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Kaira, 35 Shiaa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


The Summer Palace (Hiyaivi Island),Karis

Things were calming down quite a bit.


Jason walked along the natural beach of Dahnai’s island with a warm, steady breeze at his back, blowing across the island and out to sea, which was stunting the waves that usually crashed on the beach.  The wind usually blew in from the sea in that direction, but a storm to the northwest was pushing the air against its usual pattern, and that stunted the waves that usually crashed along the beach.  Jason walked along the beach nude, mainly since he hadn’t really brought any other clothes and didn’t feel like walking on a beach in his tee and jeans, just enjoying a quiet moment to digest the final report that Songa and Cybi had delivered to them about an hour ago.

What happened to Miyai turned out to be almost exactly what Cybi had theorized.  Just after fertilization, the eggs-turned zygotes that were Miyai and Raisha had touched, and that touch had triggered the reactive aspects of Generation DNA to cross over into Miyai and imprint into the cells while they were still stem cells.  A single cell from Raisha had invaded Miyai and had caused all her cells to be imprinted with only those segments of DNA that made a Generation a Generation.  The stem cells of a Generation were actually somewhat dangerous because of that exact behavior, and it was one reason why Jason’s family line was so vulnerable to cancer.  When cells turned malignant, they turned hyper-aggressive and began imprinting the mutated cancerous DNA into healthy cells, spreading the cancer like wildfire through his body.  In that way, they acted not too much unlike the viral stem cells of a Kimdori, which were highly reactive and posed a threat to most other forms of life.  As a stem cell, Raisha’s cells reacted aggressively to Miyai, invaded her zygote, then rewrote all her cells to imprint Generation DNA into her.  Had Miyai not shared part of Raisha’s DNA through the fact that Dahnai was their mother, then Raisha’s cells would have destroyed Miyai the same way a Kimdori’s attack cells destroyed other forms of life.  But the fact that Raisha’s cells saw Miyai’s cells as close enough to itself protected Miyai from her sister.

It was one of those very rare instances where the fact that there was a tiny bit of Kimdori in a Generation came to light.  Kereth, who had come to review the medical findings, found what happened to be quite correct, and since he was the medical expert in Miaari’s clan, his opinion carried great weight.


So, that mystery had been solved.  Miyai had been imprinted with the DNA that made her a Generation without rewriting what made Miyai Miyai.  She was still the daughter of Dahnai and Kellin, she just had a little extra DNA from Raisha…which in a very weird, sorta creepy way, made Raisha something of Miyai’s mother as much as her sister.


The unique circumstances of Miyai’s birth were not lost on Cybi.  She did not consider Miyai to be part of the 98th Generation, she instead considered Miyai to be the first Generation of a brand new line, the mother of the line the way Sora Karinne was the mother of Jason’s line, and she had already put automated programs in place to keep track of all of Miyai’s descendents, to track this new line of Generations.  It was something that hadn’t happened for nearly four thousand years, the creation of a new line of Generations, and Cybi was almost annoying curious over what kind of changes it would bring to their race.  Dahnai had a very strong bloodline, so much so that the Karinnes had interbred a great deal with the Merranes before the Third Civil War to include those strong genetic traits into the Generations, and there was really no telling just where Miyai was going to stand.  Given her family had documented strong telekinetic ability without being a Generation, Cybi theorized that Miyai’s telekinetic capability might be on par with Zachary’s, maybe even stronger.


Miyai represented the inception of a new branch of the Generations with its own unique DNA traits, and there was really no telling just how strong Miyai would be.  She lacked the engineered DNA carried by all the other Generations, which was engineered in areas beyond what made a Generation a Generation, engineering that bred true through the line since Sora Karinne was the first Generation naturally born after the genetic manipulation of the line, the inception of the Generation line that stretched 97 generations from their ultimate grandmother.  Now Miyai was the inception of her own line, a new family of Generations, but a family of Generations that would belong to the house of Merrane.


And that was the crux of the problem that he could see.  Raisha was his daughter, and thus he had at least some sway with Dahnai when it came to her future, but Miyai was Kellin’s daughter, and Jason had absolutely no leg to stand on when it came to arguing on Miyai’s behalf.  Miyai’s new line would hold no loyalty to the house of Karinne, and it gave Dahnai the one thing she’d secretly wanted, direct access to and control of a Generation.  But, he could agree that Dahnai had come to understand the danger that came with that title in the modern galactic scene, so he was confident that Dahnai wasn’t going to do anything stupid.  And also, Dahnai only had half of the puzzle.  A Generation had some advantages, but they were just glorified telepaths with telekinetic ability without a biogenic unit to augment their power.  The Karinnes held that half of the whole, and so long as they kept strict control over biogenics, Miyai wouldn’t be able to be used as a weapon by her mother or by anyone else.

There may come a time, though, when the Karinnes might have to do something about Miyai’s descendents.  In four or five generations, when Miyai’s branch of the family was far removed from the Imperial throne, the Karinnes might revisit that little…situation.


But that was a problem for another Grand Duke, not him.  Right now, it was a time to be happy that Raisha and Miyai were both healthy and happy.  Both were telepathically sensitive much like Rann had been just after birth, which would fade, but also hinted that both of them were going to be very strong telepaths, and they looked so striking.  Miyai had shocking white hair and Raisha jet black hair, like her brother Zachary, and they were both beautiful, beautiful little girls.  Dahnai was very much present in Miyai’s face, but Raisha looked almost like a copy of the baby pictures of Jason’s mother that he’d seen in the family albums.  The blue skin, that was a little different, but he wasn’t going to complain.  Raisha was the only child he’d had so far that didn’t have his caucasian skin…he wondered if the fact that she’d developed in the womb on Draconis had anything to do with that.

The congratulatory messages had been flooding in since news of Dahnai’s delivery hit the general public, and there were also a couple of personal visits.  Dahnai had the right to invite anyone she wanted to her palace when she was there, and she’d used it.  All the Highborns had come to the palace to witness the crowning ceremony that took place the day after an Imperial Princess’ birth, putting the girls officially in the line of succession behind Sirri, replacing Shya, who had abdicated that position to move to Karis and marry Rann.  Zaa, Sk’Vrae, and Grayhawk had come to Karis to see Dahnai and her daughters personally, with Sk’Vrae was still here, and Magran and Kreel were also scheduled to arrive to congratulate Dahnai in person later today.  Kreel was just looking for an excuse to play hooky from work, though.  He was fairly shameless about just blowing off work when he didn’t feel like it, but that was something of a Grimja racial trait…and it drove Jrz’kii crazy.  She almost had to go to Grimja territory with a whip six or seven times a month to keep the Grimja pilots and cargo haulers on her very tight and disciplined logistics schedule.  Kizzik, who were so defined by their work ethic, just could not fathom an entire race that seemed so…lazy.


Eh, he wouldn’t mind Kreel visiting again.  Jason and Kreel really got along.


It was his first chance to take a breather since they got back to Karis, since Songa and the doctors had been going full bore studying Miyai’s unusual circumstance, and now that everyone knew what happened, most of the others had crashed for a nap after nearly two days of concern.  Not so much worry as just concern, since Miyai was perfectly healthy.  Both Dahnai and Jyslin were asleep, Symone and Tim were over in Karsa at the moment doing some shopping, Rann, Shya, and the rest of his kids were playing a game with Maer and Sirri over on the exercise court, and Kellin was…being entertained by one of the Imperial Guard, enjoying his own unique form of decompression since Dahnai was still recovering from childbirth.  That gave him a chance to just relax a bit, and walking on a beautiful beach with the waves crashing and the wind blowing never failed to make him relax.

He had been keeping up on some of his paperwork, though.  The prototype frigate was about a third of the way through its shakedown, and thus far it had reported no problems at all.  Two more main battleships had come off the docks, bringing the number of operational main battleships up to 16…and that had created something of a problem for Juma.  She wouldn’t put anyone in the chair of a command-level ship that didn’t have experience or tremendous natural talent, like Jeya, and the large number of main battleships built over the last couple of months had created a void of experienced officers to command the heavy cruisers and cruisers.  Most of the cruisers captain had been pulled up to replace the ones pulled to the heavy cruisers to replace the ones pulled up to the battleships.  Juma had already decided to “demote” tactical battleships from command level, making them the largest of the full combat vessels that wouldn’t be carrying the flag in a mixed fleet, but would carry the flag in a KMS task force.  That let Juma focus on putting the good fighting captains on the tactical battleships while putting the good commanding captains on the battleships.  Sevi was the perfect example of that.  She was born to command a tactical battleship.  She was one of their best field tacticians, a nasty opponent in a firefight who knew how to not only use her ship but her supporting task force ships for maximum effect, but she wasn’t all that tactful when it came to dealing with the captains of ships in other empires’ militaries.  And that was being kind.  So, captains like Sevi would be on the bulldogs concentrating on fighting while the main battleship captains would be more…diplomatic.  That wasn’t to say that his battleship captains weren’t damn good in the chair when the rail slugs started to fly, but his battleship captains often had to command ships from other empires, so Juma wanted captains in those chairs that didn’t ruffle feathers…or scales…or tendrils.  Or whatever.

Confederate wise, things were very calm right now. Everyone was focusing on building ships at the moment, and the Karinnes were right in the middle of it, acting like Galactic FedEx, getting everything everyone needed where it needed to be when it needed to be there.  Every empire was now following Dahnai’s overall shipbuilding strategy, letting her big ships be built in Kosigi for the major advantages it provided and building her destroyers and cruisers at the shipyards in her own territory.  The only ones not following that template were the Jobodi.  The Jobodi, who didn’t have much in the way of shipyards in the their small territory anyway, so they were building everything in Kosigi.  Even the Jun, who were so isolationist, were now building ships in Kosigi…albeit in a near-fortress they’d built around their section of the shipyard.


But damn…the Jobodi may not have many ships or sailors, but were they ever brilliant when it came to fighting battles.   The whole race seemed to be tactically adept.  And that might explain why nobody fucked with the Jobodi outside of the fact that there really wasn’t much in their tiny territory.


A shadow passed over him, and he didn’t have to look up to know who it was…there was only one person on the island big enough to cast a shadow over his face.  “Your Majesty,” he said without looking as he looked out to sea.

Sometimes I think you do that just to annoy me, Jason, Sk’Vrae noted lightly, leaning down a tiny bit. Jason and Sk’Vrae had a somewhat quirky friendship based on mutual respect, but it was a friendship.  What was even more odd was that Sk’Vrae and Dahnai were also friends now. They were probably the two strongest allies on the Confederate Council.  The three of them had founded the Confederation, after all.  It was the original treaty between the Imperium and the Collective that had become the foundation of the current Confederation  What do you do?


Just relaxing a bit, he replied.  The last couple of days have been somewhat hectic.


I noticed.  I noticed that there were far more doctors here than is normal for a Faey birth, even one as august as Dahnai’s.


I’m not surprised you noticed, he glanced at her.  They were just being exceptionally cautious, that’s all.  And when will you be bearing the next Brood Princess?


When I find I have the patience to deal with another infant, she replied, which made him laugh.  We have not had much opportunity to simply talk lately, Jason.

Blame real life for that, Sk’Vrae, he replied.  Ever since we split from the Imperium, you would not believe the paperwork that’s flooded my office.


Actually, yes, I can, she countered.  Why do you think I have the Brood Princesses helping me administer the Collective?


Yeah, well, I’ve only got one planet.

She raised the bony ridge that served as her eyebrow, giving him a cool look.


