Chapter 6

Raira, 8 Shiaa, 4401, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Sunday, 10 October 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Raira, 8 Shiaa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


KMS Aegis, docked within Kosigi Lunar Station, Karis

Jason was sincerely looking forward to this.

He stepped off a KSV-30 personnel dropship rather than a corvette and into the main landing bay of the Aegis along with Jyslin, a contingent of 30 guards, Kumi, and enough luggage to hold him over for the 20 days he was going to be away from Karis.  He was about to embark on quite an unusual fast-paced state visit, where he would visit Terra and seven outside empires in those 20 days.  It had been rather hastily planned, but Jason was taking advantage of the opportunities that presented themselves.

Their first stop would be Kirri’arr, the homeworld of the Kirri Republic, but he’d only be there for about an hour.  He’d changed his plans to coincide with the Kirri Council’s trip to Terra to visit the Academy.  Jason decided to simply ride along on the Aegis as it picked them up, talk a little while with Moderator Krarou and the Kirri Council, and then begin his four day stay on Terra.  There, he’d talk a little with Kim, attend the bachi match between the Paladins and the Terra Warriors, and then Jyslin would go back to Karis and Jason would be going on to Shio.  He would spend three days there touring the reconstruction efforts and having some talks with Grayhawk and his government—Grayhawk was only the foreign minister of sorts in his government, akin to the Secretary of State, the assigned role of the original royal family that ruled the planet when it was a kingdom.  After that, he was going to go to Alliance territory for five days and visit two planets, Trieste and Stevon, to tour the damage caused by the destruction of the moon Go’jur’mi, have a few conferences with the Alliance Council on Trieste, whom Ba’mra’ei led as the High Staff, and also receive a citation of appreciation from the Stevak race for his devotion to the defense of their home planet with their Budding coming very soon.


After finishing there, Jason was traveling to the Verutan sector to visit Imbiri, to attend an annual summit between Gau and Shakizarr with Mesaiima serving as host and arbitrator—they weren’t changing that tradition even with both of them belonging to the Confederation and the Imbiri present as neutral observers—and have more boring talks with them about Verutan sector politics.  He would be on Imbiri for two days, and then depart for a short one day and largely ceremonial visit to Ogravan, the home planet of the Ogravians.  Shevatt had invited him to dinner, which was a serious ceremony in their culture, so he’d arrive, sit down to dinner with Shevatt and his family, then get back on the Aegis and move on to the next destination.

That would be all the way over in the Grimja sector.  Jason had scheduled four days to visit the Grimja Union, which would probably be a lot of drinking in bars around the Congress building in Grimjaka.  He was supposed to have several conferences and tour a few systems to see how the Karinne transportation system was working for them, but he knew Kreel and he knew Grimja as a whole, so he doubted he’d get very far out of Kreel’s favorite pub.


Finally, and most surprisingly, Jason would travel to the homeworld of the Jun, Jun-ara, for one day and attend the graduation of the newest class from their empire’s most elite military academy, the Jun’s version of West Point.  Afterward, he would be permitted to give a speech before the Senate, their unicameral governing body.  It was almost unheard of that the Jun allowed anyone to visit their empire, and to allow Jason to come into their system in an armed warship was even more surprising.  The very name of their home planet showed much of their racial mentality, for it translated to Divine Gift to the Jun, reflecting their belief that the 16 star systems the Jun occupied were theirs by divine providence.  Jason would be the first outside ruler to be allowed to set foot on the mysterious Jun homeworld.  They allowed a few outsiders to come to their empire, mainly Moridon bankers and a few corporate representatives, but it was a major change in Jun policy to allow the leader of an outside civilization to come to their home planet.  Jason was honestly looking forward to it, but Aya was a little worried about it.  She’d signed off on the visit after discussing security with the Centurions, the Jun security forces, but it still made her nervous for Jason to go to the Jun homeworld.

Then again, she’d been hating him with a passion since he cobbled this whirlwind tour together . She’d spent quite a few sleepless nights in contact with the security organizations of other empires, arranging Jason’s security and securing permission for his detachment of Imperial Guard and Marine Honor Guard to escort him, who would be protecting him on his trip.  She really hated the idea that he wasn’t going to be wearing armor on his trip, but she’d also arranged to have powerful protection close to him in the form of Aya herself.  She was wearing a brand new suit of Crusader armor that carried a tactical gestalt, and she’d be right behind or beside him every moment he was off Karis, giving him access to the tactical in case he had to protect himself.  He didn’t have to wear it to access it, it just had to be relatively close to him…and Aya wasn’t about to let him out of her sight until they set foot back on Karis.


I’ve never been so far from home before, Kumi noted eagerly as they came down the steps of the personnel dropship, carrying their luggage.  Kumi was going to talk to the Kirri face to face about some trade deals, because some of their indigenous food plants were in high demand in the Imperium, as was a type of large emu-like flightless bird that had a very rich flavor, way better than that rancid, nasty grua meat.  There was also an indigenous giant lizard whose meat tasted almost identical to beef.  Kumi wanted to get her foot in the door with the Kirri before anyone else, even Yila…which would no doubt irk Yila something fierce.  They came down into the landing bay, where some 200 of the ship’s high-ranking officers were arrayed in rows to greet him, with Palla and her exo standing in front of them.  They stood at attention as Jason stepped down off the ladder and onto the deck.

Bullshit, you’ve been all over the sector cluster, Jason challenged as Jyslin came down behind him.  She’d moved to maternity clothes, wearing a very Faey robe that ended at her upper thighs…and nothing under it, which gave him all kinds of interesting things to look at any time the robe hiked up.  When she was pregnant with Rann, she developed an intense dislike of panties, shorts, pants, anything that she said made her feel constricted, so she’d probably spend the rest of this pregnancy wearing short robes and smocks with nothing underneath them.  Her belly was noticeably larger than when she’d been pregnant with Rann at this stage, but that was understandable since she was carrying twins.

Yeah, but never so far out, she replied.  I’ve never been to Exile or PR-371 or RG-118, dink.


I’ve been to Exile, but Mommy here won’t let me go anywhere else, he sent, pointing at Aya.  Kumi and Jyslin laughed when Aya slapped him lightly in the back of the head, being careful because she was wearing her gauntlet.


I never said you couldn’t go to PR-371 or RG-118, Jason.  I just said you couldn’t go so long as the Consortium had a presence in this galaxy.  If you want to go, we’ll talk about it.


Well, we’re gonna talk about it, he told her as Palla stepped up with a smile.  She saluted, then laughed and gave him a fond hug.  Hey you, how you doing?


I’m doing fine, Jason, she replied with a bright smile.  Are you ready to wander around like a rootless vagabond?

Oh yeah, I’m really looking forward to this, he sent eagerly.  I’ve been cooped up way too long, thanks to a certain someone, he added lightly, glancing his eyes in Aya’s direction.


Don’t make me paddle you in front of the entire Aegis command echelon, Aya warned, which put a lot of smiles on officers standing before them.


We’re all ready for the trip, Palla told him.  We’ll have a task force of two heavy cruisers and six destroyers escorting us for most of the journey, at least until we go to Jun-ara.  When we go there, we have to go with just the Aegis.


Have you read up on the protocols to use when we enter other empires?


We’ll be using CCM protocols mostly, she replied as Jason shook hands with Palla’s exo, Captain  Maile Karinne.  Since she held the rank of Captain on a ship where she wasn’t the commanding officer, she was never addressed by her rank out of respect for Palla, who was the captain of the vessel even though she was an Admiral by rank.  Maile was instead addressed as Exo Maile, which was the only time the title of Exo was used as an official rank title.  It was perfectly acceptable to call any exo by the title, but never in combination with their name.  It was either Exo or Commander so and so, for example.  Only the rare circumstance when a Captain by rank occupied the Exo position was it allowed to use Exo as a title of rank rather than a title of position.  Maile would be leaving the Aegis to take over command of a battleship on their return to Karis, and a new Exo was going to be promoted from aboard ship, Commander Jiyi, who was the second ranking officer on board. She’d get a nice promotion to Captain out of it to boot, since only a Captain could serve as Exo on board a command ship.

The 200 KMS officers arrayed before represented the upper command echelons from every department on the ship, but a young, pretty Terran Ensign Junior Grade, the lowest officer rank in the KMS and nicknamed EJs, directed a crew of yeomen as they unloaded the luggage from the cargo compartment.  She wouldn’t be a Ensign Junior Grade long, Jason mused.  OTS students were Ensign Junior Grades during OTS and were promoted to Ensign on graduation.  She was in the last phase of OTS, where she was placed in the KMS in a three week internship style training course, seeing how things worked in practice instead of learning in a classroom and given the chance to do real leading of real KMS enlisted…whom always approached EJ’s with a mixture of amusement and condescension.  

Jason and Jyslin kissed quite a few cheeks in the gathered officers, since they knew many of them personally, then they were shown to what would be his quarters for the next 20 days, a large stateroom suite just past amidships and close to the port wing, but nowhere near the outer hull, a strategic location within the ship that offered the occupant a great deal of protection.  He’d be sleeping aboard the ship, returning to it after every meeting, so Palla had made sure to arrange the largest and most luxurious visitor’s stateroom for him, reserved mainly for visitors of his rank.  Sk’Vrae, Dahnai, Grayhawk, and officers from the CCM’s command staff had been quartered in the stateroom in the past, and for the next 20 days for him and the next five days for Jyslin, it would be their little home away from home.  The EJ was directing the yeomen in putting his and Jyslin’s clothes and equipment away for them as he and Palla caught up a little bit.  “I was hoping that you were bringing Rann, Jason,” she chided a little.


“He can’t miss that much school,” he answered.  “I trust Ayama and Surin to watch him and Shya for a few days, while Jys is on Terra.  Lord knows, they’re all but his foster parents as it is.”


“Besides, Maya’s going to be keeping him over at her house most of the time anyway,” Jyslin injected.  “To save Ayama and Surin’s sanity if nothing else,” she added with a chuckle.

“His Grace’s Wolf and Gladiator are being secured in landing bay nine, Captain,” Maile relayed, a finger on her interface. Having those two mecha on board and available for Jason to use in a crisis was one of Aya’s many security demands.  If things totally went to hell, Aya demanded that both be available for Jason, since both had tactical gestalts in them.  The tacticals in both mecha would be active at all times and available for Jason to access, since that landing bay was the closest to his stateroom and within his range.


“Very good, Exo,” she replied with a nod.  “Are all supplies loaded and secured?”

“Aye, Captain, we’re ready to leave at your order,” Maile answered.


“The Kirri didn’t give us a hard arrival time, so I guess we can leave whenever you’re ready, Palla,” Jason told her as Jyslin hurried to the bathroom.


Palla nodded.  “Alert the rest of the ships in the task force that we leave in fifteen minutes,” she ordered.  “Alert Kosigi control.”


“Aye sir,” she said, her eyes turning slightly distant.  Jason was a little surprised to hear her order call over the ship’s internal biogenic network.


“I didn’t realize you set up a local biogenic network,” Jason said.


“It seemed a logical thing to do, Jason,” Palla smiled.  “The ship’s mainframe does well organizing all the traffic based on who needs to hear a command or instruction, much better than sending.”  She glanced at the bathroom.  Has Jyslin received a jack yet? she asked privately, touching the interface on her ear pointedly.  Like virtually all upper command officers of the KMS, Palla was jacked, and had completed her assimilation training.  Songa was still running around like a wild woman trying to get the entire KMS jacked by the end of the year, that was her target date.

She’s thinking about it, he answered privately.  She hasn’t made up her mind yet, and I’m not going to push her.  It’s an intensely personal decision, Palla.

I’m a little surprised. If anyone would appreciate what a jack can do, she would.


True, but she’s also a little nervous about it.  She doesn’t need a jack, so whatever she decides is fine with me.


True.

Palla and her exo filed out, as did Aya, leaving Jason and Jyslin with the guards she posted in the stateroom, going to oversee the quartering of the rest, leaving Jason and Jyslin to settle in a little bit with only Dera and Ryn with them. Jason would be allowed to wander the ship without a guard, since Aya did more or less trust that the ship’s crew wouldn’t hurt him, but two guards would be in his stateroom at all times and Jason would have guard escort if anyone not in the KMS was aboard, even if it was just one person.  Jyslin sat on the bed and bounced on it a little bit, then leaned back and sighed.  I’m going to enjoy this, it’s almost like a vacation.

Yeah, but it’ll be weird without Rann and Shya.


I know, but to be honest, I’m looking forward to a little you and me time, baby, she sent honestly.  We haven’t had any of that for, what, two years?


I understand what you mean, and no, it doesn’t make you a bad mother, he smiled at her, cutting off that inevitable question.  No matter how much we love our kids, even we need a break from them from time to time.

She laughed.  I guess so.  We’re lucky we can just dump Rann and Shya on Maya, she added impishly.

Wow, we’ve been assimilated.


What do you mean?


Rann and Shya.  She’s part of the family now.


She gave him a look, then chuckled.  Yeah. I think of her like my own daughter now.


Hey guys, wanna go grab a bite in the cafeteria? Kumi asked from the stateroom beside theirs.  She was going to be staying on the Aegis for a couple of days, while she did some negotiating with some trade delegations that were going to meet her at the Academy.  Since they couldn’t come to Karis and Kumi much preferred making any good-sized deal face to face, she did a lot of traveling.  I’m hungry.


Why didn’t you eat before you left, you goofball? Jason chided.


I did, but I’m hungry again, she replied tartly.  I’m eating for two here.


Jyslin’s eating for three, and she doesn’t eat half as much as you do.


That just proves my baby’s gonna be better because she’s well nourished, she replied loftily.


We’re jumping soon, so you’d better hurry, Jyslin added.


I’ll arrange a light meal to be brought to Secretary Kumi’s stateroom, Ryn offered.


Awesome!  Make it rich and spicy, Ryn, I’ve been craving spicy lately.

