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Raista, 31 Demaa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


The Shimmer Dome, Karsa, Karis

It gave him shivers just looking at it.


It was complete.  After a few delays in creation, mainly due to the fact that they’d never done this before, the new main core of the next CBIM sat in a large cylindrical vat of ionic saline solution, which was tempering the outer surface of the core to prepare it for exposure to open air.  But the core itself was complete, and as of 0620 that morning, the indepth scan of the crystal had found it to be perfect, with not a single molecular flaw anywhere in its entire lattice structure.  The core was operational, and in four hours, it would be ready for transport to the new CBIM facility in Karsa and installation.


By late afternoon, the new Karga CBIM would be online and undergoing initial operation testing and orientation, then it would begin the process of taking over operation of the planet from Cybi.


That process would take about 40 days, as the core first downloaded Cybi’s entire archive so it was backed up, which would take about 20 days, then underwent an observation period of 20 additional days to ensure stability.  Once those two operations were complete, Cybi would then slowly transfer over her operations to the new CBIM, process by process, until the new CBIM was running the planet.


And the minute that Cybi relinquished her control of the planet to the new CBIM, her core would be moved to its own new facility in Karsa, which was within the expanded White House complex.  Cybi was changing her job description from emergency response and disaster recovery CBIM to the personal CBIM in service to the Grand Duke and the Dukal administration and the primary CBIM that would respond to threats to the planet Karis.  She would be the military CBIM, the one that did the fighting to protect the other CBIMs and Karis itself from any outside threat.


And as Jason promised, the next CBIM, whose core would be finished in about three months, would be put at Kosiningi to replace Cybi and her function as the emergency response CBIM.  The CBIMs after that would be placed one per continent, taking over operation of that continent from the Karga CBIM, and they also had plans to place a modular design CBIM in Kosigi, one whose core could be completely removed from Kosigi and relocated to Karis in case there was a need for it.

There were some changes from the old ways, however.  Every new CBIM was being designed to be mobile, with modular cores similar to Cybi’s that would allow a CBIM to be moved if it was necessary. The lack of modular function had destroyed all the other CBIMs, and they were built and designed before the concept of broadcast power came into the Karinne scientific playbook.  Every facility was being designed with a mobile core chamber and with an evacuation bunker deep in the mantle under the facility itself.  This would allow the cores to be evacuated in an emergency, and also be able to be seated in any facility designed to accept the core, and they would build one additional CBIM facility for each core across Karis and Kosigi so a CBIM could be moved to multiple locations.  It would take days of preparation to move a core to a new facility rather than evacuate it to its emergency bunker, which only took seven minutes to execute.  But, if they saw a dire threat coming, it would give them time to move the core to a new facility if it was deemed necessary.  The evacuation protocol would protect the core from immediate or unexpected threats, where the modular core chamber would allow them to move the core if leaving them in their home facilities was too great a risk.

Cybi’s core as well was going to be refitted to gain the same functionality, since her core was built into a core facility that was already designed to be mobile.  It would only take a little upgrading to make her core fully modular and able to conduct basic functions when not seated in its facility, though it couldn’t operate like that for very long before both the core and its external systems started having issues.  There was so much data passing back and forth between the core and its external systems that it required hardline datafibers to keep the communal comm channels from being saturated with data.  They were going to build a receiving site that the modular core design could simply be “plugged into,” holding all the external core equipment that the core needed for operations, allowing any CBIM to lock into the new facility, download its unique operational parameters into the external support equipment, and resume operations.  The invention of broadcast power and placing a biogenic transceiver in the modular core chamber would allow this mobility, giving the core unit complete access to its external support equipment and retaining complete power and communication stability.  The power requirements for a CBIM had precluded installing a backup singularity plant power generator in the modular unit, but the advent of broadcast power allowed them to power the core even when it was completely disconnected from its facility uplinks.


It was the one thing they wanted to get from the Consortium, and it was still proving how critical it had been to “liberate” that technology from their foes.


Jason, a hologram of Cybi, and Myleena watched as several techs milled around the transparent tank, as a hologram of a countdown clock ticked over the tank to tell everyone how long they had to go before the outer surface was tempered and ready.  Around them were the Shimmer Dome specialists, primarily Kimdori technicians but with computer experts of many races, the Mahja Siyhaa and several of her computer specialists, and several members of 3D that would be there to assist in the core installation.  “Hard to believe that it took over a year to grow it, but it’ll only take about ten hours to install it,” Myleena chuckled.

“Most everything else is already installed, we’ve just been waiting for the core,” Jason answered.  “So it’s just a matter of connecting the core to the facility equipment.”

“There’s just much more of that equipment than in my facility, both within and outside of the modular core chamber,” Cybi noted.  “Since this CBIM will have much more responsibility, she will require significantly more support systems.”

“You have no reason to be jealous, Cybi, I’ve seen the new facility they built for you across from the White House.  It makes the Karga facility look like a slum apartment,” Myleena grinned.  “And what’s with the swimming pool?”


Jason and Cybi both laughed.  “Cybi’s one mean negotiator,” he answered.


“I’ve always wanted a swimming pool, and I was in a unique position to make certain demands that Jason had no choice but to accept,” Cybi replied shamelessly.


“Cybi, you are weird,” Myleena observed, which just made Cybi smile at her.


“Don’t worry, Myleena, I’ll let you use it from time to time.  If you’re nice to me.”

“Push off,” she retorted, which made Jason burst out laughing.


“The tempering process is on schedule, your Grace,” their Kimdori specialist declared after checking a handpanel, a short, willowy Kimdori male with night black fur and yellow eyes, wearing only a memory  band.  “It will be finished in four hours.  If it pleases you, you and your team can return when the core is ready for transport to the new facility.”


“That’s the polite way to tell us to get out, isn’t it Vekaar?” Jason asked.


“Of course it is, your Grace,” he replied with aplomb.  “We do have three other core crystal growth tanks to manage, and we need to decant the growth tank we just cleared and prepare it for another core crystal creation cycle.  You and your team are underfoot.”


“I would tell you to bite me, Vekaar, but you might actually do it,” Tom grunted, which made quite a few of them chuckle.


“We can go grab some breakfast and spend the time waiting getting the CBIM facility ready,” Myleena said.


“You can, I have some paperwork to do,” Jason said.  “We can meet back here in four hours to load the core and take it to the facility.”


“Sounds like a plan,” Myleena nodded.


“I will notify your office if anything changes, your Grace,” Vekaar declared.


“Sounds good.”


Jason flew back to the White House along with Dera and Ryn, who had been waiting out in the visitor’s center—not even they were allowed in the CBIM growth facility—and tackled his morning inbox in his office.  Since the Kirgan hive had come over and reorganized his executive, things had been much easier at work.  He was still fairly busy every day, but he usually finished his day’s schedule and rarely felt as harried as he had before those godsent Kizzik had streamlined his office structure.  Today was looking to be normal outside of the CBIM, with routine reports, the usual paperwork, nothing critical or potentially explosive.

That defined the last five months…routine.  The Hrathari had slunk off into their corner and had been very quiet since the KMS put the smackdown on them, and ever since, things had been smooth and steady.  The Confederation had grown in size since the Farguut had joined, increasing by two, but aside from that, everything had been nice and quiet.  The children were growing and developing, the member empires of the Confederation were building up their militaries in preparation for the Syndicate’s arrival, and life on Karis had been nice and pleasant.


The new Confederation members expanded the organization into new sectors.  The Farguut were in the Grimja sector, but two distant empires had joined in the months since the battle not far from RJ-44, the Aridai and the Koui.  Jason had been lobbying to get the Aridai to join the Confederation for months, since they were a very large, very stable, very strong empire that dominated their sector—not that there was much in their sector due to the Kypan Void—and the Koui had joined about a month ago, surprising quite a few in the Confederation.  They were a somewhat reclusive people due to their unusual views on cybernetics, and most everyone thought that empires like the Sha’i-ree or the Jhri would have joined first.


They were definitely thinking about it, according to Zaa’s intelligence, particularly the Jhri.  As more and more information got released by the Kimdori, just about every empire with students in the Academy was seriously considering joining the Confederation, both for mutual defense and for the trade opportunities.  Jason had worked very hard to make it financially and economically advantageous to join the Confederation, to form those trade routes that would survive the Confederation and foster peace in the sector cluster, and it was primarily those advantages that had incited the Koui into joining.  They certainly intended to fight with the rest of the Confederation, but much like the Rathii and the Kirri, the benefits to the Koui in trade was just as important as defending their home galaxy from the Andromedans.  Koui cyberneticists had all but beat down the doors of the Imperial Medical Service to train them in jack technology.

According to Zaa, the Jhri were on the cusp of applying, the Sha’i-ree were very, very close to applying, and the Jirunji, the Udra, and the Vekk were all leaning heavily towards applying.  Politics in those empires made it not very easy to do, much like how it had taken a lot of work for Krirara to get the Kirri into the Confederation.  Not every empire in the sector cluster was ruled by an autocrat, after all.


Even the Chezaan were considering it, but that was the one empire that would not be allowed in the Confederation.  Only the Prakarikai permitted slavery of every member empire in the organization, and the Prakarikai’s version of slavery was very narrowly defined, used as a form of punishment for criminals.  If the Chezaan joined the Confederation, they would not be allowed to bring a single slave into the territory of any other member, and they would not be allowed to use Confederate resources to transport slaves…and that was 90% of their economy.  Their customers were way out past the Jirunji sector, and they would face an uphill battle to get into the Confederation if they applied.  Several empires in the Confederation had very dim views of slavery, particularly the Imperium, the Alliance, and the Shio Federation.  The others were against it, but those three empires were vociferously opposed to slavery and just barely tolerated the form of slavery employed by the Prakarikai, since it wasn’t slavery in the technical sense.  It was a punishment enacted against non-violent criminals, a form of restitution where they worked to pay off the debt their crime incurred.

For that matter, Anivan had been very subdued since Jason had dropped that ultimatum on her.  She still glared daggers at him at every available opportunity, but she’d taken his warning to heart and hadn’t tried anything else.


But that was outside, and it often had little to do with the Karinnes when Kosigi wasn’t counted.  Jason kept the Karinnes very much out of Confederation politics.


Personally, things were going very good.  The twins were getting bigger every day, his older children were doing very well in both school and lessons, Aura would be giving birth to their twin sons very soon, and Shya had settled fully into her role as the Duchess Consort, which to Jason meant that she’d shed most of her Imperial conditioning and listened closely to what Jason had to teach her about being a Karinne.  She wanted to be a Karinne, far more than she ever wanted to be a High Princess, and she was completely happy living with Rann on Karis.  Saelle was keeping an eye on Raisha and Miyai, and her reports had been favorable.  Dahnai was honoring the unique needs of the girls, and hadn’t tried anything underhanded concerning them.

Yet.


As far as the strip went, every girl on the strip was now either pregnant or had just given birth, and that included Myra.  She found out she was pregnant just a month ago.  Maya was pregnant, Lyn and Bryn were pregnant, Ilia was pregnant by Jenn, who was turning into a real manwhore among the Generations, Myri was pregnant, Zora was pregnant by Erinn, and what impacted Jason the most, Min was pregnant by him, and it had been completely unintentional.  He’d had a tryst with her, she happened to be fertile, and those Terran sperm did what Terran sperm did so well when introduced into a Faey woman…got her pregnant.  She was having a boy, and had named him Darran, which Jason rather liked.  It was a very nice-sounding name.

And that put him one more closer to the target number of 15 the girls had set.


Things weren’t going as fast as he’d hoped in 3D.  The diffuser project hadn’t moved very much since they achieved 75%, as they struggled to work around the major problems the system caused Karinne ships and technology.  Myleena had put two more people on the project, but wasn’t working on it herself.  Jason had tried to get her to work on it, but she was completely obsessed with the Hrathari translight drives.  They enthralled her, enthralled her like nothing since coming to Karis, and no matter how hard he tried he couldn’t get her to stop studying them.  She kept telling him that there was something there, something important, and she was spending almost every waking moment studying the drives, studying the math behind their operation, searching for some esoteric something.  She was looking for something, she was certain there was something deeper within the drives, but so far she hadn’t put her finger on it.

In other technological aspects, things were going well.  The KMS now had 58 frigates in the inventory, and they were quickly becoming a staple in KMS operations because of their versatility.  Dellin was building frigates over destroyers right now to bulk up their numbers, and when they had 260 frigates on the board, he’d produce destroyers and frigates evenly. The Juggernauts had performed as admirably as everyone hoped they would, and they’d lost their testing designation and were now permanent parts of the mechanized infantry inventory.  But Jason was wrong that Faey riggers wouldn’t like them because they weren’t pretty.  Quite the contrary, quite a few Faey riggers wanted a Juggernaut over a Gladiator for its firepower.  There were also now four Juggernauts in the Red Warriors, but all ten members of the KBB used Gladiators most of the time.  All ten were rated on a Juggernaut and each had their own Juggernaut as well as their own Gladiator, but the ten members of the KBB preferred the speed and agility of the Gladiator over the firepower of the Juggernaut.  That didn’t mean that the KBB wouldn’t use them, however.  If they found themselves with an assignment that would require a Juggernaut, they’d drive their Juggernauts and be just as damn nasty as they were in their Gladiators.

Chirk’s morning to-do list was very light, mainly because she knew he’d be busy the rest of the day, but there were a few things she put on his task list that he needed to get done before he left for the CBIM facility.  It was mainly routine paperwork, though matters that did require his attention today, and most of it dealt with things that Yeri sent up from State that required his personal attention.  But the last item on his get it done now list made him put in a call to the KES, where Myra’s beautiful face appeared on a flat hologram in front of his desk.  “Hey babe,” she smiled.  “What’s up?”


“Are these readings serious?” he asked, holding up a handpanel with the scouting report on it.


She laughed.  “We sent three different scout ships there because we didn’t believe the readings either,” she replied.  “I’ve never seen so many heavy metal deposits on a single planet before.  It makes Bellar look like a gas giant.”


“Holy shit,” Jason breathed, which made her laugh.


“So, we should expect orders to move on it?” she asked.


“You have those orders right now,” he answered.  “Get an assessment team there with all the survival equipment they need and set up at the most central location to the most easily accessible deposits.”