He laughed.  Okay, I have four planets, he admitted.  The other three are just farms, though.  We didn’t colonize them, we just found a good place to drop some plows and set up some farming operations.  Only one of them even has any permanent population, and that’s like ten thousand people.  You’d think that with me only really having one planet, I wouldn’t be drowned in paperwork every single freakin’ day.

I seem to recall us having this conversation once before, she noted.  Didn’t you increase your staff and delegate authority like I suggested?


I did, he protested.  But the paperwork just seems to increase proportionately every time I try to foist it off on someone else.


Then perhaps it’s time for you to call in your Kizzik and have them look over your operation, she told him.  I know Chirk runs your office, but she does so under your commands.  I think an outside consultant might help you streamline your office somewhat.

He glanced at her.  You know…that’s not a bad idea, he agreed.  Maybe I’ll have the Hive leaders from Kirga come over and look around, and see if they can’t offer some suggestions.


Then I’d say that your problems may be easing soon, she nodded.  I do have to say, Jason, that I am more and more impressed every day with what I see at Bellar and Aurigae, she continued as they reached the edge of the beach and turned back for the manicured lawn leading to the house, rather than try to climb over the low, tumbled rocks that bordered the beach and served as the shoreline for most of the shore of the island.  Bellar is producing more ore than ever, and Aurigae’s crop yields have increased by 20% since your Kizzik went in there and reorganized the farming operations.  I start to worry that you won’t give them back.

I’ll make sure of that, when the time comes, he sent firmly.  Dahnai’s gonna fuss over it, but I can still wring her arm when I have to.

Sk’Vrae gave a hiss of a chortle.  Of that I have little doubt, she sent, her thought carrying an admiring texture.  I wanted to warn you, I’ll be having several long conferences with Admiral Dellin over the next couple of days.

Take all the time you need, Sk’Vrae.  You’re always welcome on Karis.  Can’t say the same for some other Confederate rulers, he noted dryly, which made her laugh again.


I suggest you never come within Anivan’s reach.  She wants to shatter your kneecaps herself.

I’d like to do a few fairly nasty things to her too, he replied, clenching a fist reflexively.


I’ve heard that you’ve been spending a lot of time in conference with the Kirri.


Trying to get them into the Confederation, he nodded.  And, I have to admit, I like Moderator Krarou quite a bit. After all he official talks, we often spend about an hour just shooting the breeze.  She’s very capable, and surprisingly funny.


She reminds me of Denmother Zaa.


Then you should see why I like her.


 True, she agreed.  I notice that you do the same with Quord, she added approvingly.  The Urumi admired the intensity and devotion of the Jun, and Jason wasn’t the only ruler making some inroads into breaking the ice around the reclusive, isolationist Jun.  Sk’Vrae had been working Quord herself.

I like him.  He’s got a few rough edges, but that’s just the Jun being the Jun.  Once you get past that melt your eyeballs intensity, there’s a whole lot of culture and society lurking there.  I think that since we don’t border Jun territory, it lets us be a little less terrified of them.

Sk’Vrae laughed richly.  I’ve thought that myself.  The Jun don’t seem to me to deserve the reputation they have, but then again, we don’t have to deal with them in a local manner.  Anivan and Kreel are very careful when Quord is attending council.  Kreel doesn’t joke with Quord at all.  I think that says everything that needs be said.


Yup, he agreed.  He won’t even risk the most harmless of jokes being misconstrued, and starting a genocidal war.  Kreel’s got some self control issues, but he knows when to pull his own leash when it’s needful.  He glanced at her.  Who has the gavel starting tomorrow?


Ba’mra’ei, she answered.


That’s not bad.  I might actually show up for a few meetings if she’s got the gavel.

Sk’Vrae hissed another chuckle.  Ah, so that’s what determines if you’re going to be at council.


Just wait til Anivan earns gavel rights.  I don’t think any of us will be there for her ten days.


I cannot argue with that prediction, she agreed lightly.  Then again, we might have only one council meeting for those ten days…lasting the whole ten days.

Jason laughed.  That’s the nightmare scenario.  And what makes it even scarier is that it’s feasible.  Besides, here lately, I’ve just been too busy to really attend council regularly.  Just an hour at council murders my attempts to clean out my inbox.  Besides, I’m just a neutral observer.

A neutral observer who can sway a decision of the council with his opinion, much as Zaa can, she told him calmly.


If people want to listen to me, that’s their mistake, he replied dryly, which made her blurt out a hissing laugh.  Any word yet about the Morbods or the Farguut?


Nothing new.  Besides, you will probably hear it first.  Zaa always tells you first.


I’ve been too busy the last couple of days, he replied.


[Jason, you are needed back in Karsa,] Cybi called, her commune serious.


[What’s the matter?]


[The KES scout mission at RK-02 has encountered a multi-system spacefaring civilization.  Captain Devovich called in probes to spread through the RK sector to determine the size and scope of this civilization.  They’ll be in place and scanning in a few moments.  It’s reached the point where you may have to make a decision, Jason.  The telemetry from the Broadway indicates that multiple systems in the sector are generating modulated energy readings that indicate advanced technology.]

[Did Rudy jump all the way into the system?]


[No, he followed standard procedure when investigating energy readings and jumped within long scanning range.  Thus far, there has been no reaction from the inhabitants of RK-02.  They either cannot detect the Broadway or they don’t care.]


Sk’Vrae was giving him a curious look.  Cybi, he explained, then he increased his sending to cover most of the island.  Guys, I gotta go back to Karsa, he called.  Something came up.  Aya, can you bring my clothes to the skimmer?  Dahnai, you awake?


She’s still asleep, your Grace, one of her guards called.


Tell her I’ll be back as soon as I can when she wakes up, he said as he turned towards the landing pad, Sk’Vrae walking with him.


What goes on, Jason?


House stuff, he replied bluntly, making it clear he wasn’t going into detail.  But nothing bad, thank goodness.  They just need me back at the White House to give some orders in a place where I’m fully informed.


I understand that, she nodded.  I’ll return to the palace then, Jason.


I hope to be back in a couple of hours, he told her, then they separated.


Jason put his casual clothes back on in the skimmer, his skimmer—another successful argument won over Aya—which landed on the pad at KES Headquarters about fifteen minutes later.  The KES headquarters were in another building about a kathra away from the White House, but they had an office within the White House complex.  They’d set it up that way on purpose. The KES was not a military organization, though it did have some armed ships and its members had a military-style rank hierarchy, so it was kept very separate from the KMS, which did have its headquarters within the White House complex.  Jason walked into the main operations center, where KES dispatchers and controllers planned, organized, then directed missions done by KES scout ships.  Meya and Myra both were in the ops center, surrounded by their main scientists and controllers as they stared at several holograms projected on the far wall.  “Cybi got word to me,” he said aloud, since not everyone in the ops center could send.  “Where are we at?”

“We’re just getting back the first scans from the hyperspace probes,” Myra answered, pointing at one of the holograms.  “We’re getting energy readings from 136 different systems in the RK sector so far, with more hyperspace probes on the way to investigate deeper into the sector.  It’s pretty crowded, Jayce,” she noted as she looked at the energy readings.  “We’re also getting back hyperspace pings from ships in transit.  Whoever they are, they’re advanced enough to jump hyperspace, but they can’t jump in real time.”


“What does the analysis say about it?  Close to Confederate hyperspace tech?”


“Ummm, they’re mixed,” Meya answered.  “Some of their jump transit times are about 40% longer than Confederate average, but others are nearly 70% faster.  That’s weird.  Maybe they’re using two different kinds of engines..”


“That is weird, and maybe you’re right.  They may be using older engines for low priority stuff.  Comm signals?”


“We’re getting readings of coherent tachyon bursts, so I think they’re using a tachyon-based comm system for system to system transmissions.  No gravband signals in any modulated form, no hyperspace-based comm either.”


“Not real time, but not all that slow either,” Jason noted.  “Have they scanned for older forms of comm?  Neutrino pulse?  Modulated light?  EM modulation?”


“Really?  You want them to go back that far?” Myra asked.


“EM transmissions are just fine for planet-only communications.  Terra still uses them, since they’re only meant for the planet,” he replied.  “And it’s pretty cheap and easy technology to use.”


“That’s a point, Jayce,” Meya said, touching her interface as she most likely relayed that order via her interface. 


“More data back, Commander,” one of the ops controllers called.  “They’re getting signs of technology from a lot of systems deep inside the sector, over 400 at current count.  And our furthest probes are getting long-range readings from systems on the edge of the RKA sector.  Tachyon burst transmissions originating from the border systems.”


“I think we just stumbled across a populated sector cluster, just like the home cluster,” Myra noted.


“I think you’re right, hon,” Jason agreed as he looked at the first images coming from the hyperspace probes, which were in place and scanning near RK-02, hidden by CMS.  The planet was a terrestrial planet, blue and green and brown with extensive cloud formations, and a very large orbital station hung in the foreground, nearly the size of a standard EC-500 cargo terminal.  Hundreds of ships moved in the space around that station, moving towards the planet, moving out into deep space to get to jump distance, which was much closer for them than the Karinnes, since Karinne jump engines had a much lower tolerance for gravity wells.  There were ten ships that Jason would consider to be military in orbit around the planet, ships about the size of a KMS cruiser that didn’t have a design that would be logical or practical if they were cargo or personnel transport ships.  Warships had a certain look to them no matter what empire built them, because they didn’t have the same practical approach needed for commercial ships to do their jobs.  These ships were narrow and long, the same basic design philosophy as the Faey, which minimized the ship’s target profile when being fired on bow-first. It was also angular like a Karinne ship, with multiple doors that looked like gunports, the angles allowing multiple batteries to fire in a single direction.

“Battle cruisers,” Myra said, and Jason nodded.  “I’ll have the probe get a detailed scan of them.  May as well see what we may be up against if they turn out to be hostile.”


“More scans coming in, Commander.  More tachyon burst transmissions deeper inside the RL sector.  We’re dispatching more probes to investigate the RKA readings, ETA nine minutes.”


“Send one probe each to the borders of the RL and RLA sectors and look for transmissions,” Jason ordered.

“Yes, your Grace,” the operator replied, turning back to her console.


“A hunch?” Meya asked.


“Our sector cluster has empires in all nine sectors.  Theirs might too, at least if the RLA sector is the center of their sector cluster,” he replied.  “I doubt they have something like the Kypan Void eating up entire sectors.”


“Actually, I think they do, since the RH, RI, and RJ sectors and their A sectors are pretty desolate,” Meya corrected.  “That might be their Kypan Void.  We’ve only found three systems of any interest in all six sectors, at least so far since we haven’t fully explored the A sectors, and only two of those are really worth anything.”