About the time they were settled in, the Aegis was on the move.  Jason has a flat hologram on the wall projecting a camera view of the outside, with the eight escorting ships in a loose formation around the gigantic command ship, moving between the KMS shipyards and the Imperium shipyards, both of which were blurred and indistinguishable in the hazy gloom.  Ever concerned with security, Miaari had light scramblers and a hard shield with two windows for cargo to pass in and out along the border so the Imperial shipbuilders couldn’t see in, to see how the KMS ships were constructed and what equipment was installed in them.  Every empire had similar security measures around their cordoned area within Kosigi, to protect their shipbuilding secrets, and it was about the only external security equipment Miaari allowed inside Kosigi.  The escorts moved out from the flanks of the command ship, the cruisers ahead and the destroyers behind as they approached the capitol door tunnel, because the Aegis was so big that the escorts wouldn’t have room to cruise beside it when they entered the tunnel

[We’ve cleared Kosigi and are navigating for Kirri space, Jayce,] Palla called over the ship’s local biogenic network.  [We’ll be jumping in about 25 minutes.]


[We’ll be ready,] he answered.


Ryn, you bitch! Kumi sent angrily.  I said hot and spicy, not Makati uda gruel!


Why Kumi, uda is good for an expectant mother, Ryn replied, her thought rippling with malicious amusement, and that made both Jason and Jyslin laugh.


“She’s gonna get you,” Jyslin grinned.


I’m so afraid, she sent with scathing disregard, her thought so controlled that it didn’t leave the room.


“Poor Kumi, tormented by everyone around her.  No wonder she’s so angry all the time,” Jason said, then he laughed again.


It was a 121 second jump from Karis to Kirri’arr, which they took in one fell swoop just to get it overwith.  Jason opened his eyes and shook off the last of the sensory hallucinations as the blue and green planet of Kirri’arr blinked onto the hologram on the far wall, which pretended to be a window.  The planet was 60% water and 40% land, 1.0924 gravity, .9899 pressure, 26.171 hour day, and was considered in the cool temperate zone in its orbit around medium-sized star, a little cooler than Draconis and Terra by average, with an atmosphere slightly richer in greenhouse gases to raise the planetary temperature more in line with those planets.  The planet had large deserts in its interior continents due to how far they were from the oceans and very volatile seasonal patterns.  Their summers were very hot, their winters very cold, and their spring and fall seasons were rife with savage storms that raked across the planet.


The Kirri themselves were well adapted to the volatility of their homeworld.  They were an extremely hearty and rugged breed, able to comfortably handle a very wide array of temperatures, from arctic cold to sweltering jungle heat.  Their unusual biology gave them ability to hold their breath for upwards of 40 minutes, which made them well adapted to water-based activities, because the Kirri had symbiotic microorganisms in their lungs that consumed the carbon dioxide they exhaled and converted it to oxygen right in the air sac, microbes that had evolved almost exclusively to live within the Kirri’s lungs and were unable to live in any other organism.  The Kirri had several other microbes in their bodies that had evolved similarly symbiotic relationships, which gave them some unusual capabilities.  The Kirri could incite the microbes with physiological states that caused them to respond, and those responses boosted the Kirri’s natural abilities.  Kirri could trigger short bursts of incredible strength and speed, mental states of high acuity and responsiveness, which gave them reflexes as fast as a Shurai, and episodes of great mental clarity and concentration where they could remember absolutely everything they could detect with their senses, all states incited by chemicals the microbes in the Kirri’s bodies gave off in response to a Kirri’s physiological state.  The symbiotes actively protected their Kirri hosts, responding to their fear, their worry, their unease, boosting them to protect the host, thereby protecting themselves.  Over many generations of symbiotic evolution, the Kirri had learned how to control the symbiotic microbes to trigger specific effects.  As a result, a Kirri was a nasty opponent in a fight, because they could boost their abilities for short periods to outmatch their opponents, be it with claws and fangs, a rifle, a fighter, or sitting at a diplomatic table. 


Needless to say, Myleena had demanded some detailed passive scans of the Kirri while they were on board and their curious symbiotic existence with the microbes, to see if spiders could emulate some of their capabilities.

Because the symbiotes reacted to physiological states triggered by strong emotion, the Kirri strove to control stray emotional impulses.  They weren’t emotionless like Vulcans, and indulged in positive emotions like happiness, but they learned to rein in their negative emotions like fear or anger to prevent accidentally triggering one of their boosted states, since the microbes reacted to the physiological changes those kinds of emotions triggered in a Kirri’s body, boosting their host’s abilities to protect it, and thus themselves.  The states only lasted a few moments, and it “exhausted” the microbes within them, which only gave them a limited ability to benefit from a boosted state.  Because of that, they controlled their emotions to save the boosted states for when they were needed, and it also gave the Kirri a great deal of natural self-control.  They were a highly disciplined race, like the Kimdori or the Moridon, because a lack of control made their symbiotes burn up their energy and left them vulnerable when the time finally came that they needed a boosted state, but their symbiotes couldn’t trigger them due to exhaustion.

[Kirri’arr control has contacted us, Jayce.  Their council will be coming up in a shuttle as soon as we reach orbit,] Palla conveyed as Dera helped Jason out of his jump restraint.

[Sounds good.  We should be ready.]

It took them nearly a half an hour to achieve orbit, which gave Jason just enough time to put on his formal robes.  As usual, Jyslin fussed with the way he wore them, and while she was tugging at the lapel of his outer robe, he wondered why he was wearing them in the first place.  They were an Imperium tradition, and the Karinnes were no longer part of the Imperium.  He was the Grand Duke, he could wear whatever he damn well pleased…and he realized that the formal robes were the only ceremonial clothes he owned.  He didn’t have any Terran suits in the closet, nothing nice enough to greet the ruling body of another empire, just the robes.


It said a lot to him that all he had were the robes, in many ways.  He’d often joked at how much Jyslin and Dahnai had changed him, but the truth of it was, they had.  They had completely pulled him into Faey society, to the point where he almost didn’t feel like a Terran anymore.  He hadn’t spoke English or French in years, not in any extensive capacity.  He didn’t even think in English anymore, he thought in Faey now. He hadn’t been back to Terra for longer than a couple of days since he left Terra to move to Karis, except for when they held the summit at the Academy.  He didn’t really feel like a Terran anymore—he didn’t feel like a human anymore.  The very fact that he no longer even called his own people humans, only thought of them or called them Terrans…well, that said a whole lot about where he stood now.  About the only way he wouldn’t bow to Faey customs was he wouldn’t let anyone put makeup on him, which men often did in Faey society, nor would he wear the robes Kellin favored in public that left his penis exposed, and had the robe frame it to draw attention to it.  He’d been converted into a nudist by his Faey wife, but he wasn’t going full into exhibitionism..

But, to be fair, he was the Grand Duke Karinne, leader of noble house of the Siann, and he’d had to embrace Faey customs and culture in order to be taken seriously by the Siann.  He had to act Faey in many ways, both within the Imperium and on Karis, because it was necessary.  Being the Grand Duke Karinne had required him to embrace the position and what it meant, but in its own way, it had also caused him to discard his humanity in favor of Faeyity.


So, he was the one that made the rules around here…and there was nothing that said he couldn’t stop wearing formal robes and wear a nice tailored suit.  He’d save the robes for very, very special occasions where he represented the House of Karinne as both its ruler and the keeper of its rich traditions and history…and to be fair, one of them would be greeting heads of state.  So, in this case, he’d be wearing the robes no matter what.


He’d be on Terra for four days.  That was plenty of time to find out where Kim got his suits made and order a few of them.  Kim always wore suits that were both very handsome and perfectly tailored for him.


There, now you look proper, Jyslin sent warmly, smoothing the red sash around his waist with her fingers, then patting him on the chest.


I’m so glad I pass your inspection, he sent dryly.


You’d better, or the conclusion letter will be on your desk when you get home, she sent playfully.


Bull shit.  I own you, woman.  You’re never divorcing me.


I’m the one who owns you, you silly man, she winked.  And that means I can throw you away the moment you no longer amuse me.  She burst out laughing and squirmed when Jason grabbed hold of her and tickled her, then protected herself by throwing her arms around him and giving him a deep, loving kiss.

The shuttle is on the way up, your Grace, Ryn reminded him.


Jyslin wasn’t going to meet the Kirri with him due to Kirri customs, but she’d meet them when they sat down and talked later.  In Kirri custom, the mate of a leader was never put in a position where they could be abducted and held for ransom, and the first meeting between the heads of state of different governments was a potentially dangerous situation.  It was purely ceremonial and based on an ancient Kirri custom of holding family members of important people for ransom, but it was an ingrained Kirri custom.  None of the Kirri Council were bringing their spouses on this trip because of that very custom, and Jason couldn’t bring Jyslin with him to meet the Kirri, else they’d think he didn’t care about his wife, and thus was untrustworthy.


The Kirri’s shuttle, which was an Ogravian-built shuttle, landed in the main flight deck with an honor guard of KMS in their dress uniforms arrayed before the large, bulbous shuttle, and all four of Jason’s regular guards behind him, wearing their “dress armor,” Crusader armor that was inlaid with all kinds of ceremonial designs to make it look more majestic, but fully operational and armed Crusader armor.  The KMS honor guard stood at attention and saluted when the door opened, and Moderator Krirara Krarou stepped out of the hatch.  She was surprisingly tall, about five shakra tall, or about six feet or a bit under two meters, and she wore no clothes, which was the Kirri custom.  Unlike the Kimdori, the Kirri had digitigrade legs, with an elongated foot that forced them to stand on their toes, which gave their legs the illusion that they had an extra joint…and also allowed the Kirri to drop down on all fours and run nearly as fast as a horse could.  Unlike the Parri, who also had digitigrade legs, the Kirri were fully adapted to walking only on their legs and were quite comfortable and graceful when standing and walking erect.  Kimdori had human-like legs, which were called plantigrade.  The female Kirri, oddly enough, only had two breasts, which was very different compared to other canoid or vulpoid species in the sector cluster, and the fact that Krirara Krarou’s breasts were pronounced, like a Faey or Terran woman’s breasts, was a physical indication that she’d had children.  Kirri females didn’t have pronounced breasts until they had their first child, when the breasts developed and became permanently pronounced.  It was a weird evolutionary thing unique to the Kirri, but then again, there were a lot of weird evolutionary things unique to the Kirri.  That their females wouldn’t grow breasts until they had children, which would then remain permanently pronounced, was just another mark in the “It’s a Kirri, move along” column.  Those breasts were covered in white fur except along the outer edges, where the white ruff that started under her chin went all the way down her torso and ended at her crotch, but the nipples on those breasts were exposed and prominent, since no fur grew in the area Jason would call the areola on a Faey, Terran, or Shio woman.  She also had a long, luxuriously thick and meticulously groomed tail, which trailed down to her ankles and was quite poofy and bushy, ending in a white tip.  Her long, thick auburn hair was almost slapdash and tousled in comparison to her tail.  The fact that Jason was standing at the base of the stairs of her transport and thus he was looking up at her gave him a fleeting glance of very humanoid-like female genitals, but it bothered him to see it about as much as it bothered her to show it, given his long exposure to Faey custom.


“Moderator, it’s nice to meet you in person,” he said in the Kirri language, which was filled with growls, barking sounds, and canine yips.


“I had no idea you speak Kirri, your Grace,” she said with an honest and surprised smile.


“I learn fast,” he said dryly as he took her wrist in the Kirri fashion, digging his nails into her wrist as she dug her short claws into his.  She won that little competition, since Jason didn’t have claws.  “We have staterooms ready for your journey to Terra so you can relax as we cruise out to jumping distance, and we’ll have dinner in the formal dining room before disembarking so we can talk.”


“You did research Kirri customs,” she smiled, showing her sharp teeth.


“It’s only polite to show consideration to one’s guests, Moderator,” he said mildly.

But it’s also polite to bow to the customs of one’s host, Krirara sent, demonstrating her telepathic ability.  Miaari had mentioned it in her research report to Jason before he left, so it wasn’t a surprise.  However, since I’m the only talented member of the council, your Grace, it would be best if we spoke.

 Of course, he sent easily.

Jason met each of the sixteen other members of the Kirri council, nine males and seven females, and after Palla introduced herself, she escorted Jason and the group of Kirri out of the landing bay and towards the staterooms. They Kirri were looking everywhere at once, and seemed to be quite interested in the ship, even the mundane parts of it like the walls of the companionways.  “It will be a 130 Kirri muara jump to Terra from Kirri’arr, honored council members,” she told them.  “We’ll be jumping in approximately 15 hraru.  Once we arrive at Terra, you will be offered a tour of the Aegis before your meal.”

“Secretary General Kim of the Terran United Nations has asked to attend the meal,” Jason supplied.


“Of course he may,” Krirara Krarou said immediately.


“Also, Eleri Karinne from my trade department wishes to speak to you about potential trade opportunities, so she too would like to attend the meal.”


“We would most definitely be willing to hear what she has to say, your Grace,” one of the male council members said behind them.  He was Krivar Krero, Council Member of the planet Korri’arr.


“Most definitely,” the Moderator agreed.

“After your meal, Secretary General Kim will escort you down to the Academy so you may settle in to your accommodations,” Palla continued.  An aide scurried up to them when they reached a lift and gave Palla a box, then headed off down the companionway.  “We have your interfaces here, honored Council members,” she said, holding up the box.  “I apologize we didn’t have them when you arrived, but we had some sizing issues.  Most of our interface models are designed for beings with ears here,” she said, touching her left ear delicately, which made a few of the Kirri chuckle.  “These interfaces are the only means by which you can operate any equipment on this ship, honored Council members.  There are no manual controls anywhere on this ship.  They work by direct thought at the device.  For example, think open when you stand at a door, and it will open.  Think on at a light, and it will turn on.  You have to be quite forceful in your intent when doing so,” she warned.  “You have to, in a term, think very loudly to make the interface respond.”