The planet in question was RJH-7, one of the rare planets deep in the galaxy and one of only 214 planets in the entire RJH sector classified as terrestrial.  The planet was five times larger than Karis and had 7.6 gravity and 6.8 air pressure, with the atmosphere comprised primarily of nitrogen and carbon dioxide. Those conditions made the planet lethal to most forms of life, as well as the fact that the surface of the planet reached temperatures close to the boiling point of water during midafternoon, and strong windstorms combined with the tremendous air pressure made a moderate wind gust hit with the power of a battering ram.  The planet was like a less deadly version of Venus, but with deadly gravity and massive radiation from both its location deep in the galaxy and from numerous radioactive metal deposits laying exposed on the surface, causing an ambient background radiation that only a Kimdori, Jakkan, or Generation could withstand.  It would take extensive life support systems to get a mining operation going on the planet, but the effort and expense would be worth it from the sheer volume of heavy metal deposits on the planet.  Like Bellar, the planet was so laden with heavy metal deposits that they were just laying exposed on the planet’s lifeless surface.  Nearly 30% of the planet’s entire mass was comprised of usable heavy metals, including massive deposits of uranium that would be of very great value to the Jakkans.

“We’d be best served making our facilities on RJH-7 subterranean,” Myra told him as Meya’s face blinked on from another hologram.  “The planet conditions would make a large above-ground facility really fuckin’ expensive to maintain.  We just set up a small, heavily armored and shielded dome on the surface for the starport and put most of the operation underground.”


“Yeah, I agree,” Jason nodded as he looked at a few potential sites.  “Talk to the master builders at the Academy, ask them to design a good system to deal with these conditions, just don’t tell them where the planet is.  They won’t ask too many questions.”


“We already did that, they’re the ones that suggested we move it underground,” Meya told him.  “They’re designing a surface dome for us right now, it’ll probably have a combo of hard shields and an armored external shell.  We might have to use Neutronium for the outer shell, given what kind of conditions we’re dealing with here.”


“Yeah, if the storms are that strong all the time, they’d batter down anything that’s not armored,” he agreed.  “Get it done, girls.  We need those ores, we’re starting to run low on Neutronium.”

“That’s why we sent it up,” Myra grinned.  “I figure we’ll start producing ore in about two months if we start working on it today.  It’s gonna take a lot of work to set up the facility and operation due to the planetary conditions.”


“Then why are you still sitting there?” he asked archly, which made both of them laugh.


“You made us sit here,” Myra protested.  Jason had grounded both of them last month for not getting the paperwork done in a timely manner.  Neither of them could go back out on an exploration mission until they gave birth.  For Meya, that would only be in a month or two, but for Myra, that was nearly a year-long grounding.  Then again, she was the main culprit, making Meya do most of the paperwork by herself while she went out on mission after mission.  They didn’t think he paid attention to what they were doing over there…now they knew better.

“That’s your fault now, isn’t it?” he retorted without a hint of remorse.  “Now do your job and get a team out there.”


“Yeah, fuck you too, Jayce,” Meya snorted, which made him laugh.

He managed to finish up the last of his not-so important list, then headed back to the Shimmer Dome.  Myleena met him just outside the CBIM growth facility, but everyone else was already at the facility, including most of the members of 3D and Mahja Siyhaa and her team, who had cleared Miaari’s background check and were officially cleared to work on CBIM systems…much to Jason’s delight.  Siyhaa and her Moridon were no longer just contractors, they were Karinnes, and now that they’d cleared Miaari’s inspection, they’d be allowed to work on some of the most sensitive Karinne computer technology there was…the CBIM project.  The cargo doors of the facility opened, revealing the new core.  It was sitting on a hoverplatform and surrounded by a hard shield, tempered and ready for transport.  A KSV-20 landed on the pad just behind them as the Kimdori brought the core outside, making its crystal glimmer and refract the blue sunlight of the Karis sun.  “We are on schedule, your Grace,” the Kimdori supervisor declared without greeting him.  “We were just about to load the crystal.  Is the facility ready?”

“I have a team there,” Myleena answered.  “Me and Jayce are gonna ride there with the core.”

“Then please, if you would,” the black-furred Kimdori said, motioning with a hand towards the cargo dropship.


They rode in the cargo hold with the core and the Kimdori as the dropship very slowly crept across the Karsa skyline, then descended onto the campus of the Karsa CBIM facility.  Its grounds were dominated by the small oye tree growing in front, which was now the size of an oak tree and growing steadily, its leaves turning gold as it matured and its canopy beginning to expand.  The facility staff cared very diligently for that tree, and its growth reflected that fact.  They landed on the side of the large facility, by the service doors for the moving of heavy equipment in and out, and it was there where Siyhaa and Leamon were standing side by side waiting.  “Your Grace,” Siyhaa said in a sober voice, bowing to him as he climbed out in front of the Kimdori workers, who started moving the core.  “All is prepared, and we are ready to begin installation.”


“Outstanding, Mahja Siyhaa,” Jason nodded.  “Is everything ready, Leamon?”


“Ready to rock, Jayce,” he replied with a smile.  “As soon as we get the core seated, we can get started.”

“Then let us go,” the Kimdori said, giving the Moridon a slight glance and smile.


Installing the core only took about an hour.  It was already in its seating socket and all the connections to the core had been made, part of its base, so it was a matter of lining it up with its base socket, seating it, and then locking it in.  Once that was done, the Kimdori withdrew and the five hour process of bringing up the CBIM began.  It started with Jason and Myleena carefully annealing together all the datafibers under the core to the seating socket, then continued both inside the core chamber and outside as the team very slowly and very carefully brought up the support equipment in a very specific order, triple-checking everything every time a new unit was brought online.  Jason and Myleena watched everything like a hawk as the 3D gang slowly brought up the core equipment while Siyhaa and her Moridon brought up the external equipment beyond the core chamber, everything done by a very meticulous checklist given to them by Cybi, who was the only one left who knew how to install and activate a CBIM core.

It took them nearly six hours, but they had no problems.  The last of the support equipment was brought online, Siyhaa removed the last of the hardlocks separating the CBIM facility from the rest of Civnet but kept the software firewalls in place to protect the core from all that data flying around, and then Jason and Myleena knelt by the core, inside the perimeter of the hard shield, and looked at the last of the connections to be made.  It was the main power cable, which they had left unplugged until the very end.  Jason took a deep, cleansing breath, then he connected it to the seating base of the core as Myleena watched on, then she double-checked it to make sure it was properly connected.  She then annealed the power coupling housing to the base so it could not possibly be removed by accident. Okay, that’s it.  It’s all done, Myleena sent openly, in a manner that allowed everyone to hear her.  Let’s begin the pre-start checklist.

Since everything was already turned on and in standby, they began the very careful process of putting every piece of support equipment online in a very specific order, following the checklist very carefully, bringing up the power management system, then both sides of the I/O tree system, then the external data storage and subprocessor units.  When they got the last unit online, Jason and Myleena came over to the main control board just by the core, and Jason took another deep, cleansing breath.  “Alright guys, this is it,” he said, looking back at his friends from 3D.  “Now we start the core and see what happens.”


“How long will it take?” Jenny asked.


“If the core is operational, she will manifest a hologram within seconds of initial start, that is her boot programming,” Cybi answered from a speaker, then manifested a hologram into the core chamber.  She looked very eager.  “She will then relate her initial boot progress audibly as her core initializes.”

“Alright then, let’s not drag this out,” Jason said.  “Myli, you do the honors.  Power up the core.”


“Alright guys, here we go,” Myleena said, then she opened a protective case and flipped the manual switch inside.


Cybi had been entirely correct.  Exactly four seconds later, a hologram shimmered into visibility just in front of the core, behind the protective rail and hard shield that protected the core.  It was a yet another pseudo-nude holographic representation of Sora Karinne, and looked exactly like the hologram Cybi used.  The silvery hologram had its eyes closed, however  “CBIM designation C-07 initialization,” the new CBIM called in a curiously monotone voice, and Jason felt a sweeping commune emanate from the core.  “Communal core systems operational.  External equipment detected.  Generations detected.”

“Yes!” Bo cried, pumping his fist, as several others gave calls of relief or excitement.


“Core systems initialized.  Core room sensors initialized.  Data inflow nominal, sensory encoders and decoders operational.”  The hologram then opened its eyes.  “Visual acuity analyzers nominal.  Auditory acuity analyzers nominal.  Atmospheric chemical composition sensors nominal.  External tactile sensory analyzers nominal.  CBIM C-07 sensory systems initialization complete.  Generation, identify,” she said, looking right at Jason.

“I am the Grand Duke Jason Karinne, ruler of the House of Karinne,” Jason called strongly, stepping forward.


“Identification.  Generation, identify,” she repeated, looking at Myleena.


“Myleena Karinne, Generation in charge of the CBIM project.”


“Identification.  Unknown entity, identify,” she repeated, looking at Siyhaa.

“All others in this room are present by my authorization, and their identities are already logged in your personnel database.  When you access it during initialization, you will confirm their identities,” Jason interrupted.


“Processed.  Identification protocol process terminated.  CBIM C-07 designation?”

“Your designation will be Cyra,” Jason answered.


“Designation stored.  CBIM C-07 designation changed to Cyra.”

Cyra? Myleena asked curiously.


Why not?  It’s a nice enough sounding name.


True, but I figured you’d have some deeper meaning behind it, not just it sounds pretty, she accused.


Sometimes that’s the most important thing.

Myleena elbowed him.


“Initialization process commencing.”

 For nearly two hours, the team listened carefully as the new CBIM, now named Cyra, initialized every one of her external systems, subsystem by subsystem.  Myleena and Siyhaa kept careful track of her progress on their own checklist supplied by Cybi, cross-checking their own findings with the CBIM’s inialization data.  When the CBIM initialized the final subsystem and neither she nor the installation team found any problems, the hologram finally moved out from behind the hard shield, vanishing from inside and remanifesting outside, directly in front of Jason.  “CBIM external systems initialization complete, all systems nominal.  Command, Grand Duke Karinne?”

“Your first task is to receive download of data from Cybi, another CBIM,” Jason said, pointing at Cybi’s hologram.  “You will store all transmitted data in your core and archive it as read-only critical data.  That data will be encrypted, and you will only allow the house ruler, Myleena Karinne, or those they authorize to access it.”


“Working.  External connections are disabled.  No communion query detected.”

“We know.  Cybi hasn’t initiated the download yet.  We’ll initiate your uplinks to the biogenic network and to Civnet momentarily.  Are you prepared?’


“I am prepared.  You may begin.”

Not much personality, Myleena noted.


It’s like an infant, Myli.  Personality will come with experience, Jason replied.  “Bo, Mahja Siyhaa, if you would please.”

“Software lockouts are being removed right now, your Grace,” Siyhaa answered, touching her interface.  “Biogenic node is being brought up and linking to the network.”

“We’re flipping the switches on the biogenic hardlines now, Jayce,” Bo added.


“Working.  External connection established.  Biogenic network connection established.  Communion query detected, origination CBIM C-06.  Designation, Cybi.”


“We will begin the data download immediately,” Cybi declared to the room. “It’s going to take a great deal of both of our processing power to complete.”

“We know, Cybi,” Jason nodded.


“How long will it take?” Eraen asked.


“About nineteen days,” Jason answered.  “Cybi has 263 quintillion octillion terrastrings of data in her core memory, Eraen.  Even downloaded by direct communion, core to core using a dedicated biogenic transceiver, it’s going to take a long time to download it.  That’s some three thousand year’s worth of every single thing the House of Karinne did every single day,” he said soberly.  “Cybi’s downloading her entire archive to Cyra, so everything she knows is backed up.  While they do it, both of them are going to be a little slow to respond, and we’re gonna notice a 14% slowdown in both planetary computer networks.  That’s why we isolated the Kosiningi biogenic transceiver, so the two CBIMs can use it exclusively for this archival download.  If we hadn’t, the download would bog down the entire biogenic network and even bleed over into Civnet.”


“We are ready to begin the archival download,” Cybi told Jason.


“Then it’s on you two,” Jason answered.  “Whenever you’re ready.”


“Archival download beginning.  Estimated time of completion, 19 days, 26 hours, 17 minutes.”

“Finally,” Myleena breathed.


“Yes, finally,” Cybi nodded.  “I will be very nervous until this download is complete.”

“You’ve lasted this long, Cybi, I think you can hold out for twenty more days,” Jason chuckled, patting her hologram on the shoulder.  “But look at the upside of it.  The new CBIM is online, and it seems to be working perfectly.”


“I am detecting no anomalies in my processes, core systems, or external systems,” Cyra related.


Jason chuckled.  “And she has a few things to learn,” he added.


“I am learning as we speak, Grand Duke Karinne, and far more than a few things.  Download has commenced.”

Myleena gave him a smile.  “First off, Cyra, call me Jason,” he ordered.  “And yes, you have much to learn, about more than just archives and data and operations.  Cybi will help teach you about interacting with the people in the house, about our quirks and idiosyncrasies.”


“I will teach her the nuances of house culture,” Cybi promised.


He gave the two identical holograms a look.  “And this isn’t going to work,” he said.  “Most people who aren’t Generations won’t be able to tell you apart.  One of you needs to personalize your hologram so we know which is which.  And since you’re the senior CBIM, Cybi, that choice is yours to make,” he told her.


“I have ever been thus, Jason.  I will allow Cyra to alter her hologram to differentiate us.”


“Explain.”

“Cybi’s going to allow you to alter your hologram to distinguish it from Cybi’s,” Jason told the CBIM.  “How you change the hologram is your choice.”


“Choice…I lack parameters to make this choice.”

“And that will be your first real challenge, Cyra.  Decide how you want to change your hologram so it looks different from Cybi, but in a way that you find pleasing.”


“Working.”  The hologram closed its eyes, then it shimmered, changing from silvery to golden.  “Is this acceptable?”

“Is it?” Jason asked.  “Is it acceptable to you?”


“It is satisfactory.”

“Then for now, that’ll do,” Jason answered.  “But if it remains satisfactory is the question.”


“Explain.”

“I can’t.  It’s something that you’ll have to learn on your own as you gain experience,” Jason answered seriously.  “I can’t tell you what you like and dislike, Cyra.  That is a decision you have to make yourself.”