“We have more stringent requirements on what’s considered worth something, but that is a point,” Jason nodded as the Karinne historical map of that sector of the galaxy winked on, showing the unequally-sized sectors.  The Karinnes had simplified their mapping system by creating two-dimensional sector grids in a radial pattern, which oddly enough made each sector about the same size in volume.  The edge sectors of the galaxy like the RK and RL sectors were very narrow vertically but very wide horizontally since they were the furthest from the core, like the rounded “crust” section of a pie wedge.  As one got closer and closer to the core, the vertical height of the sector increased but its width decreased.  Those interior sectors were denoted with the extra letter in the sector designation.  The QMD sector was four sectors closer to the core than the QM sector, very deep into the “life zone” around the galactic rim, and was much taller than it was wide.  The SAR sector was halfway to the core, very narrow, but very tall.  The galactic core was its own sector, called Sector Zero, but on Karinne charts, it was labeled as the 1J sector with no quadrant designation—since it was in no quadrant—39 sectors from the rim, with 40 sectors running from the rim to the core and each quadrant holding 160 sectors around the rim, which gave the outer rim of the galaxy 640 sectors around its circumference and the galaxy as a whole 25,601 sectors.  Since the Faey alphabet had 30 letters, they labeled those extra 130 sectors with numbers replacing letters, so the S-“delta” sector rolled over to the S1A sector adjoining it, and the sectors in a quadrant ranged from sector A to sector 5J, running clockwise; S5J in the home quadrant rolled over to RA in the R quadrant, R5J rolled over to PA, P5J rolled over to QA, and Q5J rolled over to SA.  Seen in two dimensions, the Karinne sector map of the galaxy looked like a giant dartboard.  That made a sector a very, very large piece of real estate, and really demonstrated how big the galaxy really was.

Given there were 400 billion or so stars in the galaxy, the simple average of sectors to stars would say that each sector had approximately 15 million stars in it…but that was actually wrong.  The density of stars got much, much bigger closer to the core, with the density of stars in the rim sectors being paltry by comparison.  Sectors near the core had millions of stars in them packed close together in ratio to the size of the sector, since those sectors were actually much smaller than rim sectors, and the sectors at the rim had, on the average, about 26,000 stars in them.  As a rule of thumb, the deeper into the galaxy one went, the more dense the number of stars per sector became. But, in a reverse ratio, the deeper one went into the galaxy, the lower the chance to find viable planets capable of supporting life on them, due to the increase in galactic core radiation as one went deeper into the galaxy.  The “habitable zone” of the galaxy was the rim sectors and the A through E interior sectors.  QMD-202 was actually very, very deep into the habitable zone.  Starting at the F ring of the galaxy, the chance of finding life in the sector decreased exponentially as one approached the core, though there were viable systems in the F ring of the galaxy…just not nearly as many as in the D ring.  The F ring had some life in it, but it was not considered in the habitable zone.  This was what made the fact that life existed in the Kimdori system so unbelievably improbable, since their homeworld was in the M ring, in sector S2PM.  No life had been found any deeper than the M ring.  The Kimdori homeworld was the closest life-sustaining planet to the core in the known galaxy. 

The stars in a sector were organized by importance.  Only stars with solar systems containing at least one planet-sized body were eligible for a high priority designation, and there were conditions on that.  The planet or planets had to be terrestrial, or it had to have gas giants with terrestrial moons.  And “terrestrial” had a specific definition under Karinne mapping; a terrestrial planet or moon had to be a planet or planet-sized roughly spherical body composed of rocky or metallic matter, in orbital tracks where the science said there was a good chance that the planet’s conditions were not patently lethal to Faey life.  This mainly meant both planets and gas giants with moon systems in the “habitable zone” of a star’s orbit, not too close to the star and not too far away, depending on the size of the star and the energy it radiated.  This classification dealt mainly with the mean temperature on the planet or moon in question.  It couldn’t be too hot for biodomes to be built or so cold that most gases liquefied.  Under this classification, Venus, Earth, Mars, and the moon system of the gas giant Jupiter classified as terrestrial, for they were within the “Goldilocks zone” where life could be sustained with reasonable life support systems.  But systems with planets too close to their stars or planets like Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune, so far from the star that they were so cold that most gases liquefied, did not qualify for the higher priority because the life support that would be required to colonize the planet was not reasonable.  Karinne technology would allow colonization of Venus or the moons of the outer planets, but the domes would have to be almost ridiculously rugged and reinforced to last any amount of time there, so they failed to classify as terrestrial under the Karinne system.  Priority systems were systems where the possibility existed for life or the conditions where life might be sustained with reasonable support systems.


Stars with non-priority systems were simply labeled with a numerical code based on its position within the sector, but a star with a system got the letter-number designation to distinguish them quickly on a starchart.  So, star RK-0455-4837-2894 was classified on the Karinne astrographic maps as RK-09 because it had a terrestrial solar system, and that designation made it stand out among the stars around it.  Luckily for Jason and the modern Karinnes, the Karinnes of old had used hyperspace telescopes to detect most of the terrestrial solar systems in the entire galaxy.  They didn’t know what was in those systems, but they knew most of the stars in the galaxy that had at least one terrestrial-quality planet or gas giant with terrestrial-quality moons orbiting it.  On the average, only about 2% of solar systems in the galaxy classified as terrestrial, which made planets and moons in the terrestrial priority range very rare.  Most stars had solar systems, but the vast majority of them were very hostile to life.  There were tons of frozen moons so cold that liquid methane lapped on shores of ice, tons of rocky planets orbiting outside its star’s habitable zone either too far away or too close, resulting in planetoids like Pluto and planets like Mercury, neither of which classified as terrestrial due to the temperature and/or radiation extremes.  If systems like that were included, then every sector would have millions of “priority” systems.

On the average of all sectors in the habitable rings of the galaxy, there were usually about 1100 terrestrial priority systems in a sector in the galaxy’s habitable zone, systems with the potential to support life.  Of those, maybe 50% of them had planets or moons actually capable of being colonized with life support systems like domes or radiation shields; just because a system had terrestrial planets or moons, it didn’t mean that the planets or moons could actually support life with reasonable life support systems.  Venus was in the terrestrial zone of Terra’s solar system, but the planet was as hostile to life as a planet could possibly get without being composed of radioactive materials.  It only meant that the potential was there.  And of those, maybe 10% of them were capable of supporting life…and maybe 10% of those were life-rich terrestrial planets like Terra or Karis or better, like the gaia planet of RG-118.  As one moved deeper into the galaxy, both the number of solar systems and the number of terrestrial solar systems decreased as the number of stars increased, as did the ambient background radiation emanating from the core.

Some sectors had much fewer systems than the average, like the PR sector with only 406 planetary systems and the home sector with only 381 systems, but the most desolate sector in the quadrant was the Kypan sector.  An entire sector of the galaxy, holding some 19,893 stars, only had 96 terrestrial planetary systems within it, which was a true anathema given that the Kypan sector was a rim sector, which would normally mean that it would be teeming with terrestrial systems.  The Kypan Void was the biggest, most desolate, and most surprising “desert” in the S quadrant’s habitable zone.

The density of terrestrial systems was not consistent through the galaxy.  The S quadrant had, on the average, fewer terrestrial systems than other quadrants, with the S and R quadrants having fewer terrestrial priority systems per sector than the Q and P quadrants.  The S quadrant had on average 650 terrestrial systems per sector and the R quadrant had 725 terrestrial systems per sector.  The P quadrant had 1,650 terrestrial systems per sector on average, and the Q quadrant had 1,350 terrestrial systems per sector.  There was a region in the P quadrant close to its border with the Q quadrant where the habitable sectors had an average of 2000 terrestrial priority systems per sector; this region was on the far side of the P quadrant from the PR sector, which was relatively close to the border with the R quadrant.  Exile was much closer to that area than PR-371, since Exile was QMA-396 on the starcharts, on the far side of the Q sector from Karis.  Jason had put one outpost in roughly the same point in each of the other three quadrants, Exile at QMA-396, PR-371—which was mainly just lucky coincidence since the Consortium more or less chose that outpost for him—and RG-118, which gave them decent coverage of the rest of the galaxy.  The most densely populated sector for terrestrial priority systems was the P5P sector, which had a staggering 11,495 terrestrial priority systems in it, and was marked on the starcharts as possibly the location of the most life in the galaxy because of that fact.


That was what made the P quadrant so curious.  The side of the quadrant holding PR-371 had far fewer terrestrial systems per sector on the average than the other side of the sector, and the two sides averaged out.  The other three quadrants had their systems more evenly distributed through the quadrant.


As a general rule, the most terrestrial class solar systems were in the rim sectors and the A ring sectors, the “pie crust” sectors on the edges of the galaxy and their corresponding interior A sectors, while the sectors beyond the A ring tended to have fewer priority solar systems the deeper one went into the galaxy.  This wasn’t an absolute, however, since the Kypan sector, the Rath sector and the PR sector all had much fewer systems than the average for the quadrant.

That was the terrestrial priority system.  There was a secondary system called the mineral priority system that identified solar systems based on mineralogical scans, where rare elements might be found.  That system had even fewer star systems in it than the terrestrial system, and the two quite often overlapped.  Many terrestrial systems also held exploitable mineral resources, and these “double classified” systems were the ones that the Karinnes of old and the new were most interested in finding.  The KES completely ignored the mineral priority system for right now, because finding arable planets to grow food was much more important…and they often found the mineral resources they needed within those systems.  Searching for systems based solely on the minerals the system might hold wasn’t necessary.

The home sector holding the Imperium was the center of the S quadrant, the S2TA sector on the Karinne starcharts, but nobody called it that.  Every sector in the sector cluster had a name, and they were referred to by that name.  Terra sat right at the edge of the S2TA – S2T border, with the Kypan Void dominating the S2T and S2S sectors, and extending well into the S2TA and S2SA sectors.  The mostly uninhabited Kypan sector, for which the Kypan Void was named, was the S2T sector on Karinne starcharts, extending right out to the very edge of the galaxy, the Grimja sector was the S2UA sector, and the Verutan sector was the S2SA sector.  The Kirri and Rathii were in the Rath sector, which was the S2S sector.  The Imperium was almost smack dab in the middle of the home sector, drawn up that way by the Faey and whose original starcharts the Karinnes adopted, and it was surrounded on three sides by other empires and on the fourth by the Kypan Void…at least in a two-dimensional sense.  To be more correct, the Imperium was surrounded on five sides by other empires and the Kypan Void on the sixth

And that was why Dahnai and the other Confederate rulers were so hot for access to the PR sector…there was nowhere left for anyone in the sector cluster to really expand, since there were other empires beyond the home sector cluster that ringed them in.  They had to go all the way to the S2WC or the S2QD sectors to get where there was unclaimed territory worth claiming, and doing so would require them to cross the sovereign territory of dozens of remote empires.

Such were the dangers of living in such a populated section of the galaxy.  The home sectors were the most densely populated stretch of sectors in the quadrant in that every known terrestrial class system in the sector cluster was inhabited, as well as quite a few non-terrestrial systems where extravagant life support systems had to be in place to allow life to survive in the system, like the Skaa’s Raxxad system.  There was also the fact that nobody had anywhere to expand, since even the most desolate systems holding either very hostile planets or no planets at all were looked upon as potential expansion targets by empires desperate to find room to expand, the desperation that drove the Faey into exploring the Kypan Void and finding Terra in the first place.  They literally had nowhere else to go, and food shortages drove Dahnai to mount very expensive and time-consuming exploration missions deep into the Kypan Void, far beyond where their scouts had gone before.  That was why the empires were always on edge.  The only way to increase an empire’s influence was to take territory from another empire.


They waited as the hyperspace probes continued high-resolution scans of the star systems in the RK sector, returning more and more refined data as more and more probes flooded into the sector to investigate energy signatures.  The probes had to move around a great deal in hyperspace to get close enough to get more detailed scans of the energy signatures, and had to physically be inside the system to get any decent images.  The scanners on the probes weren’t nearly as good as the ones on a scout ship, which was why the KES used manned ships to do the exploring.  Hyperspace probes were only used to find systems that looked worth sending a scout ship to investigate.