“Ah yes, the interfaces,” Krirara said brightly as she took the one Palla offered her, then reached up and set the half-oval device around her ear, and she put it on right without really trying, setting it so the holographic emitter faced forward.  The interface bonded to the fur there, which ensured it wouldn’t slide off.  “Like this?”


“That’s fine, Moderator,” Jason nodded.  “The interface is already on, so you’re ready to go.”


“And I take it the interfaces will not open any doors we should not be opening?” one of the other council members asked, Arikra Roukri, council member of the moon Akorri’arr.


“Precisely, honored Council member,” Jason said with a slight smile and a nod.  “The interfaces will make sure you don’t wander into a part of the ship you’re not supposed to be in.”


“Clever,” she said approvingly.


“The interfaces are equipped with a one way hologram that will project in front of you to view images, and they’re loaded with a basic tutorial of an interface’s function, as well as visitor’s maps of the ship.  Just think map at the interface, and it will project it for you, showing you where you are.  It can also show you the path to where you want to go if you think of the place you wish to visit.”


“Map,” Krirara said aloud, and the interface’s holographic emitter activated, making her flinch slightly.  “Quite clever!  It’s even in the Kirri language!” she said with a surprised laugh.


“Well, you prove that you have no problems using an interface, Moderator,” Jason told her easily.  “It can take a little practice for some.”


“I can see why, we have nothing like this,” she said, her eyes moving as she looked at the map that only she could see.

Palla returned to the bridge after escorting the council members to the four large and spacious staterooms, with couches, tables, and chairs within for them to relax during their visit, staterooms with windows so they could see outside.  Jason stayed with Moderator Krarou in her personal stateroom as heavy shutters closed over the windows, one of the first stages of the ship’s preparation to jump.  Ships jumped with all hatches closed as a basic precaution, just in case they jumped into something messy at their arrival point, like an uncharted meteor swarm.  “We will be jumping in four minutes,” one of the comm officers called over public address.  “Four minutes.  All crew and visitors to your jump restraints.”


“How long is this minute?” Krirara asked Jason.


“About two and a half hraru,” he replied, using her government’s time measurements.


“Ah.  Not long, then,” she said.  His guards helped Krirara into jump restraints, then they put him in the chair beside hers, Dera pulling down the bar and making sure it was secure.  The Dukal party and Moderator Krarou are secured and ready to jump, Dera sent strongly back to the bridge.


“You are an Imperial guard,” Krirara noted aloud when Ryn leaned over her, tugging on her jump restraints, looking right at the scar on Ryn’s throat.


I am, Ryn replied with a nod, sending so that all of the Kirri could hear her.


“What circumstance does the ruler of a house that has split from the Imperium have Imperial guards?”


Because his son is married to Princess Shya Merrane Karinne, daughter of Empress Dahnai Merrane.  We protect her Highness and her family, which includes him, she answered, pointing at Jason.


“Ah.  That does seem practical,” she said approvingly.  “And explains why the Karinnes remain so close to the government from which they declared independence.”

“That was business, Moderator,” Jason told her honestly.  “It wasn’t based on enmity.  The Karinnes needed to maintain their strict neutrality, and independence was the only way.”


After jumping to Terra, the shutters opened to show the familiar moon of home, though the planet itself wasn’t visible from their view.  The moon hung in the distance as Jason helped Krirara from her jump restraints.  “If it’s alright with you, my mate Jyslin would like to come with us on the tour,” he said.

“Of course, your Grace,” she told him.  “We welcome her among us.”


Jyslin’s introduction to the council caused something of a row, but in a good sense.  Since she was obviously pregnant, it made the Kirri very friendly and accommodating to her, since Kirri considered a pregnant woman to be a very, very important individual, worthy of respect and protection.  The Kirri word for female translated literally to life-bearer.  Jyslin gave Jason a couple of short looks after the sixth time one of the Kirri asked her if she was tired as Palla showed the council one of the fighter bays, filled with menacing Wolf fighters and sleek, elegant Gladiator exomechs.  Consideration for a pregnant woman obviously included a bit of good-natured overprotectiveness for the Kirri.  I swear, if I was a Kirri, I’d have killed my husband after a month, she fumed privately to him as one of the ship’s riggers climbed into a Gladiator to demonstrate it to the council.  Faey women were very independent, and didn’t take that kind of mothering very well…and did Jason ever know that.


If you were a Kirri, you’d expect him to act like that, he countered.


Palla showed the council a part of the engineering department but didn’t let them see the engines, showed them the main sickbay and the interior hydroponic farms, let them tour one of the shopping concourses for the crew; a capitol ship was literally a moving city, with everything inside required for the crew, including shopping opportunities.  But the council was most interested in the industrial replicators Palla showed them as they toured a rail cannon emplacement, the replicator programmed to replicate the slugs the cannons used, which were then coated with titanium by external molecular sprayers. The entire process only took about fifteen seconds and a rail cannon had six replicators feeding it ammunition, allowing a rail cannon to fire about as fast as it could be loaded..  “I notice that your replicators are capable of replicating iron,” one of the council members said, the male Irkouri Kriourr, council member of the moon Hirriki’arr.  “That is much different from the replicators we buy from the Imperium.”

“We’ve advanced replicator technology a little,” Jason replied.  “But I’m afraid we don’t sell these types of replicators outside of the house, honored Council member.  They contain Karinne technology, and we haven’t yet found a way to produce the replicators using commonly available technology.  But we are researching the matter,” he said.


“When you succeed, we would be very much interested, your Grace,” he said.  “The lack of mineral resources in our empire is our greatest shortcoming.”


“But you do sell replicators capable of producing complex molecules,” Krirara noted.


“Yes,” he said with a nod.  “That’s a different kind of replicator, mainly used for producing something that you might call food,” he said wryly, which made several of them laugh.  “It’s edible and nutritious, but it tastes like wet sand.  We sell them mainly to the Skaa and the Grimja to help them with their food shortfalls.”

“Can these replicators produce exacting molecular patterns?” Irkourri asked.  “Say, to replicate something like a dinner plate?”


“We’re researching that too, but we haven’t had much luck,” he replied.  “The complex molecules the replicators produce can’t be placed that precisely, unlike the basic shapes that standard replicators can produce.  The replicators are good at making an irregular pile of a material, but not creating precise shapes.  The food they produce pours out of the replicator like a thick soup,” he told them.  “The replicator can produce the material to make the dinner plate, but it can’t make in the shape of a dinner plate.” 

“Ah,” Krirara noted.  “So it’s used to produce raw materials.”


“Yes,” he nodded.


After the tour, they sat down to a meal, which was a long-standing Kirri tradition, to eat good food and talk of affairs.  Most Kirri negotiations took place at a dinner table, much as they took place at the bar of a pub in the Grimja Union.  Kim and Kumi joined them in the formal dining room inside the ship, a formal room for ceremonies that was easily converted to a dining room by the crew   The Kirri greeted Kim as a head of state, but were just as attentive to Kumi as they’d been to Jyslin, and one of the Kirri males seated her at the table as the galley staff came in carrying platters of Kirri dishes, which were heavy in meat, cheese, and dairy, but with quite a few vegetables as well.  Every dish had meat or cheese or milk in it, which accented the dishes that were primarily vegetables.  The chefs had clearly studied Kirri cooking traditions, because the Kirri looked quite impressed as they tasted the dishes placed before them.  Kumi wasted little time starting to talk trade with the Kirri, offering Karinne raw materials for the most popular crops produced by the Kirri, as Jason got directions to Kim’s tailor in New York City.  Jason listened as Kumi fenced with the Kirri, and it was clear that she was holding her own against the four Kirri that seemed to be their main trade specialists.

By dinner, Kumi got up from the table with a trade agreement, 75,000 benkonn of assorted Karinne refined heavy metals, primarily tungsten and Ardantium, which was a catalyst used to produced shocked titanium, and 1,000 industrial replicators for 155,000 benkonn of choice Kirri crops, a flock of 500 live krikra birds, and a couple hundred konn of seeds and bulbs to plant the crops themselves.  It gave each side some immediate materials and the ability to produce more on their own, replicators for the Kirri and seeds for the Karinnes.  The Kirri proved their bargaining skills at the table, but Jason had a feeling that the fact that Kumi was visibly pregnant made them a little more giving than usual.

Krirara, however, didn’t let Jason get away.  After the meal, which lasted nearly two hours, she came up behind him, put her hands behind her back modestly, and walked with him as he made his way to the bridge.  I would pose a question, your Grace, she sent with impressive power and subtlety, demonstrating through her sending that not only was she a powerful telepath, but also very well trained.


I think we can dispense with the titles, Moderator, he replied.


She smiled.  You do know Kirri customs, Jason, she sent with approval.


We’ve shared a meal, that allows us to be a little less formal, Krirara, he replied easily.


As I told you, I’ve been lobbying the council to join the Confederation, she told him as several crewmen passed by them, Dera and Ryn following at a discreet distance.  Krirara gave a Beryan a curious look, who in return gave her an appraising and not entirely appropriate smile.  A Kirri would probably be quite attractive to a Beryan.  Was that a Beryan?


We have many species in the House Karinne, Krirara, he replied with an audible chuckle.  But no Kirri as of yet, despite us having a recruiting center on Kirri’arr.  None of your people seem interested.


You’ve studied my people, so that shouldn’t surprise you, she answered.


True, he nodded.  Because they were so dependent on the symbiotes in their bodies, the Kirri were very reluctant to live anywhere those microbes did not exist.  They’d spread to 16 additional planets by seeding the ecosystem with the microbes nearly a decade beforehand and seeing if they would be able to thrive there.  If they could, the Kirri colonized.  If they didn’t, the Kirri would mine the planet for its mineral resources, but none would live there permanently.  In fact, no Kirri would spend more than a continuous Kirri month in a place like that, rotating back to a habitable planet every 20 standard days, which was a Kirri month.  Much like oil workers on offshore rigs back before the subjugation, Kirri workers worked “20 on and 20 off” at such mining outposts.  The Kirri at the Academy had set up eco-domes holding an atmosphere with the symbiotes present so they could feel comfortable staying there for the three to eight years it took for them to pursue their educations.

Which, of course, had caused the symbiotes to escape into the Terran atmosphere, and according to sensor sweeps, they seemed to be reproducing and thriving in the Terran ecosystem.  The symbiotes were harmless to all other forms of life, though they were parasitic to most other hosts, invading fat cells and consuming the stored lipids and consuming the free glucose in the blood, but they were unable to boost other forms of life to which they had not particularly evolved to live within, since other forms of life didn’t have the Kirri’s unique biochemistry, and that was how the symbiotes boosted their Kirri hosts.  They couldn’t reproduce to such numbers that they threatened a Terran, however, since Terran immune systems attacked them as invaders, something Kirri immune systems did not do.  They posed a risk to people with immune deficiencies if they reproduced in such numbers that their glucose consumption threatened the host, but when that happened, the symbiotes stopped reproducing and literally killed each other until their numbers posed no threat..  They were sensitive to their hosts and tried not to cause damage, unlike most microbes.  The symbiotes cared about their host, and did not want to do it harm.  The symbiotes weren’t a bio-hazard to most inhabitants of Terra and the fact that the symbiotes seemed compatible with Terra was causing some of the Kirri students to consider living outside their eco-dome.


There was no definitive proof that living on a planet that didn’t have their symbiotes would do a Kirri harm, since they already had the symbiotes inside them and they reproduced within their bodies just fine, but millennia of tradition and superstition worked against that rationality.

Anyway, I would like you to address the council on your return from your state trip, and speak to them in honest terms about what is coming, as well as what the Confederation can do to extend our reach out  of the most remote corner of the sector cluster and into the mainstream of trade and politics.  We have much to offer the other empires beyond the void, Jason, and you can help us bring it about.  I think they would listen to you.  They seem quite inclined towards you.  So, if possible, after you complete your visit to the Jun, I would ask that you return to Kirri’arr and speak to the council.  We’ll be back by then.  Your KMS will take us home in 12 days, after we’ve had time to tour the Academy and enjoy a bit of a respite here on Terra.  We rarely get a chance like this, to visit a planet so far from home, and we intend to take advantage of it, she sent eagerly.


I can do that, Krirara, he assured her.  If it’s alright with you, I’d also like to bring my mate and my cubs .  Kirri’arr is a place that they’d love to visit.  I’ve seen holos of it, and it’s absolutely gorgeous.


We’d be honored to have them there, she smiled, for Jason had just put a whole lot of trust in the Kirri, at least from the Kirri perspective, if he was willing to bring Jyslin and his children there.  Now, after we tour the Academy, where do you suggest we go to relax a little?

He chuckled.  That depends entirely on what you want to do, he answered.  If you want to experience Terran nature, there are plenty of places on Terra similar to your planet, and even more much unlike your planet.  If you’re looking for culture and society, some place where you can shop and take in plays and other shows, then I suggest New York City, Paris, Melbourne, Berlin, Tokyo, Los Angeles, or London.  If you’re looking to tour historical sites and landmarks, then you should go to the middle East, Greece, Rome, and China, where most of our ancient history took place.  If you’re into music, then New Orleans is the place you want to go.

Hmm, something for everyone, she mused, tapping her muzzle.  We’re not all staying together once we finish our tour, we have different tastes, she told him.  I think I might try out several of your suggestions.  It barely takes a kurin to get anywhere on the planet from the Academy, she noted, using a Kirri time measurement about equal to 74 minutes.  The Kirri didn’t use the standard time measurements prevalent through most of the home sector.

I’m sure you’ll enjoy yourself, he sent as they reached the lift.  I’m afraid we’ll have to part here, Krirara.  Not even I can get you on the bridge, he sent wryly.


But you’re the Grand Duke.


In the KMS, Captain Palla outranks me when I’m on her ship and it’s deployed on a mission, Krirara, he chuckled.  She is the ultimate authority on the Aegis at times like this.


A curious convention.


It makes a whole lot of sense if you think about it, he told her as he stepped onto the lift, Dera and Ryn stepping around Krirara and in with him.  I’ll be going down to the Academy with you, so I’ll see you in a little bit.  I have my own things to do there.


