KMS battleship, Moderator,” he said when she was about to speak.  “You are heads of state, and your safety demands that you be escorted back and forth on a ship that can protect you.  If you trust me enough to travel to Terra on a KMS ship, I’ll be happy to dispatch one at your convenience.”

“I was only going to say that I would enjoy the chance to tour a Karinne vessel while aboard,” she smiled.


“They can’t show you much, but I’m sure you’ll like what they can show you,” he replied.


“I’ll speak to the Kirri Council and arrange things.  Might I contact you again as soon as I have a schedule?”


“My secretary Chirk will keep an open connection for you.”


She glanced to the side.  “That was a Kizzik, was it not?”  He nodded, and she shuddered a bit.  “I’ve never seen one live before.  She is…creepy.”


Jason laughed.  “She’s a sweetheart once you get to know her,” he replied.


“I guess it only exposes our remoteness,” she chuckled.  “That I have never met a Kizzik before.”


“Kizzik don’t often work in jobs where they greet people over vidlinks, Moderator, due to the fact that they can’t speak,” he chuckled.  “Chirk is a special case, thanks to her vocoder.”


“Yes, I saw that device.  Is the vocoder operated by the cyberjack which I read about from the Academy archives?”


“Yes, her vocoder does work from her jack, but a jack isn’t necessary for a Kizzik vocoder to work.  That’s a different piece of technology that doesn’t actually rely on the jack,” he answered.


“Ah.  Well, let me call the Kirri Council to meet so we can arrange our trip to Terra.  I will contact you when we have an itinerary for your approval.”


“I look forward to it,” he said honestly.  He rather liked this Kirri.


“Be well, Grand Duke Karinne.”


“Be well, Moderator Krarou.”


Her hologram winked out, and barely leaned back in his chair before he got the ball rolling.  Yeri, you’re about to get a request for council from the Kirri.  They’re going to bargain over hiring Karinne cargo transports to move Kirri goods.  I’m compiling everything I have on it into a file and sending it to your interface right now, including how far you’re allowed to go.  Talk to Jrz’kii before you start bargaining so you know our transport schedules.

Okay, Jayce.  I’m waiting for it.  I’ll get the diplomatic corps moving as soon as you send it to me, and I’ll call Jrz’kii right now..


Good, he sent, then changed his focus a bit.  Myri, take a battleship off the board until further notice, I don’t care which one.  The Kirri have asked for us to carry them to Terra so they can tour the Academy, and I don’t have the schedule yet.  So I want a battleship on standby and ready to leave at a moment’s notice to jump to Kirri’arr and pick them up.


I’ll put the Victory and two cruiser escorts on standby, she answered. Umm, the Aravalo and the Defiant.  All three are on standby already, so it’s not taking anything off the board.

Sounds good. [Dahnai.]

[Yeah babe?] she asked.


[Didn’t take you long to get the hang of using the biogenic comm network,] he noted.


She laughed in his mind.  [It was the first thing I had them teach me in assimilation,] she answered impishly.  [What’s up?]


[I’m gonna be a little late getting back,] he warned.


[That’s fine, I’m still in my training session.  I’m learning how to separate jack-fed sensory feed from my natural senses.  It’s kinda weird, like flipping between two channels on the viddy.]

Jason laughed.  [Yeah, but you’ll get the hang of it.  The fun part is when you start practicing the overlay trick, where what your jack feeds you is in front of what you’re seeing with  your eyes, and you can kinda look at both at the same time.  There’s a trick to it to keep from getting confused.]


[Looking forward to learning it,] she responded.  [I managed my first merge today,] she added proudly.

[Grats, hon.  Awesome, isn’t it?]


[It was!  I merged to one of those little shakra high robot units your people sent over for me to practice with and walked around the room merged with it.  It was awesome!  And I had no idea how big my furniture looks when I’m looking at it from the point of view of a vulpar,] she added clinically.


He laughed. [Try it from the vantage point of a Gladiator, it’s an entirely different experience,] he told her.  [You actually feel like you’re that tall.]


[I have got to try that!] she declared eagerly.


[It sounds like you’re moving right along in your assimilation training, though.  I’m glad to hear it.]


[I do not regret getting this jack, not one tiny little fucking bit,] she declared emphatically.  [Oh, how old does someone have to be to get a jack?] she asked.


Jason laughed again.  [It depends on the species.  The brain has to be fully grown and developed before we can implant a jack, else the growing brain rips out the datafibers connecting to it and causes damage,] he answered.  [We have a strict age limit policy on jacks on Karis, a recipient has to be considered an adult by their species’ reckoning to be able to get one because it’s such an important decision. So no, I won’t be allowing Songa to implant a jack in Maer until he’s 25. If he were Terran, he could get one at 18, but since he’s a Faey, it’s 25.]

[And you prove you know my kids, babes,] she told him lightly.  [Maer is already doing his best to talk me into letting him get one.  I’m glad I can just point at you and tell him it’s out of my hands.]


[I’ll be happy to be the bad guy in this case,] he answered, which made her laugh.  [I better go, hon.  The sooner I knock out some of this paperwork, the sooner I can come back.]


[Then get to work, you slacker,] she replied teasingly.