“We’re getting some differentiation on the energy signatures.  I think they indicate a difference in technology levels,” the same controller called out.  “That hints that there’s more than one empire or civilization in the sector.”


“That’s a good bet,” Jason agreed, coming over and leaning over her station, looking at her hologram.  “How many different types have you found?”


“Six so far, your Grace,” she answered, glancing up at him.  “We’re getting a different style of tachyon burst modulation from this area, this area, and this area, and we’re reading old-style neutrino pulse modulation in this area,” she reported, pointing at her hologram of the RK sector.  “This area and this area are emanating a very strange rhythmic pulse riding on a hyperspace jump signature…almost like they’re using hyperspace engines to generate modulated pulses into hyperspace.  I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Yeah, see?” Jason said, looking back at Meya and Myra.  Myra promptly flipped him off in the Faey fashion, which made him laugh.  “No gravband?”


“None detected sir, not even the older ripple modulation techniques.”


“They may not have developed spatial warping tech,” Meya noted.  “That’s required for gravband.”


“That puts them about on the same level as the Imxi if that’s true,” Jason speculated, then he asked Cybi to join them via gestalt.  Her hologram wavered into being, as did a holo of Myri and Juma in the command center back at the White House.


“What is it, Jayce?”


“I want you to move a task force to RJ-44,” he answered.  “The KES just found an extensive number of spacefaring star systems in the RK sector.  Maybe hundreds of inhabited systems.  I want some muscle there in the system and another task force on standby in Kosigi for immediate deployment, just in case things get hostile.”

“We’ll send you some scans we’re getting of one of the warships parked at RK-02,” Meya said.  “We have a CMS hyperspace probe in the system conducting scans.”


“We do like to know what we might be up against,” Juma said with a smile and a nod.


“What do you have on that ship?” Jason asked the controller.


“Umm, hold on, your Grace,” she said, switching the holograms.  “It’s using a form of harmonic ion pulse technology for power.”


“Striated?”


“Yes, your Grace,” she nodded.


“About the minimum power necessary for most decent jump engines,” Juma mused.


“Engines are ion-based, and I’m getting readings of phased harmonic ion beam weaponry.”


“Not nearly as powerful as Colonial iso-neutron weapons, but not too shabby,” Myri added.  “If they managed to phase it, that actually makes them pack a punch.  Those weapons are shield-piercing, just like an MPAC, but they wouldn’t have much luck piercing Imperium Neutronium armor.  They have no chance against our compressed carapace armor..”


“It has an Edratium alloy outer hull, and we’re detecting shield generation units inside.  Harmonic phased ion shields.  Hard and phased ion shields,” the controller declared.  “I can’t get a reading on their energy output, your Grace. They’d have to turn them on.  But we can figure out that much based on the energy they’re emitting in standby mode.”

“Edratium?  I’d use shocked titanium over Edratium,” Myri said.


“So their armor technology is weak, but they have some damn good shields,” Juma said.  “They must really have solid ion-based tech to harmonize ion shields enough to make them hard.”


“They’re multiphasic, that’s what’s way more fucking impressive,” Jason said.  “That’d stop an MPAC, maybe even a pulse weapon, depending on the power output of the shields.  But it’d definitely stop an MPAC.”


“But not a particle beam,” Cybi supplied.  “Nor a Torsion weapon.”

“It would come down to how good their energy dispersal system is as to how long they’d stay up against an MPAC or pulse weapon,” Myri grunted, scratching her chin absently.


“I’m reading some missiles as well, your Grace.  I can’t detect what kind of warheads they use, but they to have ion engines in the missiles,” she noted.


“Does the ship have artificial gravity?” Jason asked.  “It’s not built like a ship that doesn’t have an artificial gravity field.”


“I…yes, your Grace, it does.  But it’s not spatial tech.  I’m not detecting any spatial warping anywhere in the ship, yet there’s definitely a directional gravity field plane set at the ship’s keel, creating a uniform down direction for the entire ship.  I’m not entirely sure how they’re generating an artificial gravity field without some kind of spatial unit,” she said with a small frown.


“Well that’s new,” Juma said with some surprise, turning and looking to the side, probably at a hologram over the main console.


“So, whoever they are, they’ve learned a few tricks we haven’t,” Jason noted.  “Thank you, Captain,” he added, patting her on the shoulder, then he stood back up and looked to the twins.  “Suggestions?”


“We should gather some more scans, and once we have a rough idea of how much territory is inhabited over there, we make contact,” Myra answered.


“I agree.  We make contact after we get a more detailed look at things,” Meya nodded.


“Myri, you concur?”


“I do,” she nodded.  “If they have warships on the edge of territory abutting a void, then they have reason to be afraid of something.  Let’s get a good look at what’s over there before we make any moves.”


“Alright.  Meya, send every single probe we have and saturate the RK sector, let’s get as detailed a look at what’s over there as we can.  Myri, I think I’d rather you move more than just a single task force to RJ-44.  Enough that if someone scans the system, they’ll think twice about attacking it.  I’m not completely depending on the interdictor.  These are unknown civilizations with different tech. One of them might be able to find a way around an interdictor.  Until we know for sure they can’t jump an interdictor, we assume that they can.”

“Not a problem, Jayce.  I’ll send 120 ships to RJ-44, three full battle squadrons and two carrier task forces,” she replied.  “Juma, should we send a command ship?”


“They’re currently both just docked, we can always give one of them some field time.  Let’s send the Iyaneri, its crew could use more field experience.  The Aegis crew doesn’t need it.”

“Your Grace.  Your Grace,” the controller said.  “I think you should look at this.”


He returned to her console.  She pointed at an image being relayed from the probe there in the system, pointing at a large ring-like device in orbit around the planet.  “I’m getting some very strange readings from this device, your Grace,” she told him.  “It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before!”


Jason looked at the energy output of the device, and immediately saw that it was hyperspace-based.  It was generating a hyperspace field inside the ring, and they watched as a ship entered the ring and then jumped out.  Jason studied the output chart, and then gasped.  He slammed his hands down on the console and gave a sudden laugh.  “Holy shit!” he blurted.


“What is it, babe?” Meya asked.


“It’s a catapult!” he said animatedly.  “It’s a hyperspace catapult!”


“What is that, your Grace?”


“It’s a device that accelerates a ship in hyperspace to reduce the relativity delay the ship suffers,” Cybi answered for him.

“We obviously don’t need them, but Myleena’s been playing around with the technology to supply to other empires…or she was,” Jason continued.  “With them cracking the relativity delay researching Consortium engines, she more or less stopped bothering.”  He looked to Myri.  “We definitely make contact once we get more information,” he said firmly.  “Captain, I want you to scan the hell out of that device,” he ordered the young woman sitting in front of him.  “See if you can get a detailed scan of its internal workings, something our research team can reverse-engineer, and send that data straight to research.  Cybi, mirror it to 3D.”


“I can, sir, it doesn’t have a sensor-absorbing hull,” she said confidently as Cybi nodded in acknowledgement

“This way Myleena doesn’t have to waste time inventing it,” he said to a curious Meya and Myra.  “Even with the Confederate empires developing real-time engines, a catapult system will help with their older freighter fleets.  That way they won’t have to upgrade everything.  So we definitely want to contact this civilization.  We might be able to get them to trade us this catapult technology, maybe for spatial technology.  That would be pretty fair for both sides.”


“So, we’re stealing their catapult tech,” Meya said with a slight smile.


“No, we’re studying it,” he replied primly.  “If they won’t trade it to us, then we’ll steal it.”


The twins laughed.  “And here we thought you were honorable, Jayce,” Myra grinned.


“Me?  Honorable?  Girl, you gotta spend more time at home,” he chided, which made half the ops center burst into laughter.


Jason stayed in the ops center as the large task force Myri dispatched made for the RJ-44 Stargate, the Iyaneri and two carriers dominating the formation as it cruised out from Kosigi.  More and more probes arrived in the RK sector and started to scan, searching for the communications they were using, tachyon burst and neutrino pulse modulation, both of which were faster than light and were viable means of system to system communication.

“Can you get a high-resolution image of the surface, Captain?” Cybi asked the controller.  “Let’s see if we can see what they look like.”

“Easily, Lady Cybi,” she replied, and the image on the hologram shifted to the planet, centered over a city about halfway between the equator and the pole that would give them a good angle to see more than the tops of the beings’ heads—if they had heads—then began to zoom.  It shifted to avoid a cloud as buildings became discernable on the hologram, then the units on top of the roofs of the buildings, then a street between them with vehicles moving back and forth, then all the way to where they saw individual beings.

The controller gasped, and Jason’s eyes widened quite a bit.


They were a humanoid race that looked identical to Terrans, Shio, and Faey, with tan-brown skin and several different hair colors.  Their faces were leaner than a Terran, more like a Faey but with a Terran’s rounded ears, but they looked very tall and slender.  They wore clothing, at least from the waist down.  All of them were bare from the waist up, including the females, which bared very normal-looking breasts.  “Can you get some measurements?” he asked.


“The planet is .89 gravity, .93 pressure,” the controller replied.  “Aspect ratio analysis coming in.  This being is 5.812 shakra tall,” she reported, pointing at a female.  That was a touch over two meters, or close to seven feet.  “Going by body shape and assuming they have similar mass density as we do, this being weighs approximately 72 konn in their gravity.”  That was about 170 pounds, or around 77 kilograms.  That was fairly light for a being that tall…but then again, the planet had .89 gravity.  In standard gravity, she’d weigh around 80 konn.  That was still pretty light, but this female was very slender, almost sknny, with a very light bone structure and no fat anywhere on her.  And it seemed to be normal for their race, Jason noted as he looked at others walking on the street.  They all wore no shirts, but many carried bags, cargo slings, or very Terran-looking backpacks.  Tattoos seemed common among them, with flowing, almost tribal designs done mainly in black and dark blue, which made it visible against their light brown skin—a tiny bit lighter than Temika—tattooed on the lower arms, on the stomach mainly above the navel, over the pectorals on the males, and on females, between and above the breasts, leaving the breasts unadorned.  They also had tattoos on their backs, which covered the upper back and shoulders over the shoulder blades, and another tattoo on the lower back just above the waist of their pants or skirts, all of which had a sash over it of various colors.  Just as on the front, there was no connection between the upper and lower tattoos.  Many of them wore necklaces or metal rings on the upper arm, but there were no bracelets, no rings, no earrings.

“Gora’s Law strikes again,” Meya mused as they looked at a mirror of the feed on their hologram.


“They’re definitely Faey-like,” Myra agreed.  “More like us than Terrans and Shio, but those tattoos…what are they thinking?”


“Not every humanoid race believes in the beauty of the unaltered body the way the Faey do,” Jason told her lightly.


“Well, at least they’re not tattooing their faces,” Meya grunted.  “Or their tits.  That would be a crime.”


“I never knew you took such an interest in other women’s tits, Meya.”


“I do when I compare them to how big mine are,” she replied with a grin.  “And I’m way more stacked than them.”


“Well, their culture may find big tits to be a turn-off,” he countered playfully.


“Then no way are they even remotely similar to us,” Meya declared, which made Jason laugh.