Alright.  Be well, Jason.


Be well, Krirara.  The doors closed, and Dera gave him a playful look.  What?


I can’t believe you actually learned something, she teased.


And just what did I learn?


That even you answer to your betters, she replied.  Ryn wheezed that voiceless laugh when Jason smacked Dera’s armored shoulder, then fanned his hand with a hiss of pain, since he wasn’t wearing armor himself.
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KMS Aegis, orbiting planet Grimjar IV, Grimjar system, Grimja Union

Kreel…was going…to die.


Jason sat on the edge of his bed with his head between his hands, feeling like it was about to explode any minute.  It had been a long time since he’d gotten that drunk, but that damned fucking Grimja had pushed and pushed and pushed and pushed, and he finally managed to get Jason so drunk that most of last night was just a hazy blur.  He had this ephemeral memory of dancing in a circle with quite a few members of the Grimja Congress, singing some old Grimja folk song whose words he didn’t really know, but surely singing with as much passion and gusto as those who did.


Jason could admit one thing, though…the Grimja sure as hell knew how to party.


He blearily looked up as Doctor Meria Elanne of the KMS Medical Service passed a handsensor over his forehead, giving him a reproachful look.  I would almost say that you had alcohol poisoning, your Grace, she sent disapprovingly.  From this scan, at the height of your inebriation, you had a blood alcohol level that would be toxic to a Faey.  Thank Trelle you Terrans are a bit more resilient than we are when it comes to alcohol.

Blame that god damned fucking Grimja, I think he switched my beer for Makati ale.  And I don’t remember much after that.


Oh, you were very entertaining, your Grace, Aya sent smugly from the side, her arms crossed against her breastplate and indulging in that merciless female need to lord it over a man with a hangover.  She even had her serves you right face on.  I had no idea you enjoyed singing so much.  Or falling down while you were dancing. Or hitting on Grimja females.  I never knew you were into fur, whiskers, and buck teeth, Jason, she sent with a wicked tilt to her thought.

You’re supposed to protect me, you treacherous bitch, he accused.  You should have stepped in when you saw how drunk I was.


I’ve told you before, Jason, we protect you from everything but what you make for yourself, she replied haughtily.  You drank that ale, you live with the consequences.


Aya.  Fuck you.

Aya wheezed that voiceless laugh, grinning at him.


You have a couple of fairly nasty bruises on your thighs, as well as a welt over your left eye.  How in the world did you get those drinking in a pub?


I honestly have no idea.


His grace tried to demonstrate several of his Aikido moves when he could barely stand, Aya sent, even more smugly than before.  I’ve seen him do demonstrations before, but it was the first time I’d ever seen him throw himself.  It was quite a display of martial prowess.


Aya, one more snarky comment out of you and you’re walking home.  You understand me?


Of course, your Grace, she sent with venomed honey all but oozing through the cracks in her thought.

I’m going to have to do something about this welt, your Grace, Meria told him, holding his chin as she peered at him intently.  The swelling is quite noticeable.  The bruises on your legs, we can let those go, but you can’t go around looking like you got into a bar room brawl, now can we? she asked with a slight barb in her thought.


Meria, I don’t care if you are a doctor.  I’ll make you walk home too, he warned, which made her laugh.


I don’t have the equipment here to reduce this swelling, your Grace.  I’m going to have to take you to sickbay. 

At least give me something for the headache so I don’t die trying to get there, he sent pleadingly.


She rummaged through her bag, then pressed an injector to the side of his neck.  He felt a little pinprick, and almost immediately his headache started to ease.  Thank you, he sent with honest gratitude, gingerly touching his temples.


Up until the hangover, he’d had a very good trip.  He’d gotten a whole lot done, shook a lot of hands, enjoyed watching the Paladins defeat the Terra Warriors 11-8, got to tour quite a few interesting places, and had even managed to talk a major breakthrough out of the Alliance.  He’d managed to convince them to allow the Karinnes to place a Stargate from Terra to their capitol system, Faroll, and they’d install a gate system from Faroll to their other systems when they had them built.  The only reason the council agreed to it was because they would be Karinne Stargates, not Imperium Stargates.  Jason knew better than to try to cheat Dahnai out of the gate fees, so he would split the fee revenue with her evenly, and his part of it would cover the maintenance and staffing costs for the Stargates.

Trieste…it hadn’t fared well.  They’d destroyed the planet killer, but the destruction of Go’jur’mi had blasted the surface with thousands and thousands of pieces of the moon, resulting in pretty significant damage to both the planet’s infrastructure and its climate.  They’d had to run air scrubbers to try to clear the dust and smoke from the impacts out of the air to prevent a “nuclear winter” effect, and the fires had burned in some of the remote forests for weeks until firefighters and natural rain finally put them out.  The entire planet looked like it had gone through a decade-long global land war from all the craters, burned areas, and destroyed buildings from meteor strikes.  The casualties had been very low because of the advance warning, thank god, and the Bari-Bari who made up the majority of the population had been working their butts off to repair the damage since.  And in a true showing of cooperation, aid workers and work crews from the two Skaa empires, the Imperium, and the Colonies were also on Trieste helping with the recovery efforts, running terraforming units to smooth out craters and plant fast-growing indigenous plants to prevent soil erosion.

The summit on Imbiri had been very nice.  Imbiri was a beautiful planet, like Middle Earth from the Hobbit stories, a place of ancient forests, flowing grasslands, snow-capped mountains, blue seas, and it was carefully preserved by the Imbiri to keep it so.  The Imbiri had such a small footprint on their planet that it almost looked uninhabited, since they only had two major metropolitan areas where they performed industry.  The rest of the planet was made up of small towns and hamlets and modest farms, which impacted the surrounding wilderness as little as possible to retain the planet’s natural state.  Gau and Shakizarr had met in Mesaiima’s palace to talk about Haumda-Verutan relations while Mesaiima took Jason on a tour of her planet, then Jason joined them the next day to talk about increasing trade with all three of them, as well as lobby for Stargates.  Neither were quite ready to go that far yet, but they did promise to study Jason’s newest proposals carefully.

Then it was the rather interesting formal dinner with Shevatt.  For one, Jason had no idea his family was so huge.  Shevatt had fourteen wives and 43 children, and every single one of them was there, as well as quite a few Ogravian bigwigs.  The formal state dinner was a major deal in their society, and it lasted nearly five hours, filled with engaging conversation, live music from a 70 piece orchestra, and poetry readings between musical performances with their empire’s most popular current poet conducting a reading of his latest work just before dessert.  It was a chance to get to know Shevatt outside of council, and the huge Ogravian proved that he was every bit as intelligent and insightful as he seemed to be.  He had a strong grasp on the inter-council politics, the rivalries and the alliances, able to see the cogs turning behind the scenes, and able to navigate that minefield with a deft hand.

That was the truth.  As more empires joined the Confederation, council was turning more and more into a political grudge match, where cliques were forming among the rulers.  Dahnai and Assaba had been subtly working against each other since the Skaa joined, jockeying for position more than anything else, but the intrigue had ramped up when the Verutans and the Prakarikai joined, for different reasons.  Shakizarr was every bit as powerful and important as Dahnai and Assaba, so he represented a threat to their supremacy, where Anivan was basically out to screw everyone else and walk away with everything she could take from the Confederation.  The smaller empires had banded together to stand with the big ones, with the Shio and the Colonies being the most apparent and the most effective.  The Jobodi tended to work with the Alliance, the Ogravians moved easily yet carefully among them, the Prakarikai pretended to be everyone’s friend, and watching it all were the Karinnes, Kimdori, Zyaga, Moridon, and Imbiri…and often lamenting to each other how silly the others were being.  Jason hadn’t watched and learned enough to see where the Rathii were going to fit in, since he hadn’t been attending council during his tour, but he had little doubt they’d get pulled into council politics just like everyone else.

After the state dinner—where Jason ate entirely too much—it was off to the Grimja Union.  And to be fair to Kreel, the first two days were all about work.  They toured several Grimja facilities where the Kizzik had come in and reorganized everything, turning their logistics network into a paragon of efficiency, linked together by Stargates to the most important systems and with transports moving goods to and from the outlying systems from those hub systems.  It was so efficient that it had cut Grimja transport costs by 30% without firing anybody, simply by maximizing cargo carrying efficiency with well-organized schedules that got goods to and from just about anywhere in the Union quickly and efficiently.


But, after those two days, things got informal real quick.  Jason had addressed the Grimja Congress that morning, giving a relatively short speech before the entire assembly of some 3,500 or so Grimja Councilors, and afterwards, Kreel dragged Jason out of his formal robes, into a tee and jeans, and down to Kreel’s favorite pub, the Dripping Whiskers, which just happened to be a short walk from the Congressional Complex.  Grimja law forbade a pub being on public property, else no work would ever get done.  And that was about where Jason’s memory got a little hazy.  The Dripping Whiskers was a surprisingly small and cozy little tavern that happened to serve alcoholic beverages from about every empire and civilization in their sector cluster, which included the sectors on the far side of theirs from the Karis sector, which had their own civilizations and empires in them…and most of which had students at the Academy.  Some 79 unique empires or civilizations had students in the Academy now, which were mainly from the sectors surrounding the home sector.


From what Jason recalled, the empire that had students in the Academy that was the furthest out was the Ujjo, who were four sectors removed from Karis…and the hyperspace trip for them to reach the Academy had taken 356 days… just over a standard year in hyperspace!

But his time with the Grimja was technically over.  He’d scheduled four days here, but unless he just wanted to go sit around and get drunk again, there really wasn’t much more for him to do, and Kreel didn’t have anything official planned either.  They’d gone through the entire itinerary in three days, which gave Jason something of a down day…which was almost half over, since it was nearly midday by Karis time, under which the ship operated.


After getting the welt and bruises cared for in sickbay—and threatening blanket demotions to anyone who so much as giggled in his general direction—Jason was back in his stateroom with half a day to get over the hangover and little to do, so he decided to tackle what was turning into a nearly insurmountable pile of reports in his inbox.  Chirk had reorganized his inbox for his trip so he was getting the critical reports, but everything else was stacking up, so he went through those first, and it was generally good news.  The new frigate class prototype would be finished in six days, and they’d completed three new full battleships, four new tactical battleships, and the next carrier from the big ships queue, with a goodly number of smaller ships finished as well, including a new crop of 23 destroyers…most of which would be put in reserve until crews were trained for them.  Staffing was becoming an issue.  Juma now had more ships than she had trained crew to man them, she noted in a separate report, which included a request to pull Marine and Army personnel into the Navy, stating that her service was clearly the most important.


Good thing she sent that in a private report, else Sioa would punch her in the nose.


Myleena had sent him a report from 3D, which basically just said that things were moving along.  She couldn’t go into details, but the wording of the report made it clear that nothing was behind schedule, which meant that the various research projects hadn’t suffered any setbacks.

Songa sent him an updated report on jack implantation.  She’d managed to achieve her goal of getting the entire KMS jacked who wanted them—which was some 90% of the KMS—and what was even better news, she reported to him that Commander Justin Taggart was ahead of schedule in his rehabilitation and would be reinstated to active duty in eight days.  He wasn’t ready to have his flight status restored, he needed more rehabilitation, but he would be well enough to return to the Dreamer and at least do the desk job part of his duties as the squadron commander of the 76th.  He’d complete his rehabilitation on board the Dreamer, where Songa estimated he’d have his flight status restored in about a month.


Jason dug up an older report about Justin, and refreshed himself on the status of the training software for the Wolf fighters being controlled by jacks.  Justin had been well enough to help them with that, and combined with the Gladiator data he and Kyva had supplied, they had a Wolf training program in place for the pilots.  As of yesterday, 6% of the fighter pilots had finished both jack assimilation and had rated for jack control on a Wolf, but some 350 were rating every day, so that number was increasing steadily.


Jacks were starting to catch on in the Confederation, and even beyond.  Doctors from every Confederate empire had come to the Academy to be trained in the procedure, and the Annex at the Academy had a two month waiting list for appointments for jack implantation, and a whole lot of them were Moridon.  The Overseer had just been the vanguard, since it seemed like the entire Moridon race wanted a jack.  They’d sent some two thousand medical experts to Terra to be trained in the procedure, and between the Moridon coming to Terra to get jacks now and those doctors going back and doing it on Moridon, they very well might manage to jack the entire adult population within six months.

And Yila’s little project on Tamiri was starting to show significant progress.  With Cybi’s help, they’d designed most of the hardware they needed, but they’d still not managed to build a moleculartronic device that could encode emotional states.  So, Yila was moving forward with phase one of her plan, and was currently in pre-production of 16 different simsense movies, half of them porn, three action movies, two dramas, two romance movies—though they were nearly porn themselves—and two comedies.  She’d sit on the finished products until there were enough jacked people to consume the media, then spend a whole lot of credits promoting the breakthrough new form of entertainment and release all 16 simsense productions within a 20 day window.  She’d even gone so far as to create simsense broadcast units for people who wanted to watch the movies in a theater instead of direct consumption using the jack, watching it in their mind’s eye internally, to allow movie-goers to receive the simsense feed of the movie while non-jacked spectators watched the “normal” version.  She had even managed to produce equipment that could encode artificial sensory impressions, which wasn’t nearly as easy as it sounded for a moleculartronic device.  A biogenic device could do it relatively easily, but it wasn’t nearly as easy for a moleculartronic unit.  It wasn’t nearly as refined as sensory data encoded from an actor, but it was fairly convincing if obviously artificial, and Yila intended to use it to “simensify” existing entertainment programs like the Huntress series, encoding sensory data into the reruns to add a new dimension to it.