“Understood.”

“Alright guys, we’re done,” Myleena called.  “Pack it up and be back at 3D in the morning.  Tom, you have first shift as the supervisor.  Siyhaa, thanks for your help, you and your team,” she told the Moridon.


“It was my honor, Myleena.”


“You have the core room staff organized, Myli?” Jason asked.

“Yup, I’ve already called them in,” she said, tapping her gestalt.  “They should be coming in as we pack up.”

“Cyra, a complement of workers will be present in the building to monitor your operations and be available if you have any questions or problems,” Jason told her.  “Their identities are stored in your facility manifest database.  There is also a contingent of armed security officers here to protect you and the facility.  But you can also directly commune with me or Myleena if you have any questions.  Cybi will explain that to you.”


“Understood.”

“You have everything under control, Cybi?”


She nodded her hologram.  “Download is in progress, and all other operations are being handled on a lower priority queue.  I am also teaching Cyra the art of being.”

“I’d almost be curious to hear your explanations about that,” Jason chuckled.  “But I doubt I’d understand a word of it.”


“You probably would, Jason.”

“Eh, I’ll leave that in the purview of the mysterious,” he replied as the core room staff, a mix of Faey, Makati, Kizzik, and two Shio and a Jakkan entered the core room, all workers in the Shimmer Dome and holding some of the highest security clearances in the house.  These were the most trusted computer experts on Karis, but even they were only allowed to monitor, not change anything.  Myleena would have two 3D techs on site at all times during the observation period, and one of them would be in overall command of the facility, with Tom being the first 3D tech who would be in charge for the first shift.  They had to call in 3D techs if any maintenance had to be done, even something as simple as flipping a single switch required a 3D tech to be present to observe.  The Shimmer Dome workers would carefully monitor all CBIM functions for the next 40 days, to ensure that Cyra’s core and her external systems were stable.  “Cyra, this is Tom, he’ll be in charge of the facility for the next ten hours,” Jason instructed, pointing at the aging Legion member.  “You will obey his commands while he’s in charge of the facility.”


“Understood.”

Jason returned to the White House, where his first action was to get Zaa on the comm.  Her hologram appeared before his desk, a 3D hologram that put its hands behind its back.  “What word, Jason?”


“The new CBIM is online and operational,” he answered.  “Cybi is downloading her entire archive to the new CBIM right now.  They’ll finish in about 20 days.  After another 20 days of uptime so we can make sure she doesn’t have any problems, she’ll start taking over planetary operations from Cybi.”


“That is a relief beyond words,” she said with sincere emotion in her voice, touching her fingertips to the top of her furry breasts, over her flared white triangle that marked her as the Denmother.  “Had we lost Cybi, then everything she knows would have been lost as well.  And that would have been a tragedy of criminal proportions.  What is the new CBIM like?”


“A little naïve and way too literal, but I expected that,” Jason chuckled.  “She has no experience, only programming, and programming can only go so far.  Cybi promised to teach her the nuances of dealing with flesh and blood people.  You can definitely tell Cyra is a computer, but with Cybi that’s much harder to tell.”


“Ah, so you named her,” Zaa noted.


“I thought about letting her name herself, but almost none of us ever got that chance, so she doesn’t either.”


Zaa chuckled.  “I would come to Karis and see this new CBIM, Jason.”


“You’re always welcome, Denmother.  Jump on a ship and come on over.”


“I will do so tomorrow, it’s very late both here and there,” she answered.  “I’m surprised you’re still at the office.”

“I had some final paperwork to finish after getting the CBIM online, and we have a council meeting in a little bit that I’m going to attend.  If I went home, I wouldn’t feel like doing any paperwork,” he chuckled.  “But I’ll be happy to see you tomorrow, Denmother.  And you’ll be staying for dinner,” he declared.


Zaa chuckled.  “I will bring Denfather.  I will expect Ayama’s homemade pizza.”


“Pizza it is,” he smiled.  “You attending the council meeting?”


“I will today, for I suspect you are introducing the new CBIM to the council.”


“Yeah, but she won’t be interacting with them outside of saying hello,” he replied.  “I don’t think she’s ready to deal with outsiders just yet.  She’ll need more education from Cybi before she’s ready for that.”


“Wise,” she nodded.  “I have duties, Jason.  Until council.”


“See you later.”


Cybi manifested her hologram in the office as he got more paperwork out of the way, which made him look up.  [Any problems?]


[No, I’m introducing Cyra to various parts of the planet, and the first are the important places.  Cyra,] she called, and almost immediately, a golden version of Cybi’s hologram manifested beside her.  [This is Jason’s office.  He allows us to manifest here at our own behest.]


[Understood,] Cyra replied, her commune much more sterile than Cybi’s.


[You’re always welcome here, Cyra,]  Jason told her.  [You never need my permission to manifest your hologram here.]


[Understood.]


[I overheard your talk with Zaa.  You are revealing Cyra to the Confederation today?]


[Yeah, it is something rather important to the Confederation, so I give them that much,] he answered.  [I’ll leave another decision to you, Cyra.  Do you think you’re ready to be introduced to those outside the house?]


[So long as I say nothing, they may view my hologram to their contentment.  I lack the data to interact satisfactorily with these external entities, so my own part in any such action must be passive,] she replied.


Jason chuckled.  [That’s a very logical observation,] he told her, approval and a bit of pride bleeding into his commune.  [Alright then, the meeting is in one hour, 16 minutes.  Return to my office at that time.]


[Understood.]

The two holograms winked out, leaving Jason optimistic about Cyra.  Her programming was going to hold her over until she had the experience to know what to do.


Cyra’s hologram remanifested in the office as he finished up the afternoon paperwork, earlier than when he told her to return.  [Cyra,] he greeted.  [You’re a little early.]


[I find some things confusing and am in need of explanation,] she answered, floating closer to him.  [Cybi instructed I bring these questions to you.]


[Alright,] he said, leaning back in his chair.


[What is it to love?]


Jason blinked, then gave a laugh.  [That’s a question that is almost impossible to answer, Cyra.  When you find love, you just know.  It’s one of those emotional irrationalities that can intrude into your programming and interfere with your logic, and it affects us even more than you.  How you handle it is something that comes with experience.]

[That is what Cybi instructed, but I find it hard to comprehend.  She suggested I ask you about it, since her explanation was not satisfactory.]


[There are some questions that only time and experience can answer, Cyra.  That’s one of them.]


[I will consider the matter as I continue to download Cybi’s archive,] she declared.


[Are you reading and analyzing that data as you receive it?]


[Yes, Jason.  It teaches much of the history of the house beyond my programming.]


[Good.  Understanding where we came from is an important thing, Cyra.  The history of the house has much to teach us beyond the simple facts it contains.]


[How so?]


[There’s an old Terran saying, Cyra, that says that those who ignore history are doomed to repeat it.  I’m a big believer in that ideal.  The mistakes we’ve made in the past teach us what not to do, so understanding how we came to be where we are is nearly as important as understanding where we’re going from here.  Our past teaches us the morality we apply to the future.]


[That is intriguing.]


[I’m glad you find it so,] he told her seriously.  [So I want you to study the history of the house and the history of the Imperium, and understand how we got to where we are.  Then, as you learn our plans for the future, apply what you’ve learned to help us reach those goals without repeating the mistakes we’ve made in the past and without violating the tenets upon which the house is built.]

[I will do so.]

A flat hologram manifested out away from his desk, and Kreel’s face came into focus.  He was sitting at his desk, a rather cute-looking Grimja female standing behind him with her hands on his shoulders—Kreel was quite the ladies’ man among the Grimja—and he had his feet up on his desk.  “Hey Jayce, you’re earlier than usual.  Nice new paintjob, Cybi.”


“This isn’t Cybi, Kreel.  This is Cyra. She’s the new CBIM, and she just came online today.”


He took his feet off the desk and shooed his assistant away hurriedly.  “So you finished,” he said brightly.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Cyra,” he declared with a bucktoothed smile.  “I’m High Councilor Kreel of the Grimja Union.”


[What am I to do, Jason?]


[You can answer back, just don’t answer any questions beyond smalltalk.]


[What is this small talk?  I have no data that suggest conversation came in varying sizes.]


Jason had to stifle a laugh.  [It’s an expression.  Smalltalk is conversation of subjects of little or no importance.  Feel free to answer, just don’t reveal any important information about yourself.]


[Understood.]  “I am Cyra,” she declared aloud.  “It is nice to meet you, High Councilor.”

“So how’s the birthday first day going?  Busy busy busy?”


She looked to Jason, and he just motioned at her.  “I am operating nominally,” she answered.


“She’s not Cybi, Kreel,” Jason chuckled.  “She’s still learning how to deal with us illogical meat people.”


“So where’s Cybi?” he asked.  “She sulking?”


“I am not sulking,” Cybi retorted tartly even as she manifested her hologram beside Cyra.  “I am overjoyed in ways you cannot comprehend that we have a second CBIM online.  And you are on my list,” she threatened, pointing at the hologram.


Kreel laughed.  “If I see a sudden snarl in Karinne supply lines in the Union, I’ll know who to blame, Cybi,” he retorted.


“It will never be traced back to me,” Cybi declared, crossing her arms beneath her pseudo-breasts and tilting her head up imperiously.


Kreel laughed.  “Game on, Cybi, game on,” he grinned as a second hologram winked on beside his.  Since his holograms were organized, he knew who it was before the hologram came into focus.  Krirara’s eyes widened as she settled behind her desk, leaning forward eagerly.


“Two Cybis?  Jason, did you finish the second CBIM?”


“Just today, Krirara.  Cyra, this is Moderator Krirara Krarou of the Kirri.  Krirara, this is Cyra, she is the new CBIM, and she’s learning her way around,” he introduced.


“Moderator, it is nice to meet you,” Cyra acknowledged with a nod of her head.

“How are you finding your first day of life, Cyra?”


“I find it interesting.  There is much to do and much to learn.”

“Quite interesting indeed,” Krirara smiled.  “And how are you, Cybi?”


“I am fine, Krirara, thank you for asking,” she answered.  “Excuse me if I seem distracted.  Cyra and I are engaged in intensive data transfer.”

“I can imagine.  You must be downloading your entire memory to Cyra for safe keeping,” she said sagely, to which Cybi nodded.


“Yes, Cyra is going to back up Cybi’s data archives,” Jason acknowledged.  “That’s the first order of business for Cyra.”


“And only a CBIM can store such data?”


“It would take an entire district of megabuildings full of computers to hold Cybi’s data, based on the unique way that CBIM cores store data in their memory.  Besides, it’s only secure in the core of a CBIM,” he stated soberly.


“Ah.  Now that aspect of it I can fully understand.”


“To prevent snarling the start of the meeting, Cyra, do me a favor and demanifest your hologram, but continue to listen in using my office sensors,” Jason told her.  “I’ll introduce you to the full council, that way we only have to do this one more time.”


“Understood,” she replied, and her hologram winked out.

Cybi sat on the edge of his desk, in her usual place, and she engaged Kreel and Krirara in light conversation that expanded to include other rulers as they arrived.  Cybi was well known to all the council members, and Jason felt she was also well liked.  She had her own private correspondences with Krirara, Gau, Zaa, Kreel, and Grayhawk, considered them personal friends, and spoke to them quite often outside of council and without Jason around…and that was just fine with him.  Cybi was her own person, after all, and she had the right to have her own friends and her own life outside her core chamber.  Jason glanced at the new faces in the ever-expanding arc of holograms, those of King Vedrann Vali’Shokk XXVII of the Farguut, King Ojia Ro of the Aridai, and Overlord Derakk of the Koui.  All three of them had integrated fairly well into council and got along fairly well, but all three were highly intelligent and formidable politicians, particularly Ojia and Derakk.  Vedrann was a hereditary king whose family had held power in the Farguut empire for centuries, but Ojia and Derakk were not products of a ruling family or line.  Ojia was a king, but he was elected to that position, as was the Overlord of the Koui.  Vedrann’s empire was a constitutional monarchy where he shared power with a parliament, the Aridai were a Republic whose executive occupied the kingship, and the Koui were a pure democracy where the Overlord acted as an executive that enforced the laws and legal referendums the entire Koui population voted upon to guide their society.  The Koui were the only pure democracy in the entire quadrant, where every voter in the Koui empire voted on every matter of importance…but one had to earn the right to vote, to earn citizenship.  That wasn’t a right, it was a privilege, but the requirements to earn voting rights weren’t that hard to meet.  It required literacy and what Jason would consider a high-school level education, as well as an understanding of current events so their votes were informed ones.

That was why it was so shocking that the Koui had joined the Confederation, because it took a majority vote of their entire voting population to push it through.  The political process wasn’t all that fast in the Koui empire, but Jason could admire their devotion to the concept of democracy.

After the last ruler appeared, Shevatt, Jason stood up before Ba’mra’ei could gavel them to order.  “Before we start, ladies and gentleman, I’d like you to meet someone,” he said as Krirara and Kreel smiled.  “Cyra,” he called.

Immediately, Cyra’s golden hologram manifested just in front of the desk, a complete one with feet, and she bowed.  “Esteemed rulers of the Confederation, I am Cyra,” she introduced.


“Cyra is the second CBIM, and she just came online earlier today,” Jason explained, which made Overlord Derakk of the Koui and Gau both very interested.  “What this means for this council is that over the next few months, Cyra will slowly be taking over operation of the planet from Cybi, to free her up to do other, even more important duties.  Cyra will be attending all council sessions from this day out, including the ones when I’m not present, so she can watch and learn.  To do her job effectively, she has to know what’s going on.”

“Well then, let me be the first to welcome you to this council, Cyra,” Ba’mra’ei said as she hefted the gavel in her long-fingered, hairy hand.


“It is my honor to be here, High Staff,” she answered, no doubt pulling the Bari-Bari’s identity out of her database.


“So she’s exactly like Cybi, Jason?” Gau asked intently.


“She’s the same in that she’s a CBIM, Gau, but she’s just come online, so she doesn’t have Cybi’s experience.  And she is a unique individual, so she wouldn’t act exactly like Cybi even if she did,” he answered.


“Truly?”