More telemetry came in from other probes, and it started to reveal the scope of just what they were dealing with.  There were 878 planetary solar systems in the RK quadrant, out of some 14,000 or so stars in the sector, and they were getting either tachyon burst or neutrino pulse energy signatures from 603 of them.  The entire RK sector was inhabited, but they’d only detected energy from RK-02, which was the closest RK system to RJ-44.  RJ-44 was all the way across the RJ sector from RK-02.  There were also comm signals coming from border systems in the RL, RKA, and the extreme corner of the RLA sectors.  It was an entire sector cluster of potential inhabitation, just like the home sector, which six distinct technology levels in the comm signals they were receiving.  That hinted that there were at least six separate governmental entities in the sector cluster.  And there might be more deeper in the RL, RKA, and RLA sectors, since their probes could only scan a tiny sliver of a sector.  They were just too damn big.  As it was, they had their entire inventory of 1,180 probes in the RK sector, and most of them could just barely make out the comm signals coming from the most distant systems.  If not for the fact that tachyon burst and neutrino pulse comm systems were faster than light and had very, very long range, they wouldn’t even detect that.

Jason watched with the twins as the task force moved through the Stargate one ship at a time, the Iyaneri and carriers going first, then in order of largest ships first as more and more data came back from the probes.  They had probes at 28 inhabited systems now, the ones closest to RK-02, and it looked like they were all using the same technology, which hinted strongly that it was a singular government.  Every system had three things in common; a large number of ships moving around it, the presence of warships, and a hyperspace catapult.

“It’s going to take another half an hour to get anything back from one of these other tech level systems, Jayce,” Meya said.  “Why don’t you go to your office so you get out of our hair?”


“Don’t order me around, woman,” he retorted, which made Meya grin.  “But I could get some paperwork done while we’re waiting for more info.”


“Good.  Dera, get him out of here,” Myra declared, looking at the smiling guard.

Jason went to his office and set up dedicated holograms for both the KES and KMS headquarter, then did a little reading through reports as he kept an eye on a hologram showing the readings coming back from the probes.  They started painting a picture of a sector nearly as crowded as the home sector with six different technology levels, and the first probe to reach one of those other technology level systems confirmed that it was a different species.  The species there was a canoid bipedal species similar to the Kimdori, the Beryans, or the Rakarri, again showing that Gora’s Law was more than just a theory.  They too were highly militarized, they noticed, with large numbers of warships at the system.  The closest of their systems to RJ-44 was RK-103, and from the comm signals coming from the sector, these wolf-like creatures occupied the central region of the sector closer to the RJ sector.

Eventually, his absence was noticed.  A hologram of Dahnai appeared, her sitting in a padded chair and nursing Miyai at her breast.  “Where are you, babe?” she demanded.


“At work,” he replied.  “We’ve got something going on.  I may not be back for a couple of hours, I’m waiting for some reports to get here.”


“About?”


“House business,” he replied simply.


“Okay, okay.  Well, hurry back,” she ordered, then her hologram winked out.


Miaari padded into his office without warning—she was one of the few allowed in without his approval—and sat in the chair across from his desk.  She waited until he disabled the two-way communication holograms he had going with Meya and Myri.  “I heard that you’ve encountered intelligent life in the RK sector,” she said.


“Yeah, I have probes out trying to get an idea of what we’re dealing with.”


Miaari touched her memory band, and a detailed map of the sector appeared in a hologram between them, with six different colored areas within, very small areas.  The largest of them was only made up of six systems, where the smallest were just single systems.  “This is the RK sector,” she said.  “It is inhabited by eight separate and distinct spacefaring species which make up six separate governmental entities.  I think you encountered the Keelo, which is a humanoid species whose homeworld is closest to RK-02, but that is only a guess.”


Jason looked at her with a little disgust.  “You knew about them?”


“Of course we did,” she replied simply.  “We don’t tell you everything, Jason.  We allow the Karinnes to explore on their own, even in areas we have already been, because it is important for you to learn and grow on your own with as little interference from us as possible.  It is not our place to interfere.”


He gave her a slightly dirty look, then sighed and leaned back in his chair.  Fucking Kimdori…but he guessed he shouldn’t have been too surprised.  “What do you know of them?” Jason asked.


“We haven’t sent any scout missions into the RK sector for 400 years, so our information is very outdated,” she said.  “The races in that sector lacked the technological advancement that require us to keep an eye on them, so after the initial exploration, they scheduled a follow-up exploration for at time when our explorers estimated someone in the sector might have discovered plasma or spatial technologies.  When they reach that level of advancement, then it requires us to keep an eye on them.  This information is 400 years old, so do not take it as up to date,” she warned.  “When we first explored the sector 400 years ago, there were six separate governments here, Jason.  The Keelo Republic,” she said, making one of the areas brighten.  “The Hrathari Dominion.  The Druvom Empire.  The Strath-Zegra Alliance.  The Gudara-Yood Partnership.   And the Birkon Empire.  None of them had reached the technological threshold that would attract attention from our explorers, to the point where the next scheduled exploration of the sector is set to occur in 200 years.  They had crude engine technology that allowed them to reach other star systems, but the journeys would take years.  The Keelo have hyperspace catapults now?”

“Yes.”


“That’s surprising, their technology level 400 years ago didn’t even hint that they’d advance that far so quickly, and yet they have developed a technology so advanced that it has practical use to this quadrant,” she mused, tapping her muzzle.  “They had only just developed propulsion technology to reach other star systems at that time.”


“I was going to make contact with them.  Do what the Kimdori know of them make that a good idea or a bad idea?”


“I cannot give a recommendation one way or the other, Jason.  They have clearly advanced far faster than we expected.  When we were last in the RK sector, the eight races weren’t aware of each other outside of the two alliances I mentioned. Both are separate species that evolved on different planets in the same system, and both had joined into alliances rather than fight one another.  It seems that they have grown rapidly in the 400 years since we surveyed the sector.  Far more rapidly than we would have imagined.”

“Well, your map is missing about 90% of what we’re finding from the probes.  Almost every planetary solar system in the RK sector is inhabited.”


“Surprising,” she said.  “Might I get access to the probe data?”

“That’s a silly question,” he told her.  “Anything you can tell me about these races?’


She shook her head.  “Even if I could, after 400 years, there’s little that would still be the same.  I can show you what they look like, that is the only information I would feel confident passing on to you.  Firstly, I can say that the Birkon are radically different life forms from most others,” she amended.   “They breathe methane and live on a planet that is so cold that it would kill most anything else. They have a glycerol compound for blood that prevents freezing, and can withstand temperatures where some gases liquefy.  Surprisingly, though, they can tolerate higher temperatures as well as the Jobodi,” she said.  “They are a very curious race, and one of the hardiest we have ever encountered.”


“The others are less exotic?”


She nodded.  “The Keelo, the Strath, and the Yood are humanoids much similar to your species, but the Strath are the size of a Makati and the Yood are very burly and bulky, as they hail from a heavy gravity planet only slightly less strong than Prakarika.  The Hrathari are canine in appearance like Kimdori, but they look more wolf-like.  The Zegra are equinoids, horse-like creatures with hooves for feet and three-fingered hands,” she said, projecting a very old image of what almost looked like a bipedal zebra with hooves for feet like a Moridon, an equine head and face set on a vertical base, but with black and brown fur rather than black and white. But it did have stripes.  “Birkons are not very attractive,” she said, showing an image of a humanoid creature that looked long and lanky, like the Keelo, but had chalky bluish skin and black eyes like a Jun...and had a squid-like beak on their faces in place of nose and mouth.  They also had tentacle-like appendages in place of arms, complete with sucker-like attachments to the two “fingers” that split off from the end of the appendage.  They were not very pretty.  “The Gudara are horned goat-like creatures the size of a Makati, who resemble the satyrs from your Terran mythology,” she said, displaying a slender bipedal creature.  They had hooves like a Zegra and shaggy fetlocks around them, with a muzzled face that looked like a cross between a goat and a human and curved horns on their heads.  “The Druvom are another silicoid-based species similar to the Stevak, but they don’t look similar.”  She showed him an image of a wide-featured humanoid with stone for skin, complete with crystalline growths protruding from the backs of the shoulders, the backs of the forearms, and from the shins.  The creature’s face was very wide and had no nose, however.  “They are also among the largest intelligent beings in the galaxy.  This creature is nearly ten shakra tall.”   Jason whistled, that was 12 or so feet tall, or around three and a quarter meters.  That wasn’t as big as a Benga, but this Druvom would come up to a Benga’s chin.

“That’s even bigger than a Bari-Bari.”


She nodded.  “That’s all we have on them, Jason.  As I said, we haven’t been back in the RK sector for 400 years.  This is the only information I could pull from our archives that we felt was still viable, but I thought it might help.”


“It helps a little, but not all that much,” he said honestly.  “About all it does is confirm that the six technology levels we’re detecting are probably those six, and all six still exist as governmental entities.”  He gave her a look.  “And it makes me a tad miffed.”

She smiled.  “We are a race of secrets, Jason,” she said with dancing eyes.


“Yeah, get out of my office, you traitor,” he told her, which made her laugh.


Miaari strutted out, and Jason turned the holograms back on and related what Miaari told him to the others.  “So, at least we know that much,” he said after going over what Miaari told him.  “We’re most likely dealing with eight species organized into six different civilizations.”

“And they can’t have overly friendly relations, given the number of warships we’ve found so far,” Meya noted.


Jason glanced at the door.  “Meya, I want you to fully map out the inhabited systems in the RK sector and watch them a little while, but keep our probes back a little from their inhabited planets.  Don’t get them too close, one of those other civilizations might have some way to detect them.  Let’s not start out a potential new contact by them thinking we’re spying on them,” he said.  “But, let’s get more information before we decide what to do.  Let’s set up a conference for 14:00 tomorrow to go over what the probes find, then discuss making contact with one or possibly all of them.  Myri, put our comm officers on their burst transmissions, see what they can figure out.  And send your data to Miaari, have her put her analysts on it too, see what they can get out of it.”


“Sure thing, Jayce,” she nodded.


 “Myri, keep that task force at RJ-44.  They might have noticed we’re there by now,” he continued.

“Sure thing, Jayce.”

“Alright, 14:00 tomorrow at the KES ops center, everyone be there in person,” Jason said.  “I’ll bring Miaari, so we can all take turns beating her up for withholding that information until we came across them on our own,” he added, which made them all laugh.  “Meya, your team’s responsible for the presentation.  Everyone be ready to discuss making contact with one or all of the governments over there, along with all the pros and cons that might come with it.”

“We’ll be there,” Myri said.


Jason ended the holograms and leaned back in his chair.  This was definitely a first for him, coming across an alien civilization with whom they had no contact, at least in a non-war situation.  They’d known nothing about the Consortium or the Imxi either, but those were different situations.  This would be their first contact with a completely unknown race in a peaceful situation, and there were a lot of questions about it.  They would be moving into a populated part of the galaxy previously unknown to the Karinnes, where they would be the newcomers, where six governments existed and had their own relations.  The Karinnes would be the strangers there, unfamiliar with the politics of the area, and there was no telling how they’d be received.  How would those races take finding out about the Karinnes?  What about the Academy, would they be interested in that?  And how would they receive finding out about the Confederation and its goal to push back the Andromedans?  There was really no telling.

But, there was something exciting about this situation.  They’d come across their first spacefaring race that was more or less completely unknown, so unknown that not even the Kimdori really knew much about them.  An unknown race with unknown customs, with relations with other races that were equally unknown.  For the Karinnes, who pursued knowledge over all other things, this was a golden opportunity.  It was an opportunity to learn new things about new people, to see how races in a completely different part of the galaxy had grown and evolved, and how they related to one another.  The Keelo looked a lot like Terrans and Faey, but there was no telling how they might act, and that was what made it so intriguing to Jason.