Yila had sent him some of the successful simsense test scenes recorded with the moleculartronic equipment, recording off the technicians and engineers who were playing the acting parts for testing purposes, and Jason could admit that it was nearly biogenic-level quality.  Yila had produced ten huge studios’ worth of recording equipment on top of stocking them with more conventional recording equipment, which was a very expensive thing to do.  Yila had probably spent around C4 billion creating her companies, researching and developing the moleculartronic simsense encoding technology, building it in the necessary quantities to fully stock her movie production companies and then sell to licensees, designing and producing decoder units or software to work with computers with the built-in ability to decode that would work with a jacked consumer to allow them to experience simsense, which she then had to produce in mass quantities and store in warehouses until she was ready to release the innovation to the public, and now she was spending money preparing to produce the simsense movies by building sets and so forth.  Now they were just waiting for their actors already cast in those movies to finish assimilation training and start building the sets for the scenes, and her production company would be in full production mode on those movies…at least the live-action ones.  She was also producing several serial “TV programs” that were completely computer-generated, in the genres of adult animation—not porn, but animation with adult themes much like anime—and CGI-style productions like the old Avatar movies where it was made to look completely realistic yet was all computer generated and using artificially encoded sensory data.  Computer-generated movies were cheaper to produce, but even in the ultra-high tech world Jason lived in, a great many people in many different species far preferred live actors over computer-generated animation.  The Colonists especially had a tremendous preference for live actors, mainly because their primary means of enjoying shows was through plays, and in many of them, Colonial empaths projected emotional states to the audience to heighten the experience of the play, and was probably where Yila got her idea for simsense in the first place.

The Colonists had the largest number of empaths by percentage of population, far, far outstripping any other species.  For that matter, empathic powers were extremely rare in any species except the Colonists.  Some 28% of Colonists had empathic ability, where the only other race known to demonstrate empathic capability was the Faey, and they were nearly as rare as precognates.  There were probably only about 10,000 empaths in the entire Faey population.  Most species had no empathic ability at all, making empathic ability something of a unique Colonist trait.

Funny how psionic abilities were species-segregated like that.  The one ability that seemed most common and prevalent was telepathy, where most species in the known galaxy had at least some members with telepathic ability.  Telekinesis was the next most common, with most species demonstrating telepathic ability also demonstrating telekinetic ability, but after that, the varied documented psionic abilities got very rare and only appeared in certain species.  The Faey were the only fully telepathic race known in the galaxy, and one would think that it would make Faey more apt to have other psionic capabilities, but that was not the case.  The Faey did demonstrate more abilities than any other race, but when one took into account that the Faey that did demonstrate abilities like empathy or precognitive ability were so utterly tiny compared to the population that it could be statistically correct to say that the abilities weren’t truly natural to the species.  Some rare few Faey were telekinetic as well, a scant few had some empathic capability, and a tiny, tiny number of rather unlucky Faey had demonstrated precognitive ability that had then driven them insane, but that was it.  Empathic or precognate Faey were almost mutations, aberrations from the racial norm.  The number of Faey with abilities other than telepathy was very small percentage of  population, and the vast majority of those were telekinetics who could barely move an object with the mass of a postage stamp without fainting from the effort.  Colonists had a large number of empaths and a very small number with some telekinetic ability, but they had no documented precognitive ability among them.  The Shio had the highest number of people with precognitive ability by percentage, which was still tiny—precognitive ability was as rare as it was unreliable—even fewer with telekinetic ability, and a very small number that had the ability to “read” objects to see images from their past, an ability known as psychometry, but they had no empaths.  A good 20% of Jakkans who had telepathic ability also had the ability of clairvoyance, the ability to see into places where their eyes couldn’t see.  It was the ability that energy being possessed, but with a much smaller range.  That energy being could see across the entire galaxy, but a clairvoyant Jakkan could only see maybe into the next room with his gift, so it wasn’t very useful except for entertainment purposes.  It might be useful for spying, but a Jakkan was just a little ostentatious wherever he went, so a Jakkan would be a terrible spy.  No one species seemed to have developed all the known psionic abilities, but a few of them had developed multiple psionic capabilities, mainly the Faey, Colonists, and Shio.  It was a curious display of how different species had evolved in different ways.


There was one interesting commonality, however.  No species that documented any psionic capability failed to exhibit telepathic ability.  It almost seemed to be the baseline for psionic ability; if the race didn’t have any telepaths, then they wouldn’t have any psionic ability at all.  The Terrans were a great example of that, for no Terran that was “pure,” the ones that didn’t have Faey ancestors, showed any telepathic or psionic capability. 

He was about to start on the next report, but an urgent request for comm beeped on his gestalt from Miaari.  He accepted the query, and a hologram of her winked on in the middle of the room, a full 3D hologram.  “Cousin,” she said.


“What’s up, Mee?”


“As you know, we’ve tagged the Prakarikai spies Anivan sent to Kosigi to keep an eye on them, so she didn’t try to get new ones past us.  It was easier to simply locate the ones already here and keep watch on them from a discreet distance, allowing Anivan to believe that they escaped detection.  Well, we just detained two of them that attempted to steal biogenic chips from the main quartermaster warehouse on the central core,” she informed him.  “They managed to dominate two maintenance workers that had clearance to enter the warehouse to repair a faulty power conduit.  Petty Officer Jacob Masterson and Sailor First Class Janet Harmon, both of which work in engineering on Kosigi.  The domination was detected by our packmates working security at the warehouse.  They alerted me, and I authorized them to permit the workers into the warehouse so the Prakarikai believed that their plan had succeeded.  They were to steal a crate of the most advanced biogenic chips stored in the warehouse and deliver them to the Prakarikai section of Kosigi.  We replaced the workers with Kimdori agents and pretended to carry through with the plan so we could catch them in the act.  We arrested them as they came out to accept the box from my agents.”.

Jason swore.  “Alright, that’s it,” he growled. “I’m sick and fucking tired of Anivan.  Mee, get your clan ready for a major move.”  [Aegis command comm.]


[I hear you, your Grace,] came the answer, obviously a Faey woman.  [Your orders?]


[I want Admiral Dellin on BG1 comm now,] he replied sternly.  [And I don’t care if he’s balls deep in his wife.  Now.]

[Yes, your Grace,] came the startled and slightly amused reply.


“What are we to do, Jason?” Miaari asked.


“You’re gonna round up every god damned fucking Prakarikai in Kosigi and confine them to their quarters, and get ready to ship them to Terra,” he replied with a dark frown.  “And I’m gonna go to Prakarika in person and punch that midget bitch in the mouth,” he added, which made Miaari laugh. Captain Palla, he sent openly, and with enough power to tell every talent on board that Jason was pissed.


Yes, your Grace? Palla answered, very formally.


Plot a jump to Prakarika III, and get us to jump distance now.


At once, your Grace.  Helm, come to heading 121 mark 36 and increase to full.  Navigation, begin calculations for a jump to Prakarika III  Comm two, contact Grimjar control and warn them we’re leaving orbit to achieve jump distance, she sent openly.  Comm five, relay the order to the task force.  All hands, begin preparations for jump, she added.

“We’ll be jumping to Prakarika in a little bit,” he said, which made Miaari smile.  “Get the clan on it, cousin.”


“I already have.  Kemaari is handling it,” she said, wagging her tail a bit.


Dellin appeared on a flat hologram projected on the wall of his stateroom.  “What is it, Jason?”


“Miaari just intercepted two Prakarikai spies that tried to steal biogenic chips from the main biogenic warehouse on the core,” he relayed, which made Dellin’s eyes widen.  “I just ordered her to round up all of those little bastards and confine them to quarters.  What I want you to do is start preparations to evacuate all Prakarikai assets out of Kosigi, but don’t act on it yet,” he said.  “I’m gonna go kick Anivan in the face, and unless she really convinces me not to evict the Prakarikai from Kosigi, that’s exactly what’s gonna happen,” he warned.


“I’ve been keeping just such a plan in reserve, your Grace,” he said with a grim kind of smile.  “Just in case.”


“I knew there was a reason I put you in Kosigi, Dellin,” Jason said without much humor.  “Get it ready.  Odds are, I’ll be calling you back in a few hours to activate it.”


“Where do you want me to put their assets?”


“Dump them in orbit of the Terran moon, they can go there and pick them up.  And you don’t have to be neat about it.  Just tossing their stuff out the window like a scorned lover seems quite appropriate in this situation,” he replied, which made Dellin laugh and Miaari smile.

“I’ll take care of it, your Grace,” Dellin assured him.


“Get to it.  I’ll be available if you need to contact me.”


Dellin nodded, and his hologram winked out.


[Your Grace, we’re getting a diplomatic channel hail from Grimjar.  High Councilor Kreel wishes to speak with you,] the Faey working as command comm relayed.


[Put him through.]  “Kreel,” he said audibly to Miaari, and the wall that held Dellin’s face a moment ago held Kreel’s.  Both of them looked at the whiskered Grimja.


“Jason, what’s up?” he asked, speaking very good slang Faey.  “I was just told you’re about to leave.”


“I’m going to Prakarika and having a little chat with Anivan in person,” he said in a dark tone, flexing his fingers in an ominous manner, and that made a slow grin bloom on Kreel’s face.


“What did she do this time?”


“The one thing that she never should have,” he replied.


“If you want some advice, friend, you’re doing the right thing by going to Prakarika, but when you get there, go over Anivan’s head,” he said.  “Anivor has control of all aspects of internal Prakarikai affairs, and you showing up unannounced falls within his realm of control, if you know what to do.  When you arrive, demand an official state meeting.  Anivan deals with the other rulers in conference, but when it comes to a state visit in Prakarikai territory, that’s Anivor’s side of the igri field.  You’ll bypass the bitch and get straight to Anivor, and that is what you want to do.  Anivor’s a little more reasonable than Anivan.  I much prefer dealing with him.”


Jason nodded.  “Good advice, friend,” he agreed.  “I’ll do it.”


“Just don’t expect him to be too reasonable,” Kreel warned.  “He’s more level-headed than the bitch, but he is a Prakarikai.  He’s just more pragmatic.  If he knows you’re as pissed off as you look, he’ll yank on Anivan’s leash to keep what he sees as a good thing going.”


“Thanks for the warning, friend,” he said.  “I just hope Anivan is there.  High gravity or not, I’ll have enough strength to kick her in the face.”


Kreel burst out laughing.  “Kick her a few times for me.  Anyway, I’ll let you get to it, friend.  See you soon,” he grinned, and his image winked out.

“You’ll need a gravity inducer, cousin, Prakarikai’s gravity is lethal to beings with your gravity tolerance,” Miaari reminded him, then she looked around.  “Where are your guards?”


“There’s one built into my armor, it’s standard equipment since the mark three upgrade,” he shrugged.  “As for the guards, I don’t need them on the ship, so they don’t babysit me.  Sec, cousin, lemme talk to Aya.”  Aya, he called.


Oh, now you remember to send to me, she replied.


Put a sock in it, he retorted.  Get my armor ready, and tune its internal inducer for Prakarikai gravity.


You’ll be wearing a secondary inducer in case the armor’s inducer fails.  Prakarika’s gravity is deadly to beings used to standard gravity, Jason.  We take extra precautions.  That was true enough.  Jason would weigh over three times what he did in standard KMS ship gravity, which was slightly heavier than Karis’ gravity.  That put tremendous strain on the joints and the circulatory system, and it would kill people that weren’t very fit.  Compounded to that was that Prakarika’s air pressure was nearly double standard as well, so Jason would have to wear his helmet unless he wanted to go through decompression when he got back to the Aegis.  The pressure was within Faey and Terran tolerance, but it would be like breathing with wearing a corset that was laced too tightly.  The muscles in his diaphragm weren’t conditioned to deal with that much pressure trying to push his ribs in..  He could survive in that pressure, but it wouldn’t be all that fun breathing in it.  But, he’d be wearing his helmet anyway, to avoid having decompression issues when he returned to the Aegis.

No argument here.  Go track one down for me.


I’ll have everything ready before we reach jump distance.

Dera and Ryn filed into his stateroom, a gravboard holding his armor.  Jason started taking off his clothes without preamble as he saw the “window” holo change, as the ship began to turn away from the planet Grimjar and towards deep space, to get far enough away to execute a jump.  He sat down on the edge of the bed and allowed the two guards to help him get his armor on.  “Mee, it might be a good idea to pass what I’m about to do along to the Kimdori babysitting the other empires, and perhaps have the Denmother contact the members of the council.  I have no doubt Anivan’s gonna pitch a hissy fit, so let’s warn everyone it’s coming.”

“I’ve already sent it on to the Denmother,” she assured him.


Aya came in carrying a different helmet, then replaced it on the floating platform holding his armor.  It was one of the helmets with the full transparent titanium faceplate rather than his usual armor that only had visor-like transparent titanium over the eyes, and that was tinted so his face couldn’t be seen.  She pushed Dera aside and joined Ryn in putting his back and breastplates over his head, attached at the shoulders, then set it down over his head.  He stood up and settled it into place as they attached the two sections at his sides.  “Catch me up on Prakarikai protocols for me dropping in unannounced.”


They don’t really have any, Prakarikai don’t like surprise visits, Aya answered.  Most likely, they’ll try to go through their usual ceremonies for a visiting dignitary of your rank.  They take about two days.

“Oh no, we’re not going through that,” Jason growled.  “I guess I’m just going to have to be rude.”


“Tread lightly if you do so, cousin,” Miaari warned.  “The Prakarikai take mortal offense to those who do not follow their customs when standing on their own soil.”


“I’m not going there to be nice,” he replied with a growl.  “I wouldn’t even put up with this shit from Dahnai, and she’s the Empress and my amu dorai.”


It only took them a couple of minutes to get him fully armored, and he stood up and tugged a bit on his right gauntlet to get it in place as Aya seated his new helmet behind his head, attaching it to the slots on the neck of his armor.  “You go ahead and go, Mee, I know you want to look over Kemaari’s shoulder while she’s working,” he said, which made her give him a slightly amused expression.


“I look over everyone’s shoulder, Jason,” she told him, wagging her tail a bit, and her hologram winked out.


I demand the entire complement of guards if you go to the surface, Aya sent strongly.


Add enough Tarks to give me a company of fifty, Jason replied with a nod.  And I want all of them armed to the fucking teeth.