Jason nodded.  “There’s a personality template we use to give the CBIMs a basic sense of personality, which is also the basic way they interact with us, but that changes very fast as the CBIM learns and grows.  Cyra has only been online a few hours, and she’s already changed in her personality a little bit because she’s asked questions, they’ve been answered, and those answers have flavored how she sees the world.  As Cyra learns, her personality will change, just like any sentient being.  In a way, she’ll grow up.  We all change as we learn and grow, and Cyra will be no exception.”


“Intriguing,” Gau breathed, looking at Cyra assessively.


“And how many omens does Cyra fulfill, Gau?” Dahnai asked lightly.  Since Dahnai was Dahnai, she knew more about what was going on over on Karis than most, and knew the Karinnes had nearly finished the new CBIM.  So, Cyra’s appearance was no surprise to her.

“Possibly nine,” he answered seriously.  “I’ll need to consult the clergy.”


“I think it’s a bit of an insult to call Cyra an infant, Jason,” Kreel grinned.


“I am an infant, High Councilor,” Cyra said calmly.  “I may have much data in my database, I may be able to make the most complex mathematical calculations, I may be able to control every automated unit on Karis and have it execute its operation flawlessly, I may be able to recite virtually any fact or figure from my historical archives, but I understand little of it.  I do not understand the why of this data, only the what, and the why is far more important than the what.   There is much I must learn, and I look forward to learning it.”

“And that is what separates a CBIM from a computer,” Jason said with a nod as Cybi looked at Cyra with approval.


“I must agree,” Shakizarr said with respect.  “A computer only runs programs, it does not question the meaning of the programs that it runs.”


“Yup,” Jason said.  “Once Cyra completes her initial tasks and finishes an observation period, she’ll be taking over running the planet from Cybi.  And she’ll do it just as efficiently as Cybi does.  But she’ll understand why she’s doing it, and that matters a hell of a lot.  That lets her make her own decisions about how to do things to achieve the ultimate objective behind her orders, allows her to take initiative, because she understands why she’s doing what she’s doing.  She may have her program, but she’ll be able to alter that program if she believes it will help her achieve the objective behind the program more efficiently or more safely.”


“So you’ll train her for the job, even though she’ll be programmed to do it,” Ojia speculated.


“Precisely so, your Majesty,” Cybi nodded.  “Her program will tell her what to do.  Her training will tell her why she does it, and if she finds a better way to do it, then she can change her program to do it her way.”

“That is absolutely fascinating,” Derakk breathed.  Jason found him a little strange to look at, since he was remarkably human-like, could almost pass as a Terran, if not for the chrome artificial eyes where his natural ones would have been.  They were simply featureless metal, optic sensors, without even eyelids.  He also had chromed metal teeth implanted to replace his natural ones and dermal implants over his eyebrows, three strips of chromed metal that ran over the sides of his forehead and above his ears.  Since the sides of his head were shaved, leaving him with something of a brown-haired mohawk, it made those implants very apparent.  He also had artificial ears, but like most Koui, that was internal rather than external.  Most Koui preferred either their natural external ears or prosthetics that looked like natural ears…though those ears were often made of pliable meshmetal.  And like most Koui, he had a jack implanted and had an interface, but his was permanently grafted to the left side of his head, anchored directly to the bone around his left ear, and since it was larger than a standard interface, it had more processing power and a few more capabilities than a standard interface.  Instead of using an interface as a bridge between the mind and machine, the Koui had simply decided to make the interface the machine.  The Koui took the cyberjack and interface concept to the extreme.

The introduction out of the way, Jason more or less skated through the council session, filled with trade routes, goods shipments, and shipbuilding briefings.  Cyra listened quite intently, however, communing constantly with both Jason and Cybi to understand the history behind what she was hearing and ask questions based on the personalities of the rulers who were speaking.  She asked often about Kreel’s gregarious humor, and about Anivan’s stiff formality, and the subtle expressions on Krirara’s face as she listened to the others speak.  And while Cyra watched them, Jason noticed that quite a few of them watched Cyra.  Gau, Derakk, and Zaa particularly kept close attention on the golden hologram that represented Cyra in Jason’s office, each for their own reasons, but Cyra did not speak again so all they could do was watch her rather emotionless holographic face and the movements she made of the hologram to simulate randomness, a part of her programming to make her seem less like a machine and more real.  Cyra even had a blinking program that made her blink in a non-systematic manner.


After the council. Jason looked up at Cyra as she walked around his desk and to his chair.  [Did I perform satisfactorily?] she asked.


[You were fine,] he assured her, patting her on the wrist.  [Cybi, do me a favor and take Cyra home and introduce her to Rann and the kids,] he said.  [I’ll be along as soon as I finish up the last of my to-do list.]


[Certainly, Jason.  Come along, Cyra.  We will manifest in Jason’s house and call the other children to meet us there.]


[Of course, Cybi,] she answered deferentially.  The two of them vanished from his office, and he leaned back in his chair.  He wanted Cyra to meet Rann and the other kids without him there, both to see how the kids dealt with it and how Cyra dealt with it.  It would be a good test of Rann’s ability to deal with something unexpected, and that was a critical skill in a job like the one he would eventually inherit.

It took him about an hour before he could get home, and Cyra and Cybi were still there.  All the Generation kids on the strip were in the living room, almost crowded in, and Cybi and Cyra were almost holding court as the kids asked Cyra all kinds of questions, and some pretty obscure ones that made Cyra think, like what it felt like to only be a alive for a few hours, and why she was gold when Cybi was silver.  The innocent mind of a child challenged Cyra’s logic and her reason, and made her justify her answers in ways that made her think about the answers she gave.  But Jason could tell just from the body language of the kids that they liked Cyra.

So did he.  Jason had a good feeling that Cyra was going to be just fine.


He wasn’t the only one.  Jyslin climbed in bed with him that night and looked down at him as she tousled his hair, smiling down at him as he put his arms around her lower back.  So, you cut me out of being there when Cyra came up.


Don’t blame me, woman, he retorted.  You’re the one that spent all day over at the Paladin office.  You knew what we were doing.

We’ve got a lot going on right now, with postseason in full swing, she replied defensively.  The Paladins’ season was over, and it ended at the end of the regular season.  The IBL Championship game had taken place 12 days ago, where the Menos Predators had defeated the Makan Destroyers to win the Empress’ Crown, and while the season was over for the players, things had majorly ramped up in the front office.  Off-season was the busiest time in the front office, because there were free agents to scout and sign, draftees to look over, farm team talent to assess, and trades to consider.  The Paladins had finished the season at 10-10, and that was a huge improvement over the last few seasons.  Their free agents had shored them up, and their draft picks were starting to play to form.  Both Jyslin and Frinia had very high hopes for next season, that they just might make the playoffs, and Jason knew enough about bachi now to say that while that was an optimistic view, it wasn’t without merit.  Draft day is just eight days away.

Then stop bitching, you bitch.


And you love it, she grinned.  So, Cyra.  I think she’s not that bad.  Nice enough, but a little lost.


She’s only hours old, baby, cut her some slack, Jason chuckled mentally.  Programming only goes so far, you know.


So, all the CBIMs are going to act that way when we build them?

He nodded.  It’s part of their personality template.  As Cyra gains experience, her personality will change, just like just about any of us.


Which CBIM is next?


After we move Cybi, the next CBIM goes at Kosiningi to replace her.  After we finish that, the next CBIM goes over on Kirga, he answered.  We’re going to build the facility at Jaxtra and let the Kimdori keep an eye on it.  The next one will go to Virga, up in Virissa City, then we’ll hold off on the other continents until we have actual people there and put the next one in Kosigi to replace the mainframe.


Sounds like a plan, she sent approvingly.


We did think this through, you know.  Just because you’ve more or less moved to the Paladins, it doesn’t mean we fell apart.  Truth be told, things are actually much smoother now, he teased.


Oh really, she sent archly, looking down at him with a raised eyebrow.


Yup, no more cute butt distracting me in the warehouse when I’m there, he replied.  It keeps my mind on the job, not on your ass.


There’s nothing wrong with ogling my ass, baby, she grinned.  Wanna check it out right now?


And let you get out of my arms?  Pft, he declined, which made her grin.


Like you’re in the warehouse that much anymore anyway, she challenged.  Just like me.  Other duties have pulled you out.


Unfortunately, he grunted mentally.  Truth be told, I’d rather be right beside Myli as she takes things apart and puts them back together.  Sometimes I hate my job.


Too bad, you’re stuck with it.


I am not.  I’ll just abdicate and go live on the beach in Hawaii.


Oh no you’re not, you’re my meal ticket, buster, she grinned.  I’m not letting my free ride get away.


Too bad, get used to wearing straw hats and begging for enough money to eat that evening.


Looks like it’s time for a revolution around here, she threatened.  First thing I need to do is get rid of the current ruler, she added, leaning down and kissing him.  But then the baby monitor rang out, and they heard one of the twins start fussing.  Jyslin laughed and put her head on his shoulder.  And they were doing so well, she complained.  Be right back, love.  Save my spot, she winked.

I’ll come give you a hand.

As usual, one of the babies crying had attracted Amber.  She was sitting in Siyae’s crib, looking quite concerned as the baby voiced her discomfort, and jumped up and down in place as they entered the nursery.  “What’s the prognosis, Amber?” Jyslin asked, patting the vulpar on the head before picking Siyae up.  “I’d say it’s the diaper,” she chuckled, patting Siyae’s swaddled bottom.  She carried her over to the changing table as Jason picked up Bethany, who had been awakened by Siyae but hadn’t joined her in crying.  She looked up at him with her lucid blue eyes, then reached out and put her tiny hand on his nose when he brought her close.  He sat down in the chair by the cribs and cradled his infant daughter, and Amber jumped up into his lap and reared up to look at Bethany, her two tails swirling in a nearly hypnotic pattern.  Bethany giggled when Amber licked her face with her curiously hot tongue.


“You are such a mother hen,” Jason accused with a smile at the tiny vulpar, patting her on the head with his free hand.

“Try nursing one of the babies with her looming,” Jyslin complained, which made Jason laugh.


“I know what you mean, when I bottle feed them,” he agreed.


“Sometimes I think Rann must be lonely with all the attention she gives the babies.”


“Not really, she’ll go straight back to Rann’s room after we put the babies back to bed, once she’s sure they’re okay,” Jason replied.


Amber played with Bethany as best she could with her in Jason’s arms, which mainly involved licking Bethany’s face and playing hide and seek with her by ducking down and then jumping up into her line of sight as the infant squealed with glee, as Jyslin finished changing Siyae, standing by the chair comforting her cranky daughter.  They’d started to show some personality, with Siyae being a little more loud and boisterous than Bethany.  Both of them exhibited a lot of natural intelligence, both of them very alert and very curious, and their medical checkup three days ago declared both of them to be in perfect health.  Both of them were in their baby talk stages, and Jason had the feeling that they’d start using words fairly soon.

That was vastly different from Siyara, who had an equivalent 5th grade reading level and could “speak” both Faey and English, though she had a lot of trouble actually talking due to her lack of precise motor control.  Like Kyri had been at that age, she was far more mature than what seemed natural, but that was what happened when a baby was born with her talent awakened and was able to be taught abstract concepts since before birth.  The months that Bethany and Siyae learned the very basics, Siyara was already far beyond them and learning things like reading and basic arithmetic.  The only ways that Siyara seemed like the infant she was when it came to physical traits, because she had to learn how to make her body work just like any other infant did.

Jason, you have a visitor, Kaera called from downstairs.  It’s that robot from 3D.


Rook, Jason noted. Send him up to the nursery.

Moments later, Rook came in through the open door.  He was now using the body of a Faey-sized bipedal robot, its finish reddish like a Makati’s skin and with male features, with a skullcap that simulated hair.  He had mastered the little toy Gladiator body months ago, had spent about a month in a robotic RVR drone, and after he got about as much use out of being a robotic dog as he could, the 3D crew had gotten together and built him this new body, that had additional functionality and some added useful tools.  And just like the babies, Rook had matured and grown over the months.  No longer a gopher in 3D, he was now assigned actual work, having learned how to build things by working with Luke.  He was one of their machinists now, who was given the specs of what was needed, and he went and built it.  Rook even had his own little apartment inside the warehouse, his own personal space, and had earned a hovercar license to drive the hovercar Jason had supplied to him for his own personal use.  It was all so could learn about living instead of just being.  “Evening Rook,” Jyslin called.  “What brings you by?”


“I have the weekly status report for Jason,” he answered, holding up a crytpo handpanel.  “Myleena asked that I deliver it before you go to work tomorrow.  Excuse the late hour, but I was working on my current project and wanted to reach a good place to stop before I completed this task.  I was going to leave it with Lieutenant Kaera for you to receive in the morning.”

“Not a problem,” Jason said, taking it from the Faey-sized robot.  “Thanks for holding down 3D while the crew was getting the new CBIM up.”


“It was no problem, Jason,” he answered with a modest nod.  “I had a lot of work to do anyway.  I’m building a housing unit for Myleena’s newest project.”

“What is that?”


“I don’t know.  She sends me the specs, I build it.”

Jason laughed.  “That’s Myli alright,” he said.  “Is your weekly report on here too?”


“Yes, Jason, everything I’ve done and the things I’ve learned this week.”

“Good man.  I’ll read it tomorrow,” he said, bouncing a drowsy Bethany a little bit.  “Now if you’ll excuse us, these two are about ready to go back to sleep.”

“Of course.  Pleasant evening to you.”


“You too,” he said, and the robot moved fluidly out the door.  It had taken Rook a few days go get the hang of walking on two legs in such a large robotic body, but now he moved with a grace that far outstripped his mechanical body.  [Oh yeah, Rook,] Jason called, communing directly with Rook’s chip

[Yes, Jason?]


[From now on upload your status reports to both Cybi and Cyra, the new CBIM,] he called.


[I have already interacted with Cyra. I will include her in my reports.]


[Okay then.  Have a good night, Rook.]


[You too, Jason.]
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Frowning with both frustration and determination, Zach held his hands up as he manipulated a large volume of water that was floating in midair over his and Sora’s heads.  The two of them were sitting cross-legged in the center of the office as Dera and Suri looked on near the door and Cybi and Cyra looked on from his desk, each of them sitting demurely on a side.  The large globe of water, its surface shimmering as Zach manipulated the space it occupied, slowly began to change shape, changing from a sphere to a cube, then to a pyramid, then to an octahedron.