He’d find out more tomorrow.  He wanted to get back to Dahnai’s palace to spend time with his wife, his amu, and his new daughter.  That was more important to him right now.
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The room was pretty crowded.

Some 35 Faey, Terrans, Makati, Shio, two Kimdori, and a lone Beryan stood around the large room, members of the KES, the KMS, Miaari’s intelligence service, and diplomats from Yeri’s State department listened as one of Meya’s research specialists went over everything they’d learned in the day or so they’d been gathering information from the RK sector.  Jason, Tim, Miaari, Kemaari, Yeri, Myri, Sioa, Juma, and Navii stood with Meya and Myra in a group, the big brass in the room, and it was mainly to them that the briefing was given.


“From what we’ve managed to piece together, your Grace, the RK sector is just one of four populated sectors in the quadrant,” the KES analyst said, a handsome Faey man with bone white hair.  “We detected inhabitation in the RKA, RL, and RLA sectors as well, which were systems belonging to the six empires in the RK quadrant.  The borders of these empires are fairly well defined within the RK sector, but outside of it, there’s almost a piecemeal placement of systems, as if they had raced each other to colonize them first, or perhaps they’ve changed hands as the result of treaties or wars.  We know absolutely nothing about what’s beyond the edges of the outlying sectors, but from the looks of it, there are no spacefaring races there to challenge this colonization.  We have probes searching deeper into the sectors to find out.


“We have determined that there are currently two wars being waged within the sector.  The humanoids Ambassador Miaari called Keelo are at war with the canoids she called Hrathari, and on the other side of the sector, there is a war being waged between two other empires, the Birkons and the Druvom.  Oddly enough, the majority of these wars are being waged in the outlying territories,” he said, bringing the holo close along the border of the RK and RL sectors.  “The Keelo and the Hrathari share a border, but the Birkons and Druvom do not.  It seems that the Keelo and Hrathari aren’t willing to wage war in their core systems, but are more than willing to fight one another in the outer territory.”


“Or perhaps the defenses within the core systems make military action prohibitive, so they wage war where there is a chance of success without heavy casualties,” Navii speculated.


“We theorized that ourselves, Admiral,” he nodded.  “The other four nations in the sector seem to be at peace with each other and with the warring parties.  From a technology standpoint, these six nations are behind the Confederate norm in most respects, but they’re using some technology we’ve never seen before.  All six of these nations are using hyperspace catapults, for example, which they’re using to significantly offset the hyperspace delay of their engines.  We’ve also detected a few other technologies never invented in the home sector because of the discovery of plasma and spatial technology.  Since none of them have made that advance, they’ve pushed the boundaries of ion technology farther than we’ve seen any other nation take it.

“This scenario introduces some tricky problems.  If we make contact with any one of them, we risk destabilizing the sector’s political balance even further, but making contact with all of them jeopardizes our neutrality. The warring nations will invariably try to pull us into their wars, especially when they find out that we have vastly superior technology.  It also makes trading knowledge with them problematic.  The core tenet of the house is to never give others technology which they’ll use in a military fashion against others in a non-defensive manner.  If we trade any of our tech for their hyperspace catapult tech, we run that risk.  However, with the coming of the Syndicate and the Consortium, it is almost our duty to warn them of what’s coming and allow them to make informed decisions about it,” he added, glancing at Jason.


“It’s the official recommendation of the KES Social Research department that we make brief contact with all six empires.  We tell them who we are, tell them we won’t get mired in their political problems, and warn them of the coming of the Syndicate and the Consortium.  We then tell them they can find us at RJ-44 if they want to talk more about it, and leave them be.  There’s too much murky political upheaval in the sector to get too involved with them.”


“Thank you for the recommendation, Major,” Jason said.  “Alright, who else has an opinion?”


“I’d have to mostly agree with the Major,” Miaari said, tapping her muzzle.  “The Karinnes do not get involved in the affairs of others, but we do owe it to them to warn them that the Andromedans are coming.  What would happen if they asked to enter the Academy, Jason?” she asked him.


“Official Karinne policy is that politics ends at the edge of the Academy’s campus,” he answered.  “the Academy is open to all comers who have a sincere desire to learn.  We couldn’t really tell them no as long as they’re sincere about wanting to go there to learn, and from the sound of it, they’d learn a hell of a lot.  They teach plasma and spatial technology science there.  But, they’d have to know about the Academy to ask to enter it.  As long as we don’t tell them about it, we can dance around that sticky problem.  I’d rather not have them go there and learn enough to change the political dynamics of the sector.  If one of the more aggressive empires learns Confederate tech, it could make things completely go to hell.”


“From a military standpoint, they’re absolutely no threat to the house,” Myri said.  “We’ve gone over the data the KES sent us, and my military analysts assure me that their weapons are no danger to a KMS vessel.  So, telling them where RJ-44 is won’t be a potential security threat.  They can’t jump the interdictor, and their entire fleet is no match for the task force we have at RJ-44 right now.  I think the KMS could take on the entire combined fleets of all six empires and have an even chance of victory.”

“Stop thinking with your tits, Myri,” Jason said, which caused some chuckles in the room.  “What’s the KMS recommendation?”


“Since they’re no threat to the house, we don’t have any objection to revealing RJ-44.  So if you want to contact them, we’re fine with it.  I’d really like to get my hands on that hyperspace catapult tech, but not if it comes with the risk of violating Karinne oaths.”


Jason had every single person in the room give his or her opinion, which he listened with full attention, going person by person through the KMS officers, the KES scientists, Miaari’s department, then Yeri’s State department diplomats.  They then spent nearly three hours discussing the possible advantages and consequences of contact with one empire, contact with all empires, and everything in between, and the possible scenarios where the Karinne contact teams might be attacked…which was a distinct possibility given the upheaval in the sector.  Unknown ships jumping into the sector might be seen as hostile and be attacked before they could open diplomatic channels.


The last opinion he asked was from Cybi, who hovered just beside him.  She put her hands behind her holographic back and took on a thoughtful expression, then ghosted forward a bit.  “This is a complex situation,” she said.  “There’s a very great risk that we might get pulled into their wars, but we do need to warn them about what’s coming.  But no matter what we decide, what we must do is keep their existence a secret from the rest of the Confederation,” she said strongly.  “The others would see them as prime targets for military takeover, since their technology is not sufficient to repel any empire from the home sector cluster.  And with the empires starting to develop the technology to jump in real time, it puts these R quadrant civilizations in very real danger.  They are now within reach of the aggressive empires in the Confederation, and would stand no chance if they are invaded.”

“And that’s why I told all of you to keep this quiet,” Jason nodded.  “No matter what we decide, the existence of those empires doesn’t leave this ops center.  Understood?”


They all nodded in assent.


“As to my recommendation, Jason, I concur with Major Stren.  I think we should contact all six governments simultaneously, tell them who we are and stress that we are neutral in all things, then warn them that they are little fish in a sea of much bigger predators.  We warn them both about the coming of the Andromedans and the fact that the aggressive home quadrant empires are developing technology that will allow them to reach the R quadrant.  We reveal the existence of the Confederation and its goal to protect our galaxy from the Andromedans, we then tell them about RJ-44 in case they wish to further discuss the matter, and then allow them to go about their business.”

“Scare them into joining the Confederation, eh Cybi?” Myri asked lightly.


“Their only protection from empires like the Faey, the Skaa, and the Verutans is to be allied to them,” she replied simply.  “But, given that there are wars being fought over there, it is a good chance that they will be more worried about the enemy they can see than the one they can’t.  They still deserve to know what’s happening beyond the R quadrant, things that very much could affect them, be it the Syndicate or a fleet of Imperium battle cruisers refitted with real-time jump engines  entering the RK sector with conquest on their minds.”

“That is a distinct possibility,” Meya grunted, leaning back on a console.  “We could tell the Confederation about them without revealing where they are, I suppose.  And perhaps warn them that messing with the RK empires might make us put a hand in.”


“Leave that part of it to me, Meya.  There are several ways I could scare the others out of the idea of messing with the RK empires,” he said dryly, which made Miaari chuckle.  “Alright, everyone, you’ve given me a lot to think about.  Let me head back to my office and go over some of my notes and think about a while.  I’ll send out a missive with my decision when I make it.”

Jason returned to his office and spent several hours thinking about it, isolating himself from everyone else as he pondered the problem.  He reread every report and watched his gestalt recording of the meeting earlier three times, listening carefully to everyone’s opinion, then researched some history to see how historical first meetings between two nations with a technological imbalance had gone…which was pretty sparse, since most of the time it resulted in the stronger empire conquering the weak one.  He spent nearly two hours studying how the Imxi were doing now that they were part of many other empires, their own empire chopped up and doled out to Confederate powers, and after a break for dinner, he and Cybi went through several possibilities, Jason utilizing Cybi’s incredible computer processing power to have her run probability scenarios on actions they might take.  He was there so long that he decided to just go to sleep in his private bedroom, at least after telling Jyslin and Dahnai he’d be staying overnight, getting a good healthy nap before getting back on the problem.


By dawn the next day, he’d made his decision.  He grabbed a shower and got an early breakfast down in the cafeteria, then called a conference of the four departments who needed to know about his decision, the KMS, the KES, Miaari’s intelligence office, and Yeri’s State department.  The eight women in charge of those four departments were on flat holograms arrayed in front of his desk once he got all of them in conference.  “Alright, after thinking about it a whole lot, I’ve made a decision,” he declared.  “I’ve decided that we’re going to make contact with all six empires, but we’re going to do it in a specific way,” he told them as Cybi manifested her hologram and sat demurely on the edge of his desk, which was more or less her preferred spot.  “We’re going to contact all six empires at the same time.  We’re sending out six main battleships carrying a telepathic specialist.  I decided on a battleship because I only want one ship going, and if only one ship is going, I want a ship that’s in very little danger if it’s attacked.  A battleship can hold off the military ships our scanners show in their home systems and jump back out without risking the safety of the crew.  This battleship will jump directly into the capitol systems of each empire, hold about an hour’s sublight from the most populated planet and broadcast a signal using that nation’s comm technology to get their attention.  They’ll wait for them to come to the battleship, make contact, and deliver our message.  If the battleship is attacked, do not return fire,” he stressed.  “Defensive systems only, shields and shockwave generators.  Just sit there until they either stop firing or they start doing damage.  If they start doing damage, then jump out.  Myri, I want the RJ-44 task force to divide into squadrons and jump to points where they can arrive to assist the battleship in five seconds if it becomes necessary,” he ordered.  “These squadrons will not return fire, they’ll just help the battleship retreat, at least up until the point where they must return fire to get the battleship out of the theater.  Remember, girls, we’re not there to start a war, we’re there to deliver the message.

“Our message is fairly straightforward.  To paraphrase it, we’re telling them who we are, that the Andromedans are coming, and that their remote location won’t be a defense against either the Andromedans or the Confederate empires developing real-time jump engines for much longer.  We’re also going to tell them that the Karinnes want to host a summit of all six empires at RJ-44 in twenty days from today to discuss what’s coming, to give them more information, and maybe see if we can get more information about what’s going on over there and offer our services as completely neutral arbitrators for possible peace talks.   If we can help stop those two wars being fought, we may as well take a shot at it,” he said dryly.