Good, Aya sent with an approving texture in her thought, then she opened her sending to reach across half the ship. Lieutenant Hara, have the entire Dukal guard detachment minus those currently on duty with the Grand Duke assembled in landing bay Nine in full combat armor in ten minutes.  Commander Braela, I want twenty of your best Tarks assembled in landing bay Nine in full combat armor in ten minutes, they will be reinforcing the Dukal guard for the deployment to the planet’s surface, she ordered.  I want experienced Tarks, Commander, this will not be a ceremonial display.  Make sure your Tarks have a secondary inducer in case their armor inducer malfunctions.

At once, Captain Aya, Braela, the chief of security on the Aegis, responded.  I’ll have an MIT-20 jumper deployed to landing bay Nine for the Grand Duke.  The MIT-20, short for Mobile Infantry Transport, was a troop transport dropship, also known as “jumpers” because they only landed long enough to deploy their troops, which had a troop capacity of 100 along with all of their battle gear.  That was more than large enough to hold Jason and all of his guards.  It was also heavily armed and armored, with a compressed Neutronium armor carapace, Teryon shields, a shockwave generator, and sporting six batteries of pulse and rail cannons that were arrayed so the gunners could lay down a full 360 degree field of fire if necessary, so it was more than capable of defending itself if attacked.  The MIT-20 was designed to fight its way down to a planet’s surface, either deploy or recover its infantry, then get back in the air. 

You just read my mind, Commander, Aya responded.


[Fifteen minutes to jump. Fifteen minutes to jump,] a general broadcast came over the ship’s local biogenic network, then it was repeated over the PA speakers.


Jason spent those fifteen minutes privately seething.  He was not surprised at all that Anivan had tried this stunt.  They weren’t the only empire in the Confederation thinking of itself, but at least the others were willing to put aside their individual ambitions in the short term to deal with the tremendous threat the Andromedan invaders posed.  Anivan, on the other hand, was all about using everyone else to protect the Prakarikai from the Andromedans, then after the Andromedans were permanently driven off, her plan was to turn around and conquer her former allies while they were weakened from the war.  The only reason Jason and Zaa had not objected was because the Prakarikai were going to fight, and they needed everyone they could get to match the endless numbers of the Consortium…but right now, Jason wasn’t sure they were worth the headache.  Barely four months after joining the Confederation, Anivan had made an espionage attempt against the Karinnes, demonstrating just how much she didn’t give a shit about anyone else.

Well, what the council did wasn’t really his concern.  He had no vote and no real voice, but what he did in his own territory was his business.  He gave the other empires dock space in Kosigi as a courtesy, it wasn’t a guaranteed right.

After a very short jump to Prakarika, a pretty large system of 18 planets and 411 moons orbiting a blue supergiant, Jason stood up after releasing himself from his jump restraints and took a quick drink of water to clear an eerie metallic taste out of his mouth, a lingering sensory ghost from the 34 second jump.  Almost immediately, Palla’s face appeared on his holo.  “We are being hailed by the Prakarikai, your Grace,” she informed him.


“Oh, put them through,” he said with a slight hiss, his eyes narrowing.  Palla looked slightly amused as her image winked off.


A dandied-up Prakarikai male wearing a nearly ridiculously fancy uniform, his chest almost overloaded with medals, cleared his throat.  “Oh-ye, oh-ye, stand forth and identify yourself before the Prakarikai, visitor,” he said, speaking in a very formal and steady cadence, almost reciting his words like they were lines of a play.


“I am the Grand Duke Jason Augustus Fox Shaddale Karinne,” he replied in a stiff voice.  “And I demand immediate counsel with the High King Anivor of the Prakarikai on an urgent matter.”


The Prakarikai looked slightly insulted.  “We will allow your convoy to orbit the planet while His Majesty considers your request.”


“Let’s get right to the point.  When my ship reaches orbit, I’m coming down to the palace, I’m going to walk straight to the throne room, and I’m going to talk to His Majesty,” he declared.  “If you don’t like that fact, then shoot me down.  You tell his Majesty exactly what I said, word for word,” he said.

“Why, I never!  Such a thing is beyond inconsiderate!”


“I don’t have time to be nice,” Jason replied.  “This is a matter of grave importance, so grave that I will do exactly what I said I would do.  So, you can either warn his Majesty I’m on my way, or you can declare war on the House of Karinne.  That’s your decision,” he said, then he cut the comm.  Palla.

Yes, your Grace?


I want you to activate the GRAF cannon and stage it, but don’t open the outer doors.


I—yes, your Grace.  May I ask why?


Simple.  I just told their comm officer that the only way to stop me from coming down was to try to shoot me down.  I want them to see the energy output of the Aegis, they’ll know it means the GRAF cannon is active and ready to fire. I want them to really think about the possibility of a hundred kathra wide crater where their capitol city used to be if they get any cute ideas.

Yes, your Grace.  I’ll begin the ignition sequence in 21 minutes, so it will be ready to fire when we reach orbit.   It will take the cannon about seven minutes to finish the ignition sequence.


Long as all you have to do is charge the cannon and open the outer doors when we get there, how and when you do it is your decision, Captain, he answered.  Stop with the evil eye, Aya, it’s the only way to get Anivor’s attention to the point where he’ll ignore all their stupid ceremonial bullshit, he told his glaring guard captain.  If I’m willing to start shooting if they don’t talk to me, it sends the proper message.

The Prakarikai weren’t ready to start a war, so when the Aegis and its escorts reached orbit, the MIT-20 carrying Jason and his small army of guards was not challenged or impeded.  Prakarikai control supplied landing vectors for the jumper that would have them land on the pad just by the palace, but there were some couple hundred Prakarikai wearing those silly uniforms standing in formation in front of the pad, the beginning of those silly ceremonies Jason wasn’t about to go through.  But, a zoom showed that Anivor and Anivan themselves were standing outside to greet the dropship, much to Jason’s surprise, so he saw that this wasn’t going to take long at all.  He hadn’t expected them to meet him at the dropship.

When they landed, Jason put on his helmet.  Aya, with me.  Everyone else stay in the jumper, he commanded, then he ordered the jumper to activate its airskin to keep the higher pressure out and open the port hatch.  He and Aya stepped out and down the stairs to blaring music from a live band, and the diminutive High King Anivor stepped forward, wearing an even more gaudy uniform than the others with layers of medals that almost looked like metal scales on his chest.  Jason stepped up and stopped so Anivor wouldn’t have to crane his neck up at Jason like he was a child, to at least give him that dignity.  “We welcome the Grand Duke Karinne to the Royal Palace of Prakarika,” Anivor said in a strong, rich voice.  He was probably one hell of a good singer.  “Praytell, for what reason do you arrive unannounced and with great, nearly reckless haste?”


“I have just ordered the immediate eviction of all Prakarikai workers from Kosigi,” he said in a very loud, very powerful voice, not just telling Anivor that, but all the assembled guards and lackeys from the palace.  Anivor gave a shocked look, but Anivan glared viciously at him.  “The reason for this is because two Prakarikai agents from your intelligence service telepathically attacked two of my people and dominated them, trying to get them to steal Karinne technology on their behalf.”


“That is a strong accusation,” Anivor said with a growing frown, realizing that they were outside and in public, and Jason had just called him out without so much as a platitude or a warning.


“It is fact, not an accusation,” Jason retorted.  “Here’s a little bit of extra information for you we didn’t release with the rest of the data, High King.  A cyberjack monitors the brainwave patterns of its host and can detect telepathic domination from the change in brainwave patterns after the domination has been seated,” he said artfully.  “The instant my people were attacked, their jacks sounded a silent alarm that warned my security forces, and they responded.  We caught the Prakarikai in the act of trying to receive a crate of biogenic chips from their dominated victims.


“Because of this act of espionage, I hereby rescind my offer of access to Kosigi for shipbuilding,” he continued.  “Your people will be deported to Terra and all Prakarikai assets will be placed in orbit around Terra’s moon for you to collect.   A full and complete inventory of all assets will be made available to you and the process will be monitored by a bonded and licensed Moridon Notary Public who will oversee the return of Prakarikai property, to make sure we return absolutely everything that is yours,” he declared in a strong, seething voice.


“Now hold on, your Grace, surely—“ Anivor said, but Jason cut him off.


“There is only one way you can change my mind, your Majesty,” he said.  “First, you replace every Prakarikai in Kosigi with ones that are not telepathic.  All of them.  Every single one,” he began.  “And every one of them will submit to telepathic inspection to ensure they are not telepathic and they are not agents of your intelligence service.  It was a telepathic Prakarikai that attacked my people, so if you want to stay in Kosigi, you will not have any telepaths there.  None.

“Second, I will hear High Queen Anivan stand before the Confederate Council and read a formal declaration of apology into the council record for this act of espionage,” he said, looking right at her.

If looks could kill, then Jason’s entire family some twenty generations back would have never been born in the first place.


“Third, you sign a formal letter stating that you fully understand that if I ever catch your people doing anything like this again, that a formal state of war will exist between the House of Karinne and the High Kingdom of the Prakarikai,” he added in a cold, nearly dead voice.  “I came here in person to make it very clear to you, your Majesties, that I will not tolerate this kind of behavior.  I seceded from the Imperium because of it, and only my personal relationship with Empress Dahnai saved her from war with the Karinnes.  You will not receive half as much latitude,” he warned, glaring at them through his helmet’s faceplate.  “I have been generous.  I have opened Kosigi to you despite needing to keep Karis a closed system and I provide your people with my technical and logistical professionals, because we must all stand together against the coming of the Syndicate and the next wave of Consortium colonizers.  And against my better judgment, I’m willing to forgive this attack against my house and continue helping you build your navy, because you need us and we need you.

“But my generosity has limits, as does my patience, so let me make this very clear, right here, right now, in your own language and in the simplest of terms that cannot possibly be misconstrued.”  He switched to speaking Prakarikai.  “If I ever catch the Prakarikai trying to conduct espionage against the House of Karinne again, the only warning you’re going to get that your attempt failed is the attack fleet jumping into your system.  I won’t be civil, or honorable, or merciful.  I will jump my fleet here, and I will eradicate you.”

Anivor drew himself up, and Anivan put her hands on her hips and looked about to retort, but Jason turned his back on them and marched right back towards the jumper.  The arrayed Prakarikai lackeys and guards looked at Jason with shock, suspicion, and a little horror as he climbed up the steps and to the hatch, then he turned around and looked at the two angry rulers.  “You have received your only warning, your Majesties.  If you wish to keep building ships in Kosigi, her Majesty will read her apology to the Confederate Council during tomorrow’s scheduled meeting.  If she does not, then you can pick up your people, your equipment, and your ships from Terra at your convenience.  That choice is yours,” he said strongly, then he turned and followed Aya into the jumper.


As soon as the hatch closed, Aya almost broke her face grinning at him after she took off her helmet.  You know how to issue an ultimatum, your Grace, she sent admirably, but sending both privately and quietly, so not even a listener outside the ship would hear her.


I meant every word, he sent openly, and with just enough power that anyone with talent outside the jumper would hear him…which knowing the Prakarikai, was most of them.  Jason did not want Anivan to think that he was joking in any manner, or that the threat was an empty one.  The powerful conviction in his thought made it clear to any telepath that could hear him that he was dead serious.


The jumper took off from the landing pad, and his guards and the additional Tarks started taking off their helmets and standing down.  Pilot, call the Aegis and tell them to be ready to break orbit as soon as we’re aboard.  I don’t care where we go, but we’re not staying here.


Aye, your Grace, the pilot answered.

“Sorry I pulled you girls out of your duties for no reason,” he said aloud to the Tarks.  “But I wasn’t expecting them to meet me at the landing pad.  I figured we’d have to go inside, and I wanted lots of veteran girls around me to deliver that ultimatum in their own throne room.”


“That’s alright, your Grace, you know we love to keep that handsome body of yours safe,” one of them replied with a playful smile.


Back in his stateroom, he got both Miaari and Zaa on holograms, and relayed his very short meeting with the High King and High Queen.  Zaa chuckled huskily when he told them about the ultimatum, and since she was on a flat hologram, he could see the Hearth behind her; she’d taken his call from her private residence, which was a little unusual.  Denfather was visible in the background, reading form a handpanel.  Miaari was in her office, sitting at her desk.  “That was the exact thing you needed to do, cousin,” Zaa told him.  “Only the threat of the Karinnes attacking Prakarika is going to dissuade Anivan in any manner, and even that won’t make her stop.  It will just make her move very, very carefully. “

“Though, Anivan is the kind that will hate you for all time because you are making her humiliate herself before the Confederate Council,” Miaari said thoughtfully, tapping her muzzle.  “You have made an enemy today, Jason, and a vindictive one.”


“I never liked her in the first place,” Jason snorted.  “And I actually don’t really expect her to.  I’ll bet ten credits that she’d rather pull her shipbuilding operation from Kosigi rather than read that apology.”


“That decision is not hers to make,” Zaa said. “Anivor is the one who has control of their navy, as it is considered a domestic affair.  Anivor can force Anivan to read that apology.  He will probably do so.  I have no doubt that he is furious with her right now, and will make her read the apology as punishment.”


“Furious that she got caught more than anything,” Jason grunted.


“True.  But making this very public is the proper course.  The entire Confederation needs to see what will happen if they attempt to steal Karinne secrets.  The object lessons of the Prakarikai and what happened between you and Dahnai should be enough to make them very reluctant to try.”

 Five minutes until jump, Jason, Aya warned him from the door of the stateroom, and then the PA mirrored her warning.


“Alright,” he said aloud, looking in her direction.  “We’re about to jump, so I need to wrap this up.  Mee, go ahead and finish deporting the Prakarikai.  I want them all out of Kosigi by tomorrow morning local time.  Just drop them off at the New York City starport,” he said, which made her grin.  “Dellin should have his plan for getting all of their junk out of Kosigi ready, and if Anivan doesn’t apologize, he’ll be carrying it out.”