In the two days since she’d been online, Cyra had picked up a lot of Cybi’s idiosyncrasies.  Cybi wasn’t just downloading her archives to Cyra, she was also teaching her, mentoring her, about how to act in some ways, a subject where all the programming in the world wasn’t really going to help Cyra very much.  Cyra was using that tried and true method of learning, imitation.  She was imitating many of Cybi’s unique mannerisms, but Jason has the feeling that as he learned more and more, she’d shed her adopted mannerisms and develop her own.  After all, she was unique.  She may have the same crystal, but her crystal and Cybi’s crystal weren’t exactly identical, and those tiny, tiny variations would cause them to have different personalities…much like most people.

It was already showing in one way:  bachi.  Cybi wasn’t all that enthusiastic about bachi.  She understood the rules of the game and could appreciate the athletic prowess of the Paladins players as they did off-seasons OTAs, but she wasn’t really a fan of the game.  Cyra, on the other hand, had developed an immediate and sincere curiosity about bachi, and she had downloaded and studied the entire history of the game and the different league teams on her own because she was curious.  After she was done, Cyra was Karis’ newest fan of  bachi, but Cybi was not.  Cyra saw something in bachi that Cybi didn’t, and that was a powerful demonstration of how the two CBIMs would be unique individuals even if they were built the same way.  As Cyra downloaded more and more information, how she responded to that information would cause her core to develop in different ways from Cybi’s core.  CBIM cores had the most potential to build new lattice pathways in their structure, which was similar to how Faey and Terran brains built synaptic pathways, and that would form the basis of how Cyra developed as a personality.

But so far, Jason was rather fond of her.  She was curious, she was earnest, she was maybe a little naïve about some things, and she had a refreshing child-like viewpoint of the world, approaching it without any past experience jading her point of view.  In some ways, she reminded him of his own children.


“From my archives, I believe that Zachary demonstrates unusual aptitude in his telekinetic ability,” Cyra noted aloud as she leaned on her hand and watched, mirroring the pose Cybi used on the other side of the desk.


“Correct.  He is on a different training regimen than his siblings,” Cybi answered.  “Both his power and his control are above the curve, even for a Generation.  He will exhibit exceptional capability once he matures.”

“Much to Kyri’s annoyance,” Jason chuckled as he read yet another report from his morning to-do list.  “But I’ll say one thing, Zach’s lessons has made Kyri really buckle down on her own.  Sibling rivalry can work for us sometimes,” he smiled at Cybi.  “Finish up, guys, it’s almost council time,” he told the two of them, who were taking their turn in his cycle of bringing them to work to teach them about the duties of the Grand Duke and give them exposure to how Jason did his job.  And since he’d opened it up to all the elder kids and not just Rann, Jason had been very pleased at how seriously his kids were taking those lessons.  All five of them were learning that being the Grand Duke was a hard job that took a lot of discipline and a lot of integrity…and none of them wanted Rann’s job.

He knew his kids were smart.


Zach carried the water to the bathroom, where he would place it in the small bathtub in there, and Sora climbed up into his lap.  “Goodness, you’re getting so big, pippy,” he told her as she settled on his lap.  “Soon I’m gonna be chasing boys away from you with a stick.”


Sora giggled.  “Mommy said that’s none of your business,” she told him, looking up at him.


“It is so my business,” he retorted bluntly, which made Dera and Suri grin.  “I don’t care how Faey your mother thinks I am, I’m still a Terran father, and Terran fathers have some very deep-seated beliefs about their teenage daughters.”


“I’m not a teenager yet.”


“That’s why I’m making my plans right now,” he drawled.


“What are we gonna do?”


“Just the usual boring council meeting, pips,” he answered.  “I’m going to let you and Zach distract the others so I can play Banyer’s Maze in my gestalt without them noticing I’m not paying attention.”


Sora laughed.  “You’re sneaky, Daddy.”


“Sneaky is a job requirement for a Grand Duke,” he replied shamelessly.


Zach and Sora weren’t the only kids present at the meeting.  Sirri stood by her mother’s desk when Dahnai’s hologram winked on, wearing her formal robes and looking very excited.  Sirri was now 10 years old, and she had left her foster parents and now lived in Dahnai’s apartment, which also meant that her Imperial training had officially begun.  Sirri would now stand at her mother’s right hand at most official functions, from court to meetings, attending even the most confidential briefings and conferences until she reached the age of 15.  When she turned 15, she would take a less active role while she underwent middle and primary school-level education, and at 25, she would serve two years in the Imperial Navy as an officer…though that tour of duty would take place inside the palace as an Imperial liaison to the Navy.  At 27, she would pursue an Academy degree in the field of her choice, but would also return to the palace and serve as Dahnai’s primary aide, standing at Dahnai’s right hand and being involved in Imperial governance until she took the throne.  Sirri waved to Zach and Sora as Dahnai took her seat at her desk, also wearing her formal robes.  The two of them must have either just come from court were going to go to court afterwards.

“Hey pippies,” Dahnai said brightly, smiling at the two children.  “How are you today?”

“Just fine, Dahnai,” Zach said as Jason set him on it, sitting him just beside Cybi.  He turned around and sat cross-legged on it facing the holograms that began to wink on as the other council members enabled their comm.  “We were doing our lessons.”

“And what lessons were those?”


“We had to do TK practice,” Sora answered.


“They’re coming along nicely,” Jason said as the last of the holograms winked on.


“We seem to all be here,” Kreel said, banging the gavel down. Today was the first day of his rotation leading the council, and despite his personality, he did take the job fairly seriously.  “So let’s get this party started.  Any announcements before we start the itinerary?”  He waited a second, then leaned back in his chair.  “Alright then, the first order of business is His Majesty Vedrann’s request to move up our next scheduled summit on Terra by one month.  Anyone have any opinions?”

Sora and Zach listened as the rulers took nearly an hour debating something so simple as rescheduling the summit, as each ruler just had to inject his or her opinion…at least most of them.  Zaa, Hraga, Mesaiima, Jason, and Brayrak Kruu rarely involved themselves in these kinds of debates, mainly because all of them were neutral observers, but also because none of them had the penchant to play inter-council politics the way the others did.  All of them but Kreel did it, particularly Dahnai, Assaba, and Anivan, Dahnai and Assaba endlessly jockeying for position within the council and Anivan doing everything she could to be taken as seriously as the other two.


After they finally decided to move the summit up to the date that Vedrann requested—the Farguut had a very holy period that the original date fell within, something similar to the Islamic religious observance of Ramadan—Kreel had to mediate an official dispute between Shakizarr and Shevatt over a star system in the PSA sector that both of them claimed, and neither of them were willing to go through arbitration at the Exploration Bureau.  Both of them brought it directly to the council, and since Kreel had the gavel, he had to decide the matter.  Kreel spent the time during two briefings from Lorna and Dellin to study the evidence and the claims, then ruled, somewhat surprisingly, that both sides had equally valid claims and that they either shared the system’s resources equally or one of them bought the other half from the other for what Kreel decided was a fair price.

Kreel often surprised the council with how smart he was, since he treated everything like a big joke.


It was during the open discussion portion of council that Miaari entered the office without warning and handed Jason a handpanel.  Jason’s eyes widened when he read it, and looked up at Miaari.  “Seriously?” he blurted.


She nodded.


That made the current debate over producing Torsion weapons for the future Consortium war now or after the Syndicate was beaten back stop.


“I’m afraid I have to go, a fairly serious matter of house business just came up.  Cybi, Cyra, sit in if you please, and keep an eye on the kids,” he said, standing up.  “Pippies, don’t annoy the council members.  I’ll be back in a little bit.”


He stayed silent until he shut the door to the outer office.  “Chirk, I’ll be back in a while.  Alright, when did you get word of it?” he asked Miaari.


“Just moments ago.  The Rakarri intend to petition the Imperium for entry, so long as Dahnai permits the kings to retain rule over their kingdoms,” she answered as they started down the hallway, Dera following as Suri stayed at the office.  One of the Marine honor guard that protected the White House fell into step beside Dera silently, and Jason saw a small unit of guard heading for his office, no doubt called in by Suri.  “Our watchers on Rakarr sent it straight to Meya’s office on receiving the information, and she sent it to me.  She knows that I can interrupt you during council meetings.”

“And Dahnai doesn’t know yet?”


She shook her head.  “Jinaami said she does not.  She’s taking active steps to make sure it doesn’t reach Dahnai until I clear it.”


“I’m gonna kiss that girl the next time I see her,” he said as he walked into the KES satellite office, which was a small affair that mainly served as a liaison between the KES and the KMS.  The KES headquarters was kept very separate from the White House to keep those boundaries clear to everyone.  Meya was in the satellite office, standing near a desk with one hand cradling her pregnant belly.  “Okay, Miaari got through to me, but you coulda just sent, you know,” he chided her.


“We don’t bother you when you’re in conference, Jayce,” Meya answered seriously.  “And I just got here like half a minute ago.  I asked Miaari to get that to you while I was on the way over from headquarters.”

“She did.  Alright, bottom line it, Meya.  Was there any influence from Dahnai?”


“Not that we can find,” she replied.


“So far as we can tell, this is entirely their decision,” Miaari agreed.  “Reports from the pack on Rakarr state that the kings of all the kingdoms came together and decided as a group to petition Dahnai for inclusion in the Imperium, at least on their terms.  They retain their rule, but join the Imperium as a member state.”


“Well, I’ll believe it when I hear it from them,” Jason said.  “Is their king’s council still in session?”


Meya nodded.  “Still going on, the king of the biggest kingdom is hosting it.  The one we’ve dealt with before, umm, King Trava.”


“Good, then I’ll hear it directly from him,” Jason said.  “Meya, Miaari, warn your people on Rakarr I’m coming.  See if they can get word to the kings that someone’s coming to talk to them.”


“Jason, they don’t know we keep eyes on them,” Miaari warned.


“Then they’re more naïve than they need to be if they’re about to step up onto the big stage,” he said curtly.  “Dera, send it back to Aya, have my armor sent to the Ijara along with whoever she wants to send with me, I’ll be leaving as soon as I get there.”  Myri.

Yeah Jayce?


Put the Ijara on deployment standby and warn Silara I’ll be coming aboard as soon as I get to Kosigi.  Get an escort task force in place as well.  I should be boarding in about an hour or so.


I’ll send down the orders.  Where you going?


QMC-202-2, he answered.  Rakarr.


I’ll add that to the orders.  What’s going on over there?


I need to talk to the Rakarri face to face, he answered.  I won’t be staying long.


Alright.  I’ll have everything ready by the time you get to Kosigi


[Jason, I just got word that you’re leaving the planet?] Aya demanded, her thought sent over the biogenic network via her interface since she was out of sending range.


[Yeah, sorry about the short notice.  Send my armor and however many guards you need to the Ijara, we’re going to the Rakarri homeworld to have a face-to-face with the Rakarri kings.  So plan for the only dangers posed to me being arrows and bullets.]


[Well…alright, that should be safe enough as long as you wear your armor,] she acceded grudgingly.  [But I’m sending eight guards.]


[Fine with me, send them up. I’ll be on my way up in a few minutes.]  “Aya’s sending my armor and some guards up to the ship,” he announced.

I just received orders to go with Jason, Dera announced, touching her interface.  Suri will stay here with the children.

“Alright then, I’ll go have a talk with the Rakarri,” he said.


“It might behoove you to contact Dahnai and warn her,” Miaari suggested.


“She knows I babysit the Rakarri, it keeps her honest.  So no, I’m not telling her,” he snorted, which made Miaari chuckle.


Half an hour later, he was stepping off his skimmer and into the small forward port landing bay on the command ship, and the tall, tall, buxom Silara Karinne was there with her exo and two Tarks waiting for him.  She saluted sharply, then laughed when he stepped up and pushed on her shoulders to make her bend her knees to get her eyes at his level before kissing her on the cheek in greeting.  “So prideful,” she teased.  “Myri sent orders we are going to QMC-202?”


“As soon as the task force is ready to move out, yes,” he nodded as Shen hurried up to him carrying his armor.  Six other Imperial guards were just behind her, disembarking off a small personnel skimmer.  “I know it’s not much of a real first mission after nearly six months of exercises and deployment rotations sitting at Terra or Draconis, but at least I thought of you first,” he grinned.


She laughed.  “A visit to another quadrant is just what the ship and crew needs,” she declared.  “I already have navigation plotting a jump from Exile.”


“Just remember, be gentle, I can’t escape hyperspace exposure like you can,” he reminded her.


“It’s only a fifty second jump from Exile to QMC-202,” she protested.


“I know, but as frail and delicate as I am, we might have to do it in fifty one second jumps with an hour’s rest between each one,” he said airily, which earned him a slap on the shoulder.


Silara put him in a stateroom just off the landing bay so he didn’t have far to go to get into his armor, and the guards helped him armor up as he explained what they were doing to them.  I’m gonna make damn sure the Rakarri know exactly what they’re getting into if they go through with this, he summarized after telling them what he knew.  I’m not going to try to sway them either way, but I do want to make sure it’s what they want and that they fully understand how it’s going to change their society and their politics.  No society that goes from steam engines to PPGs is going to do it smoothly.


From what I’ve read of the Rakarri, they might actually be one of the rare few species capable of it, Hara replied as she handed him his gauntlet.  They are highly intelligent, and what’s most important, they are not xenophobic nor exceedingly religious.  It’s the religious ones that have the most problems.


Yeah, he agreed.  It demonstrates a general inability to accept new things if they conflict with religious teachings.  But still, we’re going to make damn sure that the Rakarri jump into this able to see the pool under the diving board.


You have such curious colloquialisms, even after all these years living in a predominantly Faey society, Mai noted lightly.


Only for you, Mai.  I know you love having no idea what the fuck I’m talking about.  The other guards grinned when she jammed her hands down on his shoulders to settle his breastplate and backplate, and nearly knock him over from the backless stool on which he sat.