“Yeri, I want you to contact Red Horn and have them build a passingly decent negotiation center at New Kiria on Janja as fast as they possibly can,” he told her, referring to the largest of the 16 habitable moons and the one they were setting up as the “capitol” of the moon system.  “It doesn’t have to be extravagant, but it does need to be functional and at least look like it’s not built out of cardboard and rubber bands.  Tell them they have complete discretion as to what they build as long as it can hold a couple hundred people for a diplomatic conference, and it’s built so the protection of the emissaries is taken into account.  You’ll be hosting and moderating that conference, so start preparing for it.”


“I’ve already got some outlines prepared,” she said with a smile.


“Pick six diplomatic officers with the telepathic training for first contact situations and get them to Kosigi, I’ll have their talking points ready for them in a little bit.  Myri, pick six battleships for the mission.  Veteran battleships,” he stressed.  “I don’t want a new battleship with an untested crew going out there.”


“The Dreamer, Trelle’s Gift, Jenda, Victory, Shiani, and the Ijani are all available.”


“Perfect.  Get them off standby and warn their captains that more detailed orders are going to be coming down the pipe.  If you need to pull more ships for those protective rescue squadrons, do it.  Defense is your job, and I’m not going to micro-manage you.  Meya, Myra, pull all the hyperspace probes out of the RK sector cluster and send them back to what they were doing,” he ordered.  “And restrict those sectors from further exploration missions until we get more information.  You can still run missions in the other R quadrant sectors, just don’t go that way.”


“Not a problem, Jayce.  We’ve gotten some interesting long-range scans of REA-1743, that’s our next mission.”

“So, any surprises you might want to warn us about in advance if we go that way, Miaari?” he asked pointedly, which made the others laugh.


“I’ll never tell,” she replied playfully.


“Typical,” he drawled, which made her smile wolfishly.  “Get some of our intelligence people on Janja, Miaari, so we’re in position to find out what they won’t tell us.”


“I’ll take care of it.”

“Oh yeah, Yeri, if possible, send jacked diplomatic officers, so they can upload the local languages into the battleships’ mainframes,” he said.  “Once they’re uploaded, send them to Cybi and to the mainframe at the Academy for archiving and study.  That should make it easier on you when it comes time for the conference.”

“I’ll keep in contact with all six battleships to download the data.  I’ll send it on to the Academy,” Cybi supplied.


“Works for me,” Jason told her.

“My entire office is jacked, Jason,” she told him with a nod.  “Because of exactly that.”


“Alright, ladies, that’s it.  Get it done,” he said.  “I’ll send out the official orders and what I want the diplomats to talk about right now.  Just send me priority reports, since I’m going back to the summer palace and spending some time with my family.”


“And when are you releasing some pictures of Raisha for the public?” Myri asked.  “Some of us haven’t even seen her yet!”


“Blame Dahnai for that,” Jason said.  “But I’ll take care of it.  Actually, I won’t have to.  Cybi, you have some images of Raisha and Miyai that would look good in a press release?”


“Several,” she replied.  “I’ll pick a few nice ones and release them on the Dukal Announcement section of Civnet.”

“Problem solved.  But, I will be bringing Raisha back to the strip when I can pry her away from Dahnai,” he chuckled.  “I do want to show her off a bit.”


“Why not Miyai?”


“Miyai will take a little preparation,” he said carefully.  “If I bring her, nobody can bring guests.  Only people Dahnai’s guards pass through their security screening will be allowed to come see her.”  Which would mean that any Generation would not be allowed to come see her.  Miyai’s status was going to remain an absolute secret, even from House Karinne.  And since a Generation could sense another Generation, it meant that any time Miyai was on the strip, only Jason and Saelle from the Generations could be there.  And among the Kimdori, only Miaari and Kemaari would be allowed anywhere near her as well.  “But I can get around that with Raisha, since she’s half mine.  But when it comes to Miyai, I don’t have any say in what Dahnai does.”


“Fighting over the twins already, are we?” Yeri asked with a chuckle.


“More like making sure my little girl has an actual childhood,” he answered.  “I guess I should go back, even though Dahnai has a bunch of Grand Duchesses over there right now,” he grunted.  “She’s having the private presentation ceremony today, introducing the twins to the Siann.  Tomorrow she’s taking them back to Draconis so they can have their cleansing ceremony in the Faey religion, and I have to go.  Whee,” he grunted, which made several of them laugh.

“Isn’t the Brood Queen there now?”


He nodded.  “As well as Magran and Kreel, they’ve come to see the girls and talk a little politics with Dahnai in an informal setting.  Magran got here yesterday, and Kreel had some kind of problem and had to push his visit back a day.  He was scheduled to arrive about half an hour ago.”


“Then it sounds like you have more than one reason to go back to the summer palace,” Yeri noted.


“I get along with them,” he smiled.  “Actually, to be fair, all three of them are friends.  If it was that bitch Anivan, I’d find every reason in the world to stay here in my office.”


“Then you’d better get back to the palace, Jayce.  We’ll send you reports, and if it’s important, Cybi can come get you in person.”


“Sounds like a plan,” he said.  “I should have the paperwork out to you in about ten minutes.”


“Alright.  We’ll get everything rolling,” Myri said.


Jason created a list of diplomatic guidelines for the contact specialists to follow, issued the formal orders to the KMS and State, then he headed for his skimmer.  Dera and Ryn were with him, had been since yesterday, and Dera piloted the skimmer as Jason sat in the back and caught up with Dahnai and Jyslin over the biogenic network, warning them he was done with his work and returning to the palace.  Dahnai, Magran, and Sk’Vrae met him at the landing pad, Magran wearing a Hawaiian shirt and cargo pants of all things, looking almost a bit silly, looking more than happy to divest himself of his Grand Master robes for a couple of days.  Dahnai had had a couple of days to recover from the childbirth, and that was enough for her to be able to walk…but a doctor was nearby with a hoverchair, just in case she got too tired or walking became painful.  “It’s about time, Jason,” Magran said as he stepped down onto the pad.  “What’s going on that kept you tied up for two days?”


“House business, Magran, and fairly important business at that,” he replied.  “They’re going to be sending me messages if something comes up, so all of you will have to excuse me in advance if I suddenly have to leave again.”


“I hope it’s not something serious,” Sk’Vrae said.  Since Magran couldn’t send, she was speaking.

“Serious and not serious,” he replied.  “It’s nothing that’s potentially harmful to the house, but serious enough to require my personal attention.”


“That’s nice and vague,” Dahnai accused.


“Yup, I thought so myself,” he grinned.  “Where’s Kreel?”

“He got delayed again, but he should be in Karis space by now,” Dahnai answered.


“Are the Highborns still here?”


“The entire Siann is here,” she told him.  “They’re having a party by the pool right now.  It’s not often the Siann gathers outside of the palace, so it’s a bit casual,” she chuckled.


“I think I hear them calling me back to the office,” he said, turning around.  Magran laughed when Dahnai grabbed hold of his hand and pulled him towards her palatial summer home.


“Oh no, buster, I’ve got you here now, and you’re staying,” she declared as she dragged him towards the side door.


It wasn’t too bad.  Jason, Magran, Sk’Vrae, and Dahnai joined the party of the 85 Grand Duchesses and Trillane emissary gathered around the large pool, sitting at pool furniture, swimming, playing a croquet-like lawn game on the lush grass by the pool deck, or standing in small groups talking.  Jason made sure to get Kreel over with them when he arrived, sitting at Dahnai’s table near the grill as her cooks prepared barbecue for the party.  Faey had developed a great love of Terran outdoor grilling, though Jason could admit that the Shio were the true masters of cooking on grills and other open flame sources.  “That’s a whole lot of naked Faey,” Kreel noted lightly as he flopped in a chair beside Jason.

“Faey don’t wear swim suits around a pool, even if they have no intention of swimming,” Jason told him easily.  “And this is Dahnai’s first real chance to make the Siann jealous over her summer palace.”


“What took you so long?” Dahnai demanded.


“Oh the usual,” he replied, taking a mug of Makati ale from a servant with a bright, buck-toothed smile.  His oversized front teeth showed signs of being recently filed down.  “I had to do a little actual work when two Councilors demanded my presence at a negotiation.”


“Which took place at the Dripping Whiskers,” Jason predicted.


“It did move negotiations along,” he replied shamelessly, then took a long drink.  “Ahhh, now that’s better.  It was too late for me to head out once we were finished, so I just begged off until now.  It’s early morning back at Grimjaka, I left before dawn.  Now, where are your babies, Dahnai?  I came all this way to pretend to be impressed by them!”


Dahnai laughed.  “Saelle has them right now, doing her job as the foster.”


“So, she’s more into showing off her palace than her kids, eh?” He asked with a sly look at Jason.  “I had no idea she was that kind of Empress.  You know,” he said, making a dainty gesture with an imperious, highly snobby expression.


Jason laughed, but Dahnai narrowed her eyes.  “Watch it, buster, you’re on sovereign Merrane territory,” she warned.  “I’m the one in charge around here.”


“If there’s no danger involved, there’s no fun, Dahnai,” he replied shamelessly, which made Jason laugh harder.  Kreel’s irreverence was, in Jason’s opinion, one of his most endearing attributes.  He certainly never let council meetings stay boring very long.


Dahnai did have Saelle bring the twins out for Kreel to see, as well as many of the Grand Duchesses, who gathered around the hovercarriage.  He almost caused a riot when he reached down and picked up Raisha without permission, but his hold on her was professional and gentle, smiling down at her with that strangely cute toothy smile of his.  “That’s the cradling of a male with children of his own,” Magran noted lightly.


“Not a one, but I have nieces and nephews,” he replied with a smile.  “Grimja politics doesn’t leave a  guy with much chance at a social life.  And who’s an adorable little hairless blue baby?  Who’s an adorable little hairless blue baby?” he said in a funny voice, rubbing his nose against Raisha’s.  “Which one’s yours, Jayce?”


“The one you’re holding,” he replied.  “That’s Raisha.”


Raisha started to fuss a bit, and he handed her back to Saelle.  “Not your fault, High Councilor,” Saelle chuckled.  “Both of them are a little sensitive to sending, so all that chatter is making them a bit cranky,” she said, glancing her eyes to the pool.


“They’re both expressed?”


“No, just sensitive, but it’s a good sign that they’ll both have strong talent,” Dahnai said proudly.


After the twins were taken back to their nursery, Jason enjoyed more or less just hanging out with a few of his favorite Confederate rulers.  He was good friends with all three of the visiting rulers, so sitting with them around a patio table just enjoying the warm sunshine and talking about far less important matters was pretty nice.  It didn’t stay just them for long, however.  Dahnai spent some time with the Highborns, inviting them to sit at her table in twos and threes and talk a while, then Jason brought Yila over, who was rather boldly showing off the small jaingi tattoos she had had just to each side of her pubic hair, which was downright rebellious when it came to Grand Duchesses.  She made sure to work the table, talking trade and business with the visiting rulers.