“I’ll arrange with the clan to screen the replacements, since I expect them to continue in Kosigi,” she told him.  “No telepaths will be allowed in, as per your orders.”


“Sounds good.”


“I’ll contact Dahnai and tell her about this, and allow her to spread the word through the council unofficially,” Zaa added as Miaari’s hologram vanished.  “That way there are no surprises during tomorrow’s conference.”


“Record it for me, Denmother.”


She chuckled.  “That you will not even be there to witness the apology is both a mercy and a further taunt,” she said lightly.  “Anivan will be relieved she won’t have to face you, but then again, she may feel that you deem her not important enough to face her, which will make her very angry.  She is a very egotistical creature.”


“How she feels does not concern me in the slightest, Denmother.”


“Which will make her even angrier,” she said with a sly smile.  “Enjoy the rest of your trip, cousin.”


“Just the Jun left, and I’m not entire sure how that’s gonna go,” he said as Aya made him sit down in his jump restraints.


“I’m sure you’ll find it quite interesting.  The Jun are an intriguing species,” Zaa said, then her hologram winked out.
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KMS Aegis, orbiting planet Jun-ara (Jun II), Jun system, Jun Republic

This was going to be a first.


Jason tugged a bit at the very uncomfortable uniform he was wearing, an authentic Jun Fatherland Military Academy uniform, which was made of a very stiff fabric not unlike canvas that was dyed a navy blue.  The epaulets held the crest of Karinne like a symbol of rank, and there was a silver tasseled rope that attached to it and looped under his left arm.  Several medals were along the right chest of the jacket, all of them actually correct in military heraldry, for they were the medals awarded to all those who took part in the two battles at Karis against the Consortium.  The pants were flared at the thighs and had a wide black leather-like belt with a silver buckle, and the boots were black, knee high, and polished to a mirrored shine.  The Jun had made the uniform for him to attend the graduation ceremony of this year’s class of new officers, and they’d done their homework with the medals, getting the icons and the color patterns on the ribbons that supported them correct.  It was tradition for the guest of honor at the ceremony wear an honorary Academy uniform, but the uniform itself creeped Jason out just a tiny bit, for it struck a vague resemblance to a Nazi SS uniform in both color and the cut and style of the trousers and boots. The jacket was very different, but the trousers and the boots…they were similar enough for Jason to notice.

But while the Jun showed a similar merciless attitude in some respects to the Nazis of old, they were not Nazis.  They called their home territory the Fatherland, the territory granted to them by their god, but their focus was on defending it, not conquering beyond the borders of their 16 systems.  The Jun were absolutely no threat to anyone who did not try to invade their territory, and never fought a war where they were the instigator.  They had never started a war in their entire history, but they finished them.

Jason would be the first non-Jun in the history of the ancient and prestigious Fatherland Military Academy to serve as the guest of honor.  He would give the commencement speech and would review the cadets as they paraded by the grandstand, armed with pikes and sabers rather than rifles, following the ancient tradition of the Academy.  It had been established back when Jun still used melee weapons, and in this graduation ceremony, they would wield the weapons which were used back then, the pike and the horseman’s cavalry saber.  They wouldn’t wear the old uniforms, but they would carry their pikes and sabers.  For that matter, every Jun officer carried a cavalry saber gifted to him upon graduation as a badge of station, and like the old Samurai, the swords often became heirlooms passed down from generation to generation.  Many of the cadets in the graduating class would be presented with the sabers that belonged to their father before him, and his grandfather before him, and his great-grandfather before him.


This thing is nearly as heavy as formal robes, Jason complained as Dera tugged a bit on his lapels.


I have to protest one more time, Jason.  You should be wearing armor, not this, Aya protested.


I understand your concern, but overruled, he answered.  They’re showing a lot of trust inviting me to their homeworld, and I’m going to honor it by not acting like they’re going to try to kill me.  Zaa’s Kimdori said they’re being sincere, and I trust her operatives.  Besides, you’ll be there, he told her.  The Jun had only allowed the Aegis to come to their homeworld, but they had no problems with Jason bringing as many guards as he wanted with him.  Jason had opted for six, his usual complement, Hara, and Aya.  Palla, have they given me clearance to depart yet?

I was about to call you, Jason.  They gave us a departure time and a course vector for your dropship to follow down to their school.


Good enough, he replied.  When do I leave?


Twenty minutes, she answered.


Plenty of time, I’m dressed and ready to go.  Mostly, he chuckled as Hara adjusted the outer belt on his jacket, which went over his waist.  It had a large and gaudy silver belt buckle with the crest of the Jun Republic etched into it, and was purely decorative, since he had another belt on under the jacket for his trousers.  This Jun uniform is more intricate than we anticipated.

We’re done enough, I suppose.  Let’s go to the landing bay.

Jason went down and boarded a KV-10 Executive Dropship, a small but upscale skimmer class ship used to ferry executives and VIPs around.  It was unarmed but carried strong Teryon shields and had carapace armor, so while it couldn’t shoot at anything, it was heavily armored and would be very hard to shoot down.  His six guards boarded with him, and the two pilots were already in the cockpit, which was open and visible to the passenger compartment.  A Beryan was in the pilot’s chair, sitting on a booster seat, plugging a hardline datafiber into his interface as his Faey copilot sat in the right chair.  “We’ll be leaving right on time, your Grace,” the Beryan said in a confident voice as the hatch closed and the engines started up.  “We have the course programmed into the nav.  It’ll be a 16 minute trip down, and we’ll land on a pad just by their parade grounds.  The Aegis will be keeping a weapons lock on us the entire trip down.”


That was standard procedure.  By locking onto the skimmer, it would allow them to quickly change targets if anything threatened it during its descent, since all their weapons would already be pointing right at that area.


“Sounds good, Lieutenant,” Jason replied as Aya pointed imperiously at his restraints.  He stuck his tongue out at her and buckled his shoulder straps at his chest.  “So, you’re the first Beryan pilot I’ve come across.  When did you graduate OTS?”


“Four months ago, your Grace,” he said easily.  Beryans were not afraid to talk to important people, they were a very smooth-talking race.  “I know that we’re fairly rare, since the Shurai dominate the Alliance Navy in most pilot positions.  Half the reason I’m here is because I wanted to be taken seriously as  a pilot,” he grinned lightly, looking back at Jason.  “I was a transport and cargo pilot in the Alliance Navy, so I’m just picking up where I left off here.”


“Staying in the field or moving to line navigation?”


“I start helm training on the destroyer Sora’s Pride in two days,” he replied, glancing back.  “But I do like piloting the smaller ships.  There’s something more, more intimate about it.”


“What’s your name, Lieutenant?”


“Lieutenant Junior Grade Kerak Gr’vrran, your Grace.”


“How would you like to start your helm training on a prototype line vessel about half the size of a destroyer?  It’s small enough to fit your style, yet still a line vessel.”


“Why, I’d be honored, your Grace,” he said with a sincere smile.


“I think a Beryan would be perfect for it,” Jason told him.


“Then I look forward to helping the KMS test the design,” he said easily.


“You’ll help in more ways than one.  The ships are rather cramped, and you being a Beryan will make it much easier for you.”


He laughed.  “Sometimes being small has its advantages, your Grace,” he said smoothly.


“Startup diagnostics complete, Lieutenant,” his Faey copilot relayed.  “We’re good to go.”


“As usual,” he said easily.  “Aegis control, this is Karinne One, ready for departure on countdown zero.”


“Karinne One, you are cleared to depart at time mark.  Follow programmed flight vector to destination, and maintain gravband contact with control at all times.”

“Understood, control,” he replied as he took hold of the posts to each side of his chair. Those posts were literally there just to give a pilot something to grab to resist trying to fly the ship with his hands.  “Hangar deck boss, I’m turning us around to face the outer doors.”


“You’re cleared,” the hangar’s deck boss answered.  The Beryan showed a light touch on his mental controls as he picked up the skimmer and turned its bow to the open hangar doors, which showed the Terra-like planet Jun-ara on the far side of the airskin shield, taking up the entire view.  There was a fairly large storm system visible out of the cockpit window, creeping across a large continent in the northern hemisphere.  Their destination was on that continent, but well ahead of that storm system.  The Fatherland Military Academy was on the southeast coast of that roughly rectangular continent.   The Academy had to be on the coast because it trained its officers to serve in all military disciplines, from army to old-fashioned waterborne navy to space navy.  One of the tests the cadets had to take to graduate was to sail a two-masted sailing ship from their academy to the capitol city and back, a ship that had no modern technology on it whatsoever, not even refrigerators.  They sailed it as their ancestors once did, honoring their military’s ancient traditions, and from what he’d read, the cadets thoroughly enjoyed it.  Where they were going, it was sunny and warm, with light winds, which would make it a good day to be outside.

Jason chatted with his guards as they waited for their departure time, and then the ship exited the landing bay and started for the planet Jun-ara.  The Beryan proved he was a damned good pilot by bringing the ship down into the atmosphere with barely a shudder in the fuselage, navigating the differing air layers and turbulence with practiced ease. When they neared their destination, Jason went over the itinerary Quord had sent him.  He would first give his speech, then the formal presentation of the officer’s saber would be conducted, where Jason would present each graduate with his officer’s saber, which were all carefully labeled so ancestral heirloom sabers were given to the right cadet.  After the formal presentation of sabers, the school staff and guests would review the cadets as they marched in parade for the staff and the visitors, with the graduates leading the formations of their former fellow cadets.  Afterwards, the now-Grade One Lieutenants would sit down for a dinner in the dining hall with the staff and guests, something of a congratulatory meal, which was always catered to be sumptuous and extravagant, fare the new officers hadn’t had since entering Academy some six years before.  After the dinner, the graduates would be given their initial duty assignments—they wouldn’t know what they were until moments before they boarded transports to go to them—and then they’d board transports and leave to begin their military careers without even a break, which was also Jun military tradition.  They’d have time to celebrate with their families after reporting to their initial duty assignment, where they would be given leave to go home to attend the boisterous graduation parties.

After the dinner, Jason would go on to the Senate building and address the Jun Senate, then he would go straight back to the Aegis and jump to Kirri’arr to talk to the Kirri Council  So, the day was going to be fairly busy, at least for him.

Prime Senator Quord was standing by the pad when the skimmer landed, along with four other members of the Republic Senate, three men and a woman, all of them wearing similar uniforms to the one Jason was wearing.  All attendees to a graduation ceremony wore the Academy uniform.  They all saluted in the Jun fashion when the hatch opened and Jason stood out, tugging a bit on his outer jacket, then he put on the cap and returned the salute.  He shook Quord’s unusual two-thumbed hand when he came down the stairs.  “I’m honored to be here, Prime Senator,” Jason said in the Jun language, downloaded into his gestalt the night before.  Four hours of enunciation practice let him get the unique sounds of their language down to where he at least was understandable.

“The honor is ours, Grand Duke Karinne,” he replied as Jason shook the hand of the next Senator.  “May I present Senators Edrun, Quen, Huel, and Lorit of the Jun Senate. Each has a family member graduating today, and it has long been the privilege of a Senator to be allowed to attend their graduation.”


Jason shook all four of their hands in the Jun style, then adjusted his cap once again.


“You wear the Academy uniform well, your Grace,” the Jun woman, Lorit, noted, looking him up and down.


“I hope to cause no offense to say that it’s not entirely comfortable, but it does look striking,” he chuckled.


“It’s not supposed to be comfortable,” Quord said.  “It’s a constant reminder to all who wear it to never become complacent, for the highest of responsibilities rests on their shoulders.”


Jason gave him a curious look, then nodded.  It did have a certain kind of logic to it.  The Jun were like that, they were a surprisingly subtle people, as well as pragmatic.


“Let us introduce you to the Headmaster of the Academy and the school staff, then we’ll begin the ceremony.”


And it was quite the grand ceremony.  The Jun cadets were young, some just teenagers, but they were highly disciplined, standing in perfect rows before the grandstand.  It began with a nearly ten minute prayer to the Jun god—the Jun were a very religious people—and was followed by Headmaster of the school giving a short speech, praising the graduates for their accomplishments and their devotion to the Republic, then Jason took his place.


“It’s a great honor for me to be allowed to stand before you and address you,” Jason began, putting his hands on the sides of the lectern.  “It is my honor to be the non-Jun to serve as the guest of honor, to present the graduates with your saber, and it is one I take very seriously.


“It’s a sign of change, cadets, both within the Republic and in the sector.  Even beyond it.  As most of you know, invaders from the Andromedan galaxy are coming.  They are coming in large numbers, tens of thousands of warships with hundreds of thousands of soldiers, and the Jun have joined with the other empires in the sector cluster to stand against these invaders together, to match their numbers with our numbers, and to defend the Fatherland from those who would conquer it.  That honor is now yours, graduates of the Fatherland Academy,” he called in a strong voice.  “Today, you will take up the sabers of leadership and stand tall and resolute against the coming armadas of our common enemies, to make them crash against the wall of your fortitude and show them that the Fatherland is a fortress which not even they can breach.  It is a fortress built of the stones of your love for the Fatherland and cemented together with your discipline and your determination.