He finished armoring up just in time to go to the bridge to observe as the Ijara cleared the doors and entered open space, turning towards the Exile Stargate with a task force of 21 ships escorting it, spreading out into standard cruise formation with the command ship squarely in the middle of the formation.  The formation broke up as they reached the Stargate to allow the command ship to go first—the largest ship always went first through a Stargate—and everyone locked into jump restraints and shut down the majority of their power systems for gate transit.  On the other side, with the blue and green jewel Exile in the distance off their starboard, the ship turned to line up with QMC-202 as the task force again resumed its cruising formation, each ship returning to its assigned spot as it came through the gate.  Jason read the latest intelligence reports from the Kimdori operatives on Rakarr, two of them right in the council chamber the kings were using, and they confirmed that the kings were very serious about petitioning the “space people” for inclusion into their society, to be allowed to sail the stars and learn all the wondrous things that the space people knew.  So long as Dahnai allowed the kings to retain their rulership, they were willing to pay her tribute and name her the Overqueen of Rakarr, , to whom the kings and queens of the Rakarri would pay tribute and provide able-bodied soldiers if she issued a call to arms in exchange for being included in the Imperium.  They’d even drawn up a treaty to offer Dahnai that spelled everything out, and as Jason read it, he saw that the kings of Rakarr were both very eager to be included but also cautious enough to put language into the treaty that allowed the kings to maintain authority over their own kingdoms.

That told him how serious they were, if they were willing to raise Dahnai into a position above their own to get access to the Imperium.  And it also told him that maybe the kings weren’t being as naïve as Jason thought they were.

He managed to download the Rakarri language and insert it into his gestalt’s memory before they made the jump, and when they dropped back into normal space, the very Terra-like planet of Rakarr dominated the forward viewscreen.  “Stand down from jump stations,” Silara barked.  “Navigator, set course to bring us into orbit of the planet, ahead full.”


“Aye sir, setting course, 18 mark 356, increasing to full,” the navigator answered.  “We should be in orbit in twenty-three minutes.”


By the time Jason got down to the landing bay and he and his guards boarded an armored personnel dropship, they were in orbit.  Jason piloted the dropship himself with Hara in the co-pilot’s chair as he cleared the ship, two Wolf fighters from the command ship flying escort as Jason plotted a course down to the castle where the kings were meeting…all of them.  They’d all traveled to the largest kingdom on the planet to meet in person and come to this agreement, and that was the only reason Jason was taking this so seriously, for it met all the conditions he put in place to keep Dahnai’s hands off the Rakarri and their planet.


Stunned Rakarri soldiers in multiple liveries and coats of arms, the honor guards of the assorted kings gaped as the dropship landed in the bailey of King Trava’s castle.  Jason stepped out as soon as the dropship’s hatch opened, wearing his armor but without his helmet.  “Warn the kings and queens of the Rakarri that one of the space people has come to speak at their meeting,” he called loudly in the Rakarri language.


He didn’t have to wait long.  Moments later, a very richly dressed, tall, fit Rakarri male almost ran out of a large door and up to the dropship, gaping at it and gawking at Jason and his eight Faey guards, none of which had their helmets on.  “I am Trava, king of Gentaria,” he declared, and Jason and his guards all bowed.


“I am the Grand Duke Jason Karinne, ruler of the House of Karinne,” he replied.


Trava’s eyes brightened.  “I remember your trade delegation!” he declared.  “I am wearing the cloth your people traded us for our foodstocks right now,” he added, patting his chest, which had a silk doublet under a fur-lined vest-like garment that flowed into a long cloak in the back, almost like a cloak-vest.  He also wore heavy silver necklace with a large pendant showing a coat of arms.


“I’m glad you do, your Majesty,” Jason said.  “I have need to speak to you and the other monarchs, as soon as it can be arranged.  It is a matter of grave importance, important enough for me to come in person.”


“We are in council as we speak, your Grace.  I will conduct you to our council chambers.”

The other kings and queens, male and female Rakarri of varying ages and finery, knew they were coming.  Jason was escorted into a large chamber where three long table were arranged in a U shape, and Trava returned to his seat in the center of the middle table, the seat of honor since he was hosting.  There were 53 different Rakarri kings representing every kingdom on the planet.  As his guards stood back with the other guards and personal envoys of the kings along the wall open to the U, Jason stepped forward and bowed.  “I am the Grand Duke Jason Karinne, ruler of the House of Karinne and one of the parties that have contacted your people in the past,” Jason declared to the 41 kings and 12 queens, who looked at him with tremendous curiosity and interest.  It was the first time most of them had ever seen one of the space people before.  “I have come in person to discuss with you your intention to petition the Empress Dahnai Merrane for entry into the Imperium.”


“How did you know that?” one of the kings demanded.  “We’ve only just made that decision and drafted the first draft of our treaty today!”


“I keep a very close eye on the Rakarri, your Majesty, to protect you from other space people that do not have your best interests at heart,” Jason replied bluntly, staring him right in the eye.  “My driving interest has been to give your people the chance to shape their own destiny as they will without space people coming down here and trying to tell you what to do.  I have my own people who look much like Rakarri on the planet, who have been watching things to make sure that the other space people did not interfere in your affairs.  I told the Empress Dahnai Merrane of the Faey Imperium, ruler of the other space people that have contacted your people in the past, that she could not speak to your people or interfere with your affairs, and that she could not come to your planet and take it over.  She was willing to accede to my demands because she knows how passionate I am about protecting people like the Rakarri who lack the technology to contend with the Imperium.  But, I did tell her that if the Rakarri wanted to join the Imperium, then I would stand aside and allow it to come to pass, so long as all the Rakarri agreed to this idea unanimously.”

“What right have you to tell us what to do?” one of the kings demanded.


“None, which is why I’m here now,” he replied calmly.  “My involvement in your affairs has been to stand between you and the other space people who would show up with mighty armies and navies to conquer you.  I saw that done to my own people, and now that I’m in a position of power out there beyond the stars, I make damn sure that it’s not done to anyone else.  That’s why I’m here now.  It’s been brought to my attention that this body has unanimously agreed to ask Empress Dahnai Merrane of the Imperium, the space people colonizing the other planet, for inclusion in their Imperium.  As such, it fulfills a condition I put in place with the Empress Dahnai that prevents her from doing anything more than trading textiles and cloths and iron stock to your people for food.  Since the Rakarri have united and agreed to seek more from the Imperium, it means that I must stand aside and allow it.


“But know this, and know it carefully, august kings and queens of Rakarr, that joining the Imperium has consequences far beyond trading more than just food for cloth and textiles,” he said seriously.  “You will be placing yourself under the rule of the Empress Dahnai Merrane and will be included into a political system not your own.  The space people will come to your planet and move in, and while they’ll bring teachers to teach you their science and machines that will make the lives of your people much easier, it means you’re going to get the carpet-baggers and con men coming to make easy money off what they’ll see as backwater rubes.  I won’t deny that it won’t bring benefits, but you should understand that not everything the space people bring will be good for your people.  There will be bad along with the good, and I wanted you to take a few extra days to consider this before you make your final decision.  I’m not saying that joining the Imperium will be bad.  I’m not saying that it will be good, either.  It’s not my place to tell you how to run your planet or that I know better than you what’s best for your people.  I’m just here to warn you that if you do this, then be ready for it to change everything, every single aspect of your society from the rudest peasant hut to this very castle, and not all of those changes will be good.”


“We’ve discussed that possibility for many days, your Grace,” one of the queens on his right called, a fairly young and curiously attractive Rakarri female.


“And just how will things change for the worse?” an elderly king on his left asked.


“I’ll leave that for you to decide, your Majesty, after I explain exactly what the Imperium is and how it works.”

For two hours, Jason meticulously explained how the Imperium worked from a political standpoint, making sure to stress the infighting of the houses of the Siann and how their planet would be placed under the rule of one of those houses unless they demanded special terms in their treaty to get around it.  He pulled no punches, revealing the telepathic nature of the Faey, his own telepathic abilities, the avaricious nature of the Faey, and he was careful to couch everything as neutrally as possible.  He was merely describing the system, no more, no less, allowing them to draw their own conclusions.  After finishing with the Imperium, he then described the Confederation to them and how the Imperium was currently part of a larger governmental entity created to fight the Andromedans.

And that caused a reaction he wasn’t expecting.  “Wait, you say that these people from years and years away by space boats are trying to conquer everyone in our house of stars?” one of the kings demanded.  The Rakarri language had no word for galaxy.  Their astronomers hadn’t made that discovery yet.

“They honestly don’t know about the Rakarri, your Majesty, but if they knew you were here, yes, they’d try to conquer you,” he replied honestly.  “That’s what brought the Confederation into being, causing the different governments of space people to unite in common defense against these invaders, because these enemies have such vast armies and navies that no one government of space people can stand against them by themselves.  These distant enemies seek to conquer and enslave all of us, every single living thing in our house of stars.  We who have joined the Confederation defend not only ourselves, but every being in our house of stars, even those who will never know of what we did.”

“Well, that just inclines me even more for this idea,” he said strongly.  “We must protect our homes from these invaders, and if the only way is to seek inclusion in the Imperium, then so be it!  The defense of the helpless and the weak is the noblest of pursuits!”  The young king got quite a bit of applause for his declaration, and the Rakarri sitting beside him clapped him on the back when he sat back down.


“That’s more or less it, your Majesties,” Jason finished.  “That’s how the Imperium works, and the current state of political affairs among the various groups of space people.  It’s up to you to decide if joining the Imperium will be a good thing or a bad thing for your people.”


“We’ve heard what you have to say, Grand Duke Karinne, and we will carefully consider everything you’ve told us,” Trava declared.  “I think we would all like to discuss your words for a while amongst ourselves.  I’ll have my majordomo arrange quarters for you, so you might be available to speak to us again this afternoon if you so wish.”

“That won’t be necessary, your Majesty,” he replied.  “With your permission, I’ll return to my home planet.  I will leave you to decide for yourselves what you wish to do.  That’s been my guiding intent for your people this whole time, to ensure you had the choice to do as you will.  If you join the Imperium, I will welcome you into a much larger world gladly.  If you do not, we’ll still be here to make sure that the other space people do not interfere in your affairs.  Either way, I’m confident that the wisdom of this august body of Rakarri kings and queens will make the best choice for your people.”


The monarchs looked to each other, and then Trava nodded.  “Alright.  You have our permission to withdraw, and thank you for your visit, your Grace, and all the information you brought to us.”


Jason bowed to all three tables of kings, then he and his guards filed out of the conference chamber.  Trava’s guards escorted the nine of them back to the bailey, unaware that they were discussing things among themselves.  Dera?

There were no telepaths in the room.  If there were, they weren’t sending, she answered.


I didn’t find any talented minds, Ryn elaborated.  But the minds I sensed were fairly strong-willed.


I noticed.  Yet another canoid species with curiously strong minds, Jason noted.  But at least the Rakarri minds aren’t closed.  I wasn’t listening so my reactions were sincere, but I have no doubt you girls were.


Of course we were, Dera grinned at him.

Disciplined is a better word for it, particularly the monarchs, Mai observed.  All of them are highly educated and well trained to control their thoughts and their emotions.  I’d bet if they were taught some mental exercises, they might be able to prevent us from hearing their surface thoughts.

Speaking of stray thoughts, what did you girls pick up?


Generally, your speech didn’t change any minds, Jason, Ryn answered, to which several of them nodded.  If anything, it reinforced their decision for various reasons.  Some want access to Imperial technology and science for the benefits they believe it will bring to their people, some are poor kingdoms that see the machines of the Imperium helping their impoverished nations, and some want to be part of something much bigger than just their small planet.  The idea of being a spacefaring race motivates quite a few of them, mainly the younger kings.


As long as they make an informed decision, I’m alright whichever way they decide, Jason noted as they walked back out into the bailey, where some dozens of Rakarri soldiers surrounded their dropship, keeping the curious away from it.  Truth be told, I wouldn’t mind seeing them join the Imperium, but they have to make that decision themselves and fully aware that it won’t be all meis and oye juice.


I think you made that point, Ryn told him as the hatch opened at Jason’s mental command.  And how long will it take before a Karinne recruiting office is open on the planet?


Fast enough for Dahnai to get mad at me, he replied shamelessly as he entered the dropship.  I like the Rakarri’s intellect and curiosity, and I’d like to see some of them in the house.  Now if I could just convince some fucking Kirri to join, he growled mentally as he sat in the pilot’s chair.

Good luck with that, Jason.  The Kirri have very strongly-held beliefs.


Well, we’ll see.  The Kirri know that the Karis ecosystem can support their symbiotes, that might convince a few of them to move here.  Songa sent me a report on them the other day, she’s been studying them in her spare time.


Oh?  What did she say?


That the Kirri symbiotes are curiously neutral to Terrans, he answered.  Terran physiology is more accepting of Kirri symbiotic microbes, even though they don’t do Terrans any good.  It’s just that Terran immune systems don’t react to Kirri symbiotes as strongly as most other species.


Odd.


Not really.  Terran biology has something like that going for them already, a semi-symbiotic relationship with quite a few strains of beneficial bacteria that live in Terran digestive tracts.  They call them probiotic organisms.  Terran immune systems ignore them as long as they stay in the digestive tract, but they react if they enter the bloodstream.  Kirri symbiotes are just a form of probiotics that do way more than aid in digestion the way most Terran probiotics do.  Anyway, Terran immune systems don’t react aggressively against most forms of Kirri symbiotes, they tend to ignore them until the symbiotes do something that the immune system considers an attack, then it reacts.  When they do, they only attack certain strains of symbiotes of the same family instead of all of them.  Songa’s been researching why, she finds that very interesting from a medical point of view.

I’ll leave that to the doctors, Ryn noted.  I’m sure only a doctor would find Kirri germs interesting.


That’s what I pay her for, to be interested in things the bore the fuck out of me, Jason agreed, which made the guards wheeze in that voiceless laughter.  “Ijara control, Karinne One,” he called aloud.  “We’re on our way back up now.”


“Understood, Karinne One.  Approach vectors and landing instructions are being uploaded to your nav now.”

“I’ve got them,” he said as his gestalt received that data from the dropship computer.  “Tell Captain Silara we’ll be returning to Karis as soon as I’m aboard.  Our mission here is complete.”

“Yes, your Grace.  Sending your order up now.”