Jason did keep up with the mission, thanks to priority reports sent directly to his gestalt, including some video.  The task force organized itself at the blue gas giant planet at RJ-44, then it jumped out in groups, with the six battleships heading for the six homeworlds Miaari had noted on the starchart and the rest of them jumping to a position where they could get there in a hurry if the battleship was in trouble.  Jason did pay more attention to the mission than the party when the battleships jumped in, and in five of the six individual missions, it went smoothly.  In those five cases, the battleship jumped about an hour’s sublight cruise from the most populated planet in the system and broadcast a signal emulating the technology of the system, just broadcasting pulses to get attention, and in each case, they didn’t have to wait long.  Those five encounters worked out much the same.  A group of alien ships came out to the battleship—which was bigger than most of the other ships by a noticeable margin—and the battleship very slowly moved forward.  Once the ships were about 15 to 20 kathra apart, the range of a strong telepath, it held position and the diplomat aboard went to work.  Each of those encounters took about an hour and a half to two hours to complete, as the diplomatic officer first established a common method of communication, then arranged a face to face meeting with a diplomatic or military officer aboard the ships.  The officer boarded the KMS battleship, and once they were in the landing bay, the diplomatic officer conducted the negotiations, delivering the message, inviting their diplomats to RJ-44 for a conference, and gaining tactile contact with the emissary to absorb their language—even for a telepath like Ryn, touch was required for something that intricate—and teach the visiting envoy the Faey language in return.  The alien officer then went back to their own ships and the KMS battleship jumped out of the system.

The exception was the Birkons.  When the KMS battleship jumped in and announced itself, the Birkons sent a fleet of 20 ships to intercept it.  And when they got within range, they opened fire without warning.  The battleship that went there was the Dreamer, and Marayi did what Jason wanted, she just sat there and let the Birkons fire their ion weapons and missiles at the battleship.  For long moments, the battleship simply sat there and absorbed their fire, the phased ion weapons failing to penetrate the battleship’s Teryon shields and their missiles being destroyed by the shockwave generator.  Marayi waited nearly five minutes as the 20 ships kept firing, the shields able to dissipate the energy as fast as the Birkons could fire it, but when they advanced to engage the Dreamer at close range, to bring more weapons with shorter range into play, Marayi made a pretty smart move.  Instead of retreating, she instead sent the Dreamer at the Birkons as they closed, and that got the diplomatic officer close enough to make telepathic contact.  The firing stopped quickly once the diplomat told them that they weren’t some brand new Druvom ship.  Once the Birkons realized that they weren’t Druvoms, they apologized quite profusely and sent a diplomatic envoy to the Dreamer to negotiate.  The envoy had to wear a breather and an environmental suit since they breathed methane and preferred temperatures so cold it would kill most carbon-based life, but Birkons could tolerate what Faey and Terrans would consider to be room temperature, so the diplomat was able to make hand to tentacle contact to teach the Birkon language and be inserted with Faey in exchange.

Of note to Jason was that four of those six races had telepaths of their own.  Only the Birkons and the Druvom had not had telepaths on the ships.


In all six cases, the message was delivered, the local language learned and uploaded to Cybi, and the invitation to a conference at RJ-44 was extended.  The mission was considered a success, with only the Birkons reacting with violence…and they apologized immediately after contact was made.  They mistook the Dreamer for some brand new Druvom warship.

The party lasted nearly six hours, until Dahnai finally got tired of holding informal court in her luxurious new palace, and she sent the Grand Duchesses back to Draconis.  Yila managed to hang around, however, sitting with Jason and Jyslin out by the pool while Dahnai was nursing the infants.  Kellin and Symone were with Dahnai, Tim was off “entertaining” himself with one of the palace servants, Magran and Sk’Vrae both were up in guest rooms resting, and Kreel was goofing around with Maer and Sirri tossing a bachi ball around with sticks from the equipment room, and showing some surprising skill with a bachi stick.  Yeri caught Jason up on her simsense project, how the movies she was producing were just starting production now that the actors were all jacked and finished assimilation training.  But she couldn’t help but notice something else.  I saw that the Paladins are 2-3, which is better than most analysts predicted given their schedule, she sent lightly.

They’re coming along nicely, Jyslin answered.  We’re very optimistic that we’ll have a winning season this year.  I doubt we’ll make the playoffs, though.  That’ll be next year, she sent impishly, grinning at Yila.


Just be glad my Tigers are in division IV, she sent coolly, competitive challenge shimmering through her thought.  The IBL was organized into eight divisions each holding eight teams.  A team played every other team in its division once a year, and the rest of the games were organized by random draw every year within a schedule were divisions faced four random teams from two other divisions in a rotating schedule, and five games that were purely random draw, where a team might play a team from its own division more than once due to the random draw…which had gone against the Paladins this year.  They’d randomly drawn some of the toughest teams in the IBL in the first half of their schedule, with a much easier second half.  The random nature of the IBL schedule led to some curious trends, such as the fact that some teams hadn’t played one another in nearly 90 years because they didn’t get randomly paired during the schedule creation process, and other trends where two teams seemed to always get paired any time their divisions came up in the rotation.  The last four games of the season were always division games, but the rest of the schedule was more or less randomly created.  That gave the end of the season a whole lot of importance, since division games determined who went to the playoffs.

The Paladins were in Division VIII, and this year they were scheduled to play four teams each from Division II and Division III.  Their five random draws were the Draconis Immortals who were division champion of Division I, the IBL championship game runner-up Joliki Berserkers in Division IV, the Terra Warriors, which were in Division I and had been the only easy team in the draw, the 3rd place Makan Destroyers from Division VII, and their final draw had been none other than the current IBL champions, the Karvectos Blades from Division VI.

Oh, we’ll be playing them next year in the playoffs, and we’ll beat ‘em.  Assuming they can get out of the division bracket, Jyslin sent grandly.  The Paladins are 13-4 lifetime against the Tigers.  History’s on our side, you know.

So much swagger from an expansion team, Yila retorted.


We were an expansion team 43 years ago, Jyslin shot back.


Still the last team to enter the IBL, so you’re an expansion doormat until you prove you’re not, Yila countered, smiling in a slightly ominous manner.


You wanna make a little wager on that, Yila? Jyslin sent immediately.  Say, on just whose team is going to reach the IBL championship game first?


You’ve never been there.


And your team hasn’t been there since you took over your house, Jyslin dug right back.  The Tigers can’t get past the quarterfinals.  We don’t have that jinx on our team.

Yila gave her a dirty look.  And just what kind of bet are you considering?


If we get to the championship first, you hand over 7% of your ownership of the Paladins, and you give up an equal 7% of all the profit sharing agreements.  If the Tigers do, we give you 14% more of all the profits.  I’d offer you share ownership, but IBL rules won’t let us go under 51%.  Frinia’s 10% won’t let me do it.


You’re serious, Yila realized. 

Well, Yila?  You got the guts? Jyslin sent challengingly.


Yila looked torn a moment.  She thought quickly on her feet most of the time, but she wasn’t a gambler.  She was the type that thoroughly analyzed a situation before making a move, though her decisions almost always came quickly.  But pure gambling, betting on a sports event, that wasn’t Yila’s style, and especially not with such high stakes.  On one condition, she sent.  The bet’s only good for five years.  If neither of us makes it to the championship game in five years, the bet’s off.

Done, Jyslin sent instantly.  We have a wager, Yila, she added with an eager smile.


And what brought this on? Jason asked privately.


Motivation to make it to the championship game, she replied with a sly look.


Like you need any more.

She thinks we’ll never get there.  Ha! Jyslin sent privately to him, her thought smug.  I wouldn’t have made the bet if I didn’t think we could do it.

If you lose, that comes out of your allowance, Jason threatened, which made her grin at him.  He opened his sending and looked back to Yila.  I noticed that you finally showed your two little secrets to the Siann, Jason noted dryly.

Yila laughed, touching a finger to the bone white pictoform on her inner hip.  They all knew I had them, so I decided why bother hiding them? she grinned at him.  At least now I can go bottomless, which I much prefer.  Maybe I’ll start a trend…or maybe Saelle will.  She has a huge jaingi on her back.


I’ve seen it before, and it looks lovely on her.


Exactly.  Saelle’s mey has started quite a few conversations in court.


Court, pft, Jason snorted aloud, which made Jyslin grin.  That’s the one thing I’m glad I managed to free myself of.  I hate court.


But we miss you, Jason, Yila grinned.  You were the only man in our little clique, so now the only hunky guys we can look at are the husbands and invited noble men and the servants…but it’s not the same.  Several of the Grand Duchesses would never admit it, but the idea of a handsome man that happens to have a lot of real power really turns them on.  There’s still quite a pack of Grand Duchess in the Siann that would wrap their legs around you in a heartbeat, Jayce, she sent with a wicked tilt to her thought.

I did not need to hear that, Jason sent blandly.

Oh come on now, don’t be modest, Yila teased a little.  You know you’d enjoy a few interludes in the dressing rooms with a few of the Grand Duchesses.


There are some really sexy Grand Duchesses, I’m not gonna lie about that, but I have everything I need at home, he answered easily.  And that reminds me, I need to call Zora and warn her we’ll need to reschedule our date.

So she’s been popping your cork since Jyslin’s nearly in the window?


Who says I can’t keep him happy? Jyslin grinned.  But this does…limit our options a little, she added with an audible laugh, patting her bare, very pregnant belly.


What, down to blowjobs and doggy style? Yila asked crudely.


More or less, Jyslin grinned.  Jason has to fish the strip if he wants a little more variety.  And the squad girls keep him defused enough.  You know how men get when they’re not getting enough, she sent teasingly, giving Jason a sly look out of the corner of her eye.

Let’s not start listing gender faults, cause there are enough female faults to fill an entire archive datastore, he sent in a chippy manner. And as a man, remember that I can drop both of you anytime I please.  There are plenty of other girls out there.

And when did we become an item, Jayce? Yila asked lightly.  I know you think I have a sexy ass, but I didn’t think you wanted to do more than look at it.


Don’t flatter yourself, Yila, Jason sent as offensively as possible, but it just made her laugh.


Cybi manifested her hologram directly in front of Jason’s lounger.  “Jason, Jyslin, you should prepare to leave,” she said in a happy voice.


“What’s up, Cybi?”


“If my scans are correct, Symone will be entering labor in a few hours.  Her biosigns are indicating that her water is about to break.  I calculate a 92.3% chance she’ll be entering labor within four hours.”

Jason laughed and sat up.  “Now that’s good news!” he declared.  “You told Symone yet?”


“Not yet,” she replied.  “I didn’t want to get her hopes up until I got more detailed scans.  I got them when she entered the nursery, there are much more sensitive sensors there.  I’m about to warn Songa.”

“Yeah, go ahead.  We’ll take Symone to the annex and see one way or the other, but odds are we’ll be staying there for a while to greet our new stepdaughter,” Jason said, then looked to Jyslin.  “And now you’re gonna be last.”


She laughed.  “That’s your fault, not mine!” she retorted.  “If you were more of a man, you’d have gotten me pregnant first!”


“I did,” he retorted.  “Or does Rann suddenly not count anymore?”


She laughed helplessly.  “Yeah, yeah, we’re not talking about the last pregnancy.  We’re clearly talking about what you’ve done for me lately.”


“Someone wants me to take her IBL team away,” Jason threatened.


“You wouldn’t dare!”


“Try me,” he said calmly.


“I’d say you’re losing this argument, Jys,” Yila injected from her lounger.

“Don’t take a man’s side against another woman, Yila!” Jyslin said in mock outrage.  “That’s against the Woman Code!”

“And that’s why men are clearly superior.  We don’t need to collude with other men to win,” Jason said grandly as he got up.


“Keep talking, buster,” Jyslin warned.


“I’m the Grand Duke.  I can talk all I want,” he said with a great deal of arrogance in his voice, but he danced forward with a laugh when Jyslin tried to smack him on his bare butt.  “And since all you can do is waddle after me, I can be as sassy as I want until the twins are born.  You can’t catch me,” he added as he headed for the door into Dahnai’s luxurious mansion…a little faster than he’d usually walk, given Jyslin’s stare followed him towards the door.