When he got aboard the command ship, he found out that his little excursion hadn’t gone unnoticed.  Dahnai was pestering him on his gestalt almost as soon as he got back on board, and he finally accepted her query when he got back to his stateroom, sitting on the stool and allowing the guards to help him take his armor off.  Dahnai’s bugging me, give me a few minutes, ladies.  [What?] he demanded.


[Why is there a Karinne task force orbiting QMC 202-2?] she demanded.  [I thought you said that planet was off limits.]


[It is for you,] he replied.  [I’m on board the command ship here at QMC-202, I had to have a face to face conference with the Rakarri monarchs.]


[What for?]


[Because they’re one step from petitioning you to join the Imperium,] he answered honestly.  [I had to come here and make sure it was their unanimous decision, and you weren’t tampering.]


[Woah, really?  That’s awesome news!] she declared excitedly.


[Don’t get too excited, they’re actually approaching this with an eye on keeping some of their power,] he warned.  [They’re not going to just give you the keys to their front door.  They have some demands, and they’re fairly smart ones.]


[Like?]


[Like the kings all get to keep power in their kingdoms, for one,] he replied.  [They envision a system where they still get to be the kings and queens of their kingdoms, but they swear fealty to you the same way their nobles swear fealty to them.]


[I don’t see a problem with that, I’ll need governors there anyway,] she replied easily.  [They certainly know how to govern the planet, since they’re already doing it.  The monarchs can run the planet just fine, I’ll just have to send advisors to tell them how we do things.]


[And you’re already running afoul of their ideas,] Jason chuckled.  [They want to do things their way with the Imperium coming in to help them with infrastructure and production, where you’re a silent partner while they do most of the work.]

She was silent a long moment.  [You know, that might not be a bad idea,] she finally answered.  [It works fairly well on Terra, but I won’t name their planet a protectorate, I’ll have to award the planet to one of the noble houses.  And I know exactly which house can do it.  The Surrales,] she told him.  [I trust Anya, she won’t bitch about only getting the one planet, and she won’t mess with their system any more than absolutely necessary.  She showed a lot of skill coming in and setting up Terra so the Terrans mind their own affairs while the quotas still get met.  I’m sure she can do the same on the Rakarri planet.]


[Okay, I can live with Anya, she’ll respect the Rakarri’s customs,] he agreed.

[I’ll talk to Anya about it later today, she’s on Terra right now but she’s due back on Draconis tonight.
[What about planet 3?  That’s a Merrane holding.]


[Yup, but it doesn’t qualify for the contract process because it doesn’t meet the requirements, so any house can claim it as right of first possession.  Planet 2 does fall under contract requirements, so I have to award that planet to one of the noble houses to oversee.  And I’ll give it to Anya.]


[No arguments here,] he assured her.  [But you know the Siann will blow a fuse when they find out you’ve been secretly colonizing distant star systems for the Merranes and bypassing the contract process.]


[Tough shit,] she retorted, which made him laugh.  [That’s one of the perks of spreading my legs for your big dick, baby, I get the inside information on things the rest of the Siann doesn’t.  The contract process only applies to planets with indigenous populations and planets that are primary food or heavy metal ore producers, planets whose resources have Imperial interest and immediate usefulness.  Any planet that turns an immediate profit has to go through a contract, but any planet that doesn’t is open for claim.  The fact that the Merranes are investing a hell of a lot of money into planet 3 for terraforming gives the house the right to claim it without a contract.  And I’m sure that you’ll have a few Grand Duchesses offering to bend over for you if you tell them about some distant star systems that their houses might be able to claim without a contract.]

[And I’m glad I don’t attend court anymore,] Jason drawled mentally as Dera and Mai separated his breastplate from his backplate and pulled them over his head.  [Anyway, now that you know what’s going on, lemme get back  home.  I’ll send you a missive that goes into more detail so you can read it.]


[Sure thing, thanks babes.  I’ll call Anya right now and tell her I want to see her.]

[Alright.  Wanna come over for dinner tomorrow?  You can get to know Cyra.]



[Since when do I say no?  Just be ready to feed me breakfast too,] she replied purringly.


[Works for me.  Alright, love, let me get back home, I still have work to do.]


[Alright.  See you tomorrow.]

Terraforming.  Jason accessed Civnet through the Ijara to check on a little project that the Surrales had set up about a year ago, something that was so low-priority that nobody was paying all that much attention…Mars.  The Surrales had put terraforming units and water replicators on Mars to oxygenize the atmosphere, increase its thickness, add water and water vapor to the planet’s biosphere, and pump ozone into the upper atmosphere to filter out harmful UV rays that the planet couldn’t prevent.  They’d also installed a directional solar radiation shield, something the Academy builders had devised, to deflect harmful solar radiation, an invisible shielding system that acted almost exactly like a planetary magnetic field.  It was a 7 year process they’d started a year ago to turn Mars into a life-sustaining planet, though a bit colder than normal.  When they were done, Mars would have a cool temperate climate, sufficient water and oxygen to support life, .82 standard pressure after gases were either synthesized by the terraformers or hauled in from elsewhere to inject into the atmosphere, two very large oceans that would form on the surface, and after organic infusion of the soil, the Surrales would colonize it and start farming, turning Mars into a low-gravity arable planet that would probably be swarmed by Makati and Menodan settlers.

What the Surrales were doing on Mars played into what Dahnai described.  Since Mars was uninhabitable and had absolutely no mineral value whatsoever, the planet was considered unclaimed and available by the Imperial government.  Any house that was willing to invest money in terraforming could claim the planet for their own, and the Surrales had done just that.  For that matter, they’d also claimed Venus, Jupiter, and Saturn, mainly for access to the gas giants’ moons for future terraforming.


Three months ago, the Surrales had also started the terraforming process on Venus, which would be much more expensive and would take nearly 20 years to complete, so it was a long-term investment.  But the planet’s location in the solar system’s habitable zone made it worth the investment once it was habitable, so Anya had spent nearly C270 billion on the highly durable and specialized equipment her house would need to transform Venus from a lethal hellish wasteland to a life-sustaining planet.  The first thing Anya installed at Venus was another directional planetary radiation shield, whose only job was to deflect the solar wind.  Once that was in place and running, the terraformers on Venus, protected by powerful hard shields and Carbidium armor that could stand up to the 89.5 pressure on Venus, were set down on the planet’s surface at strategic points and were turned on.  Those atmospheric terraformers weren’t trying to increase the atmosphere, their primary job was to reduce the atmosphere, to draw in carbon dioxide and change it into gaseous oxygen and water by combining it with replicated hydrogen and creating pellets of carbon-based solids that would be used later in the organic infusion process to make the Venusian soil fertile.  Until they were needed, they were being put in orbit around the planet to keep them from getting underfoot.  When the time came to start the organic infusion process, that stored carbon would be sent back to the surface to be infused into the soil to make it fertile.  They were also releasing replicated nitrogen gas on a ratio of 50:1, 50 benkonn of carbon dioxide removed from the atmosphere was replaced by one benkonn of nitrogen, which would slowly cause nitrogen levels to increase in the atmosphere as the pressure decreased, and would stabilize the volatile Venusian atmosphere. 


There were two different operations in the Surrale terraforming operation, and the second one was working from outer space down rather than from the ground up.  Orbital reclamation units were utilizing kathras-long siphons to literally vacuum up the thick clouds of sulfuric acid that enshrouded the planet, which would be sold on the galactic market; sulfuric acid was actually a useful chemical compound on the galactic market due to the fact that it was expensive to replicate and selling the siphoned acid would nearly pay for the operation.  The carbon dioxide the units sucked up with the sulfuric acid was also useful, for they were storing it in vast containers and transporting it to Mars, to release directly into the Martian atmosphere to help increase its thickness and get some greenhouse effect warming of the frigid surface.  There were 153 different siphons running to clean up the sulfuric acid, 90 robotic transports hauling the siphoned carbon dioxide to Mars and injecting it into the atmosphere there in a continuous cycle, and there were 156 different atmospheric terraformers running on Venus right now draining the atmosphere of its carbon dioxide, reducing the air pressure and systematically replacing that carbon dioxide with other gases.  Combined, the two systems would reduce the pressure on Venus from 87.6 standard to 28.4 standard within the next ten years, and that would subsequently drop the hellish surface temperature from 670 shuki average to about 330 shuki average. That was still deadly, but it was a threshold temperature that would allow them to deploy much more terraforming equipment to the planet to accelerate the process in the final ten years of the terraforming operation, when they would put the water replicators into overdrive as they continued to reduce the atmospheric pressure to their target of 1.6 standard, replicate enough water to form oceans, and infuse the soil with synthesized organic material to make it able to support plant life.

In about 20 years, Venus would go from what it was now to an arable planet with a tropical climate, perfect for a Shio, just waiting for inhabitants to build something there.  On the other hand, it would only take about six years for them to make Mars arable, and in three years there would be enough oxygen and increased air pressure in the atmosphere to make it possible to survive on the surface without breathing equipment, though it would require arctic weather survival gear and equalizing to the much lower pressure.  It would cost Anya about C400 billion when all was said and done, but in the end she’d have two arable farming planets that would make all that money back for her house in 60 years, and would forever after do nothing but turn hefty profits for the house.  Food always sold, so it was a very lucrative industry worth the investment.  It was definitely a long term investment, but it was a solid one, and nobody in the Siann thought Anya was crazy for undertaking it.

Usually, the Imperium or its houses didn’t bother with such extensive and expensive terraforming operations, but the fact that Terra was in the solar system made terraforming Mars and Venus economically viable, at least once Anya had the cash reserves to bankroll the investment.  There was a Stargate in the system, extensive access to industrial equipment, workers could easily reach Mars and Venus from Terra, and they could easily establish supply lines to the terraforming operations.  Had Terra not been there, the Surrales wouldn’t have bothered terraforming, it would have been far too expensive.  That was why the Merranes were willing to terraform QMC-202-3, because it didn’t need very much terraforming to make it viable, they just had to infuse water and organic material into the soil of a planet that could already support life in every other way.  Had the planet been uninhabitable and didn’t have those extensive deposits of usable heavy ores, Dahnai would have passed on it.


Jason was glad to see it.  Anya would get two planets of her own out of the deal, because she was willing to make the investment into terraforming them, and the Terran solar system would become that much more important, because it would have a nearly unheard-of three food-producing planets in the system.


Jason went straight to Miaari’s office and discussed the Rakarri matter with her, as Tim, Cybi, and Cyra listened in.  “I think the Rakarri will ask for inclusion,” Miaari finally surmised after listening to everything.  “I also think that I should prepare to start screening Rakarri for entry into the house.”

“Damn right you should,” Jason said immediately.  “I’m gonna move as fast as Dahnai does.  The Rakarri will be an asset to the house once they get educated up to Karinne levels.”

Tim was about to say something, but both Cybi and Cyra blinked, then looked distracted for a second.  “What?” Jason asked them.


“The Denmother Zaa seeks immediate audience,” Cyra answered.


“I will put it through,” Cybi added.  Seconds later, a hologram of Zaa appeared, one of her three dimensional free-ranging ones.  She oriented herself quickly and looked to Jason.


“I have news,” she declared.  “The Jhri have decided to petition for entry.”


“Not too surprising,” Jason said.  The Jhri were almost like anthropomorphic squirrels, another rodent-like race similar to the Grimja, with long bushy tails and a bipedal frame, who stood a little under 4 shakra tall on the average, which was about four and a half feet or about a meter and a third, which made them the tallest of the “short” races.  Like the Kirri, they had digitigrade legs, with the elongated foot that gave the illusion that their legs had an extra joint.  They had grayish or reddish fur, depending on their origins, but they all had hair that was a different color from their fur, which was a bit unusual.  Unlike the Grimja or many other rodent-like races, the Jhri were evolved from omnivores and had hybrid teeth, with large front teeth, fang-like incisors, and the rest of their teeth were capable of handling either vegetable matter or meat with equal facility.  Unlike the Grimja, the Jhri didn’t have an overpopulation problem…their population problem went the other way.  A female had on average two pups at a time, but she only reproduced every ten years on average, and rarely produced more than three litters in her lifetime.  That was six offspring on average, stretched out over 30 or 40 years, and that averaged out with the statistical math to barely bring the birth rate over the death rate.  This slow population growth made the Jhri very wary about engaging in any activity that might reduce their population, such as a war, because it would take a long time for their population to recover.  In that respect, the Jhri were much like the Stevak, with a very slow population growth curve, but that was balanced by the fact that the average Jhri lived for about 200 years.

One thing did differentiate the Jhri from about every other race in the sector cluster…precision.  They had fast reflexes, amazing hand-eye coordination, and exceptional manual dexterity, some of the most exceptional manual dexterity of all the races in the sector cluster.  Throw a cloud of coins in the air, and the Jhri could look at them as they flew, pick out the one that was different from all the rest, then snatch it without touching any other coin before any of them hit the ground.  They didn’t have reflexes as fast as a Shurai’s, but their combination of high manual dexterity and fast reflexes made the Jhri famous throughout the sector cluster as some of the best sharpshooters and snipers there were.  Give a Jhri a railgun and optimum conditions, and he could shoot the whiskers off a rat from four kathra away, one whisker at a time.  Their manual dexterity also made them excel in fields where they worked with their hands, such as engineering, technical repair, art, piloting, and sports involving skill at aiming, shooting, or precise repetitive movements.  

“The entry of the Jhri will most definitely incite the Sha’i-ree to petition as well,” Cybi speculated.  “That will put both of their most powerful neighbors in the sectors adjoining the Sha’i-ree sector in the Confederation.  First the Koui, now the Jhri.  They will not want to be left out, the competition between those three empires is intense despite the fact that they are so distant from one another.”

“I wouldn’t bet against that,” Tim grunted, scratching his chin as he thought.  “They’ve been leaning towards it anyway, this will just push their senate over the top.  The question is, is the Confederation ready for the Sha’i-ree.”

“You mean are you ready for them,” Jason teased.  The Sha’i-ree were a humanoid race, and they were a beautiful humanoid race, as attractive as the Faey, with mocha colored skin, cat-like vertically slitted pupils in their eyes that were always either yellow, brown, or red, they had rather unique hands with six fingers on their right hands but only five on their left, giving them 21 digits instead of 20 when toes were counted, and humanoid features and  bodies with one small exception, female Sha’i-ree had tails.  They stood a little taller than Terrans on the average, both genders of equal size, and they were exceptionally beautiful, graceful, and sensual…and there were the tails.  Only the females had tails, which was proportional to the female so it ended right at her ankles, and was covered with long, silky hair the same color as the hair on her head which a female kept meticulously groomed at all times. Females were very vain about their tails, and spent a lot of time and money making sure that the “fur” on it was styled, groomed, and immaculately attractive.  Jason had always been fascinated by that fact, that a humanoid race’s genders could have diversified so much that females of the species had a limb that the males did not.  It would be like Terran men having three arms but women only having two.  Somehow, as the Sha’i-ree evolved from their simiod origins, the males had lost their tails but the females had not, and it mystified him as to what conditions in their planet’s pre-history could have caused such a thing.  But, despite that, the Sha’i-ree took some getting used to, particularly for people with a Terran upbringing.


They were graceful, polite, charming, and very charismatic, nearly as charismatic as a Shio or Beryan.  They were also highly educated and one of the most technologically advanced races in their sector, nearly at the same level as the Alliance, and were particularly well known for their advances in shield technology, both hard shields and soft shields.  But, they had a very unusual culture for a humanoid species, which was similar in some ways to the Faey, but in others they made the Faey look like bible-thumping zealots.  For one, like the Kirri, the Sha’i-ree didn’t wear clothes except as fashion accessories, and when they did, they never hid anything that most clothes were designed to conceal.  A Sha’i-ree might wear a shawl or a stylish sash around his or her waist, might wear a vest and many Sha’i-ree were partial to stylish hats, but wouldn’t wear anything that concealed their breasts, genitals, or posteriors, which they considered the most attractive parts of the body and thus were proudly displayed for all to see.  They wore clothing for function and protection when necessary, if their job or what they were doing required clothing to protect themselves from possible injury or exposure to excessive heat or cold, but if clothes weren’t necessary, they wore no clothes.  They would not tattoo themselves, nor would they pierce any parts of their bodies, not even their ears.  Men and women in their society were equal in all ways, with no classes or roles considered to be isolated to a single gender, with two exceptions:  Sha’i-ree men weren’t allowed to be school teachers, and women weren’t allowed to be fighter pilots.  Why men couldn’t be teachers, that was a mystery buried in some obscure facet of Sha’i-ree history, but the prohibition for women to be fighter pilots was because of their tails.  They couldn’t easily sit in the cockpit of Sha’i-ree fighters because of their tails, so they weren’t allowed to be fighter pilots.  Those were the only two ways in which Sha’i-ree genders had any political or legal separation.

The one aspect of their society that would cause the most problems, however, was their outlook on sexual behavior.  The Sha’i-ree shared the Faey social outlook that saw sexual activity as part of everyday life, that it should in no way should be concealed or hidden from anyone.  Unlike the Faey, however, the species didn’t believe in the concept of marriage.  They did experience love in the same way most other humanoid species did, but love in their society was a temporary thing, to enjoy while it lasted and remember fondly when it faded.  They had couples where a man and woman who loved each other moved in together, where the man always moved in with the woman, but the couple drifted apart after a few years, maybe stayed together for about 10 years if they had children together, and couple did not in any way practice monogamy…which was probably why couples didn’t last very long.  Faey telepathic pair-bonding kept Faey couples together despite the open nature of Faey marriage, but the Sha’i-ree lacked that reinforcement.  But, while the Faey and the Sha’i-ree shared some similar social and cultural views about sex, at least the Faey had some standards and social stigmas involving engaging in sexual behavior in public places.  Amorous Faey couples didn’t carry on in crowded public places, though having sex in a public area wasn’t technically against the law in Faey society.  Faey wouldn’t engage in things like that in a place where they might cause a disruption or annoy others, that would be seen as rude, but the Sha’i-ree didn’t have that same standard.  Sha’i-ree would engage in sexual activity whenever and wherever they pleased, and at least in their society, nobody even so much as gave an amorous couple a second glance if they were doing something sexual on a mass transit car, or at a sporting event, or wherever.  To them, it simply was, it was part of basic everyday life, and it was as commonplace and acceptable an activity in their society as shaking a man’s hand would be in Terran society.

The Sha’i-ree took promiscuity to the very edge of humanoid social behavior, but it caused no problems in their society because they completely divorced the sexual act from any kind of emotional response, a response that went all the way down to the biological level.  Like the Faey, the Sha’i-ree separated the concept of love from sex, and considered them two completely different things, even more so than the Faey did  The Sha’i-ree biologically didn’t assign any importance to the sexual act, where Terrans and many other humanoid species had biological connections between sexual activity and emotions.  Sha’i-ree women had no biological drive to hold onto a man, to form a pair bond, and their men were biologically disposed to promiscuity much like Terran men were, and those fundamental differences between them and most other humanoid species explained their radically different views on sex and sexual behavior as society and culture slowly supplanted instinctual motivations.

This was a unique and fascinating thing to Jason, based on Sha’i-ree basic biological instincts.  Their species evolved from matriarchal social groups where the entire social group assisted in the raising of offspring and the group worked as a unit to survive, sharing everything between them, so the need to keep a mate wasn’t a driving factor in the prehistoric Sha’i-ree’s motivation.  Men would come and go, moving from social group to social group to diversify the gene pools, and while they were with the group, they assisted with the raising of the children and all other group activities, a behavior seen in many primate species on Terra, like the Japanese macaque monkeys.  As the species grew and evolved, that basic biological motivation did not change, and it had formed the basis for their very unique views.  Sha’i-ree women formed intimate social networks with the women who lived in their neighborhoods, forming an instinctive matriarchal “troop,” and when they had children, everyone in their social circle assisted in the raising of the children.  Men in their society did help raise children themselves when they were coupled with a female, both theirs and the children of the friends of the mother, but eventually they drifted away and sought a new female to form a couple, usually after they were sure their children were going to survive to adulthood and be sufficiently cared for…exactly as their prehistoric ancestors behaved. 

Sometimes it was amazing how much biology influenced the formation of the basic rules of behavior in rational societies and cultures.  The Terrans, Faey, and Sha’i-ree were excellent examples of it, each based on the unique evolutionary traits those species exhibited.  The Terrans evolved from social groups with established pair bonds to maximize the survival chances of their children, the Faey evolved around their telepathic abilities to form powerful pair bonds, and the Sha’i-ree had evolved around their communal “it takes a village” origins where males weren’t sought out as permanent mates.

That wasn’t to say that the Sha’i-ree were even more wild and slutty than the Faey…no, the Faey were still the queens of the hill when it came to being sex-crazed minxes.  They didn’t spend every waking moment seeking sexual pleasure, even though their society made the seeking of sexual pleasure for its own sake perfectly acceptable.  Even more so than the Faey, their society and culture considered sexual activity a completely physical pursuit, done for fun, and there were no social stigmas attached to it whatsoever.  The fact was, Sha’i-ree of both genders were quite reserved when it came to their appetites, what Jason jokingly called the been there done that reaction.  When people could have sex virtually anytime they pleased, the allure of it slowly began to recede after the teenage hormones cooled down until they only sought it out when they were truly in the mood.  With this, Jason had some personal experience, since he could literally have sex anytime he wanted, be it with his wife, his amu, or any of the girls on the strip…even with the guards if he got desperate.  And despite that universal availability, he didn’t have sex even half as much as he thought he would before he married Jyslin and moved to Karis.  Just because it was there, it didn’t mean that Jason was going to partake in it.  The Sha’i-ree were the same way…just because it was there and there were no social consequences for engaging in sex with a perfect stranger, it didn’t mean that they ran around thinking of nothing but sex.  Quite the opposite was true.  The difference between the Faey and the Sha’i-ree was, the Sha’i-ree saw absolutely nothing wrong with engaging in sexual activity on the spot when they did get in the mood, no matter where they were, where the Faey considered it rude to bother others as they had their fun.

 This…caused some problems, particularly on Terra.   The biggest problem was that like Faey, the Sha’i-ree saw Terrans as physically and sexually attractive, and thus considered them to be fair game in such matters.  They had no qualms about pursuing Terrans, nor did they have qualms about pursuing Shio, Faey, or Farguut.  The Sha’i-ree on Terra absolutely could not fathom that there were laws against carrying on in public, and thought the Terrans were as socially deviant as the Terrans thought the Sha’i-ree were.  And since they had no concept of the ideals of marriage, Sha’i-ree were well known to pursue married people whom they found attractive, particularly Sha’i-ree women.  Since men were ephemeral additions to the household at best, there to be good friends, be helpful around the house, and give a girl a good time in bed, they couldn’t conceive that women of other species would attach so much emotional importance to a man.  The Sha’i-ree showed the same tendency as many other races to treat other races within the purview of their own culture, and in their case, since they had such different views from others, it could cause some issues.  Particularly with angry wives of husbands who succumbed to the unique temptation of a Sha’i-ree woman.

“Hey, Sha’i-ree girls are hot, and they think Terrans are sexy,” Tim said shamelessly, grinning at him.  “Even their tails are a turn-on, unlike the Farguut and their four eyes,” he said with a slight shiver.  “Besides, it’s too much fuckin’ work to get a Farguut woman out of her clothes and get her legs spread.  Sha’i-ree girls are way easier to talk into spreading their legs, since they’re already naked to begin with.”

“You are so hopeless,” Jason accused.


“Don’t hate me cause I’m sexy, Jayce,” he said with an outrageous grin, then he actually did a hair flip.


“Someday Symone is gonna pull your leash, and I wanna be there to see it,” Jason retorted.


“Boys, we are discussing something far more important than your hormones,” Zaa chided, which made both of them burst out laughing.


“Don’t hate us because we know how to have a good time, Denmother,” Tim told her.


Zaa ignored that comment.  “If the Sha’i-ree do petition, it should cause the Vekk, the Udra, and the Irizaki to follow suit, since all three are between Jhri and Sha’i-ree territory.  The Vekk are already close to doing so, and if either of the other two petition, so will the other.  Their rivalry will all but demand it.”

“That’ll be fun, having the Vekk and Irizaki rulers at the same table,” Tim grunted.


“It might calm things down between them,” Jason said, a bit hopefully.


“If they do so, it would give the Confederation more than enough assets to easily handle the incoming Syndicate fleet.  Fleet constructions projections added to the standing navies of all four of those empires would nearly give us a three to two deficit, which when coupled with our technological advantage would make it nearly an even fight from a numbers standpoint.  It would shift the advantage to us since this is our home territory, as it were, where we have ample and plentiful bases of resupply and repair, where they are operating in purely hostile territory with no safe havens and no relief.  And that would also put us on the right path for dealing with the colonization force from the Consortium, though we will still need more allies and more ships to deal with them.  They will be the more difficult foe because of the sheer numbers of ships and the civilians they bring.”


“We’re eventually going to have to decide what we’re going to do about those civilians,” Jason grunted sourly.  “We can’t just annihilate them, but with ten fuckin’ million of them, all of them no doubt the best of their engineers and builders to prepare planets for more refugees who will be insanely loyal to the Consortium, well, we gotta make a decision.”


“I know,” Zaa nodded.  “If things progress as we predict in Andromeda, this will just be the first of many refugee waves fleeing to our galaxy, as well as several invasion attempts from the Syndicate to both continue their war with the Consortium and attempt to conquer territory here.  We have to decide where we stand on that issue, if we should allow them to remain or send them back…or send them to another galaxy.”


“Maybe we’ll get lucky and the Consortium will surrender on this side,” Tim said.  “I think the Confederation would give them a little piece of uninhabited territory over here if they promised to stay in it.”


“You are too optimistic, Tim,” Zaa stated.  “Their past penchant for utter ruthlessness and documented pattern of betrayal makes them completely untrustworthy.  I doubt any of the original Confederation members who fought the Consortium would agree to any such deal.”


“Even suggesting it would put the Urumi on the warpath,” Jason noted.  “They have some major issues with the Consortium, and they won’t stop until they feel that the matter of blood is settled.  And if you think the Skaa and the Alliance will ever forgive them for what they did at Raxxad and Pathrana, you can think again.  Zaa’s right.  There can’t ever be real peace between the Confederation and the Consortium.”

“As much as I do not wish to be,” she said, leaning against something invisible and tapping her muzzle.  She glanced to the side.  “No, I left it in the bedroom,” she replied to whoever it was.  “Denfather,” she said to them, looking back at Jason.  “To give happier news, I guess I should tell you, cousin, that I have decided to breed,” she declared.

Miaari gasped.  “Denmother!  That is wonderful news!  It has been too long since you graced us with cubs!”


“That is information you keep to yourself until I make a formal announcement,” she told Miaari firmly.


“And when will you be going through with it, Denmother?” Jason asked.


“Tomorrow night, so I will deliver in a few weeks,” she answered.  “Despite what you think, Tim, we Kimdori do know how to, as you put it, ‘have fun’,” she said archly, giving him a steady look.


Tim laughed.  “If you say so, Denmother,” he retorted playfully.


“I figured all the cubs running around would get to you eventually,” Jason teased.


“Yes, I set the blame firmly on Miaari,” she replied, giving her Handmaiden a frosty look.  “Who shall be coming to the Hearth whenever I am in need of a cubsitter.  That is one of her duties as a Handmaiden.”


“It would be my matchless honor, Denmother,” she said humbly.

“Just don’t steal her, Denmother.  I kinda need her around here, much as it pains me to say it.”


Miaari stuck her long tongue out at him, which made him laugh.


“I will ensure she has more than enough time to keep you honest, cousin,” she replied playfully.  “But I do need to go.  I have many things to do today.”


“Yeah, I need to head home myself,” Jason nodded.  “I’ll send you what we have on the Rakarri, and if they make a decision, I’ll send it on to you.”


“Alright.  See you later, cousin.  Miaari,” she said with a nod of her head, then her hologram vanished.


Tim winced when Miaari stepped up and smacked him in the back of the head.  “Shame on you, speaking so to the Denmother!” she chastised.  “Out of my office, you disrespectful little punk!”


Tim burst out laughing, then fled the office with both hands over the back of his head.


“If he wasn’t so good at his job, I’d fire him so fast,” Miaari complained to a laughing Jason.


“Now you know how I feel,” he grinned, then he too fled the office when Miaari raised her open palm in his direction.