“But you will not be alone in the defense of the Fatherland, cadets,” he said in a powerful voice.  “The Jun are part of the Confederation of Allied Empires, and now we shall stand with you to protect the divine territory against these barbarians.  And that is how things are changing, cadets.  Some of you might find yourself serving outside of the Fatherland, aboard ships that will join with the other war fleets of the Confederation to sally forth and destroy these invaders before they can threaten the Fatherland, as sacred Jun traditions permit when it is beyond doubt that the Fatherland is under imminent threat.  Make no mistake cadets, that these invaders are a threat.  They are governments that span each half of the galaxy of Andromeda, and their only reason for coming to our galaxy is to conquer us.  Their motives are beyond doubt.  Their savagery is beyond sensibility.  Have no doubts or reservations about this, for it is so plain and so apparent that it has caused the Jun to take the unprecedented step of joining the Confederation.  Your Senators know what monsters they are, and they are taking the precautionary step of allying with your neighbors for mutual protection against these invaders.  In this, we all stand together,” he proclaimed.  “Jun and Grimja, Bari-Bari and Skaa, Verutan and Prakarikai, Faey and Rathii, Colonist and Beryan, Haumda and Jakkan, Stevak and Shio.  We all stand together in common defense of our different traditions and our histories, of our cultures and our sovereignty, we all stand in defiance of the arrogance of these Andromedan invaders who believe that their might gives them the right to conquer others.  We will show them that might is not right, that honor and duty and courage can defeat mere numbers.  They fight to conquer.  We fight to protect, and that gives us a great advantage over them, for we have something far more precious to fight for.  We fight for our families, for our children.  We fight for our homeland and our traditions.  We fight to preserve what is good, where they fight to destroy what they covet, and that is why we will win,” he stated in a powerful voice.  “Stand tall, cadets, and face it with the courage and bravery that is all but legendary throughout the entire sector cluster.  No race who has heard of the Jun doubts your courage and your devotion to the defense of the Fatherland.  Know that you are held in the highest regard far beyond the borders of the divine territory.


“And that’s the unpleasant part,” he said in a less formal voice, smiling a little.  “War is an ugly business that neither the Jun nor the Karinnes undertake without great thought and consideration, but I can say that one good thing has come of the threat of these invaders.  It has given me this unmatched honor, to stand before you and address you, to show you that while you are justified in the defense of the Fatherland, you are not alone.  We stand with you, loyal defenders of the Jun Republic, in more than just the interest of defense against a common foe.  It is my hope that after the Andromedans are vanquished, that an era of peace and understanding blooms between the Jun and your allies in the sector cluster, a golden age of peace and prosperity where all species in the sector cluster work together for the common good.  What brings me to say this to you is this, cadets.  It is my hope that as you serve beyond the divine borders with your Confederate allies, that you listen, and you learn, and you consider.  Talk to your allies.  Come to know them.  Consider their faults and their good qualities, and if you find them worthy, befriend them.  There are many of us beyond the divine borders that wish to be friends with the Jun, and it is my hope that the trial before us, protecting ourselves from a common enemy, brings us all together in an era of peace.  There is nothing more noble to strive for, cadets, than peace.  To me, it is the most beautiful word that can be spoken in any language.  It is the cornerstone of Jun philosophy, to live in peace within the divine borders, and it is my hope that you come to learn that it isn’t only the Jun that seek peace above all things.

“Am I saying that all your allies within the Confederation are as peaceful as the Karinnes? No,” he said, tapping the lectern.  “But that is why I want you to listen, to watch, and to learn.  Learn who shares your love of peace and who does not, and do not be afraid to befriend those that share your desire for peace.  In them, you will find stalwart companions in your quest for peace within the Fatherland.”


He glanced to the side, then stood at attention.  “Cadets, atten-shun!” he barked in a voice that would do a drill sergeant proud.  The 12,000 cadets before him did so in a nearly perfectly uniform movement.  “As is my honor as master of the saber for this ceremony, I call forth those who have earned the sabers of leadership!  As I call your name, step forth and receive your saber!”


There were 556 graduates of the Academy that year, and Jason called every single one of them to the grandstand, where he presented their officer’s saber, saluted, then shook their hands in the Jun manner before they returned to the formation immediately in front of the grandstand, which held the graduating class.  The cadets gave a single barking call and struck the butts of their pikes on the parade ground in unison every time Jason saluted, calling out “Irinjo!” which meant congratulations in the Jun language.  It took nearly two hours for him to present each graduate with his saber, and when they were done, the spectators gallery to the side, filled with parents, siblings, and guests, stood and applauded.  The 30 Jun and Jason on the grandstand then stood and spent another two hours watching as every single cadet in the Academy paraded by, each formation led by a graduate, who saluted with his saber as they passed by the grandstand in review.  After the last formation marched by, holding the first year cadets led by a strikingly handsome Jun woman who held her saber high in salute as she passed by the grandstand, Jason called the formations to attention once again, and gave the final command.  “2,246th class of the Fatherland Military Academy, dis-missed!”

A forest of pike heads and sabers rose into the air as the cadets gave the final ceremonial action of raising their weapons over their heads and screaming at the top of their lungs, much akin to Terran graduates throwing their caps in the air, then the 556 individual formations fell out and the cadets started walking back towards their campus.  Quord stepped up to him as Jason stepped back from the lectern, a slight smile on his face.  “A very short speech,” he noted.


“I’m not one known for listening to myself talk, Prime Senator,” he said, which made the other four Senators and the Headmaster chuckle.


“But an appropriate one,” Quord said.  “You said a great deal with what words you did use, Grand Duke Karinne.”


“Thank you.  Now, I’ve heard that the graduation feast at the Academy is an experience that those lucky enough to attend remember for the rest of their lives,” he said with growing enthusiasm.


Quord smiled.  “They spend months planning it, your Grace, and only the best chefs in the Fatherland may prepare the meal.  Given Terrans and Jun have identical taste in food, I’m sure you will find it exemplary.”


And it was.  It would have done any formal state dinner in any palace proud, with only the finest food prepared by the finest chefs, and all done in appreciation for the 556 new officers that were about to start their military careers.  It showed the dedication the Jun had to their military officers and enlisted.  Soldiers were among the most respected members of Jun society because they devoted their lives to conducting war that all Jun found quite distasteful to protect the rest of their people.  There was a saying in the Academy, we fight so that other Jun do not have to fight, that said almost everything about the self-sacrifice the new officers were demonstrating.  The Jun as a people detested war, hated war, and never wanted to engage in war, so there was real sacrifice for those who served as the permanent military of the Jun Republic.  And the people showed their appreciation for the sacrifice of those who devoted their lives to the defense of their territory by honoring them.

That paradox showed most in Quord.  Like all Senators, he was a graduate of the Academy—military service was a requirement for high political office—and had the Jun mindset about war.  Quord was a highly educated and civilized man with a love of opera and music, and he hated war with a passion, but when the time to came to fight, he would throw every fiber of his being into it to get it over and done with as quickly as possible and return to his more civilized pursuits.  That was how the Jun saw war, as a terrible and disgusting thing, but something that simply had to be done.  And if it must be done, then it would be done right the first time.


It was, quite simply, one of the best meals Jason had ever had.  Jun and Terrans did have identical taste in food, so while he couldn’t identify most of the food on the table, the smells and the tastes reminded him of beef, of chicken, of pork, of tomatoes and beans and peas and beets and many other Terran foods, all prepared with masterful precision.  The nearly 600 people in the dining hall talked and joked and enjoyed themselves immensely, since the graduates had just finished eight years of grueling work to get through Academy.


After the meal, the graduates went right back to duty.  The staff went around and handed each graduate his orders, printed out on paper, that told him or her where to report immediately after the dinner, and it was tradition for a graduate to immediately stand up, salute the Headmaster, and then leave the meal once orders were received.  The class valedictorian was the first to receive her orders, and it was usually to a very good job, since she was first in her class, so it was her honor to be the first graduate to formally begin the first duty assignment.  Jason didn’t stay for all of it, though, since he had an appointment at the Republic Senate.


But they didn’t allow him to leave empty-handed.  As they prepared to leave, the Headmaster presented Jason with his own honorary officer’s saber, a very intricately etched saber, highly decorated and ornate, but the blade was pure Adamantium and it was sharpened to a monomolecular edge.  Though it was meant to be ceremonial, it was a very real weapon.  It was so sharp that the scabbard had to be specially made to hold it, else the blade would slice through the scabbard every time it was drawn.  The scabbard as well was highly ornate, wrapped in black leather with intricate designs gored into the leather, and the crosspiece of the saber held the crest of the House of Karinne on one side and the standard of the Jun on the other.

Jason was quite taken with the saber, and he had it hung on the bulkhead of the skimmer when he flew to address the Senate, changing out of the Academy uniform and into his formal robes.


That address wasn’t much unlike the speech he gave to the cadets.  Jason stood at the podium of the Prime Senator, the man in charge of the Senate, and addressed the 640 members of the Senate, talking about cooperation and the opening of relations between the Jun and the other members of the Confederation, but also advising caution in dealing with some of the other empires, but he also talked about trade, about shipbuilding, and about interdictors, explaining how they worked and how it was his hope they allowed him to install them at their 16 systems before the Syndicate arrived to further protect the Jun home territory from possible attack.  The Jun hadn’t done that yet, since they didn’t want to rely on outside help to move their goods between systems. He then went over the basics of the treaty he had with the Grimja, installing Stargates at hub systems within their territory to streamline the movement of goods and people in their territory.

That was mostly the reason Quord invited him to speak to the Senate, so he could describe the interdictors in person and explain how the Karinnes could help protect their territory, if only they demonstrate a little trust in the Karinnes that all they would do would be to tow Jun freighters around within their territory.  Quord wanted interdictors, but the Senate hadn’t been sold on the idea.  So Quord, being the wily politician he was, brought Jason there to lobby for the idea, allowing the house that invented the interdictors to be there to explain how they worked and answer any question the Senators had.

Jason stood there for nearly four hours after giving his speech, answering questions from the Senators about the interdictors, the supply networks, and even general questions about the Confederation, the Syndicate, the Consortium, and sector cluster politics in general.  While the Jun were isolationist by policy, they knew quite a bit about their neighbors, the Prakarikai, the Grimja, the Farguut, and the Morbods, and they seemed to delve into Jason’s impressions of them, which he answered honestly.  Jason didn’t really know much about the Farguut and the Morbods, but he knew the Grimja and the Prakarikai very well, and he let his opinions of them show in his answers.  The Senators had little doubt that Jason liked the Grimja and didn’t like the Prakarikai after the first response, which seemed to please the Senators quite a bit.


He was fairly tired after the long day when he and his guards boarded his skimmer and returned to the Aegis.  He’d been at the Academy for nearly eight hours and at the Senate for another five.  See, I’m still alive, and I have all my fingers and toes, he told Aya as he flopped down into the seat of the skimmer.  I told you coming here wasn’t worth worrying that much.

It’s my job to worry, she replied calmly as she sat in the seat facing him.  But I admit, the Jun are nothing like what I expected.  Their reputation hides who they really are.


I figured that out the first time I met Quord, he nodded.  Why do you think I’ve been lobbying so hard for them to drop at least a few of their isolationist policies?  They have a lot to offer to the rest of the sector cluster.  And I’m gonna hang that saber on the wall of my office, he sent with pride shimmering through his thought, looking at the ornate weapon in its scabbard.

Just don’t play with it, or you will lose a few fingers, Aya warned with a slight smile.


Back on the Aegis, the guards helped him out of his robes as he talked to Myleena, who was on a flat hologram projected on the wall.  She was at her desk in the 3D warehouse, so they were using BG1.  It was absolutely uninterceptible by anyone but the Kimdori, so Jason had no problems with her calling him from that most secure facility.  However, the call had nothing to do with work, they never talked about 3D operations any way but face to face in a secure area.  “So what did Songa say?” he asked as Ryn and Shen helped remove his outer robe.


“What we suspected.  Siyara’s fully expressed,” she said with a proud smile.  “Yana and Songa helped me with a few exercises I can use to calm her, since it’s a very scary thing for her to sense other minds, and even start teaching her once she gets used to it.  She’ll be like Kyri, babes, able to understand Faey from birth,” she grinned.  “She’ll have a good three months of education before she’s born where she’s literally my captive student, and I’m gonna take advantage of it.”


“Anything understandable?” he asked curiously.


“Not yet, just basic impulses. But I can sense that she’s very smart, babes,” she told him.  “The first time I touched her mind, she remembered how I did it and reached out to me, doing it in a focused manner rather than just untrained flailing.  I’m going to start teaching her the basics of closing her mind and sending once we establish a basic mental vocabulary.”


“And the lording-over is about to begin,” he accused, which made her laugh.


“You bet your ass I’m gonna rub Yana’s face in it,” she replied shamelessly.  “Siyara’s gonna be born with more skill than Kyri had, and more education.”


“Let the girl have a childhood, woman, sheesh,” Jason protested, which made her laugh.  “And remember the limits.  You can’t just start teaching her everything.”


“I already had that long talk with Songa,” she assured him.  “I know where I can go.  Language skills, sending, social interaction, a little basic information about the outside world, so she won’t freak out when she’s born.”

“Good.  So, you both healthy otherwise?”


“Yup,” she replied.


[Ten minutes to jump.  Ten minutes to jump,] the warning came over the local biogenic network.


“Gonna have to wrap it up, hon, we’re gonna be jumping in a bit,” he said.


“Coming home?”


He shook his head.  “I tacked on a return trip to Kirri’arr to talk with the Kirri Council,” he answered.  “Though it’s the middle of the night there right now.  I’ll at least be able to get a little rest before I talk to them.”


“Nice.  I need to get off here anyway, I got tons of stuff to do.  Oh, that reminds me.  I need you here the morning after you get back,” she told him.  “I have stuff.”


“Stuff?”


“Stuff,” she nodded with a smile that told him it was good news.


“I’ll be there,” he answered.


“Cool deal, babes.  See you when you get back,” she said, then her hologram winked out.


I think I’ll have Ryn speak with Myleena, Aya noted mentally.  A mind that young will not be easy to teach, since they don’t have the experience to comprehend subjects that we take for granted.  And given her parents, she might be too powerful for Myleena to easily control if she gets agitated.  Ryn’s training might be useful.


I think that’s a damn good idea, Jason agreed.   You mind, Ryn?

Of course I don’t mind, Jason, she replied, giving him a slightly tart look.


Just checking.  I know what kind of primadonnas you Imperial Guards are.  After all, I’ve seen what goes on behind the gates, he sent teasingly, then laughed when Aya slapped him lightly on the back of his head.


We need to get him back to Karis, Captain, before he has an accident, Ryn noted.


I’ve been thinking the same thing myself, Sergeant, she replied, which made Jason laugh again.  Now get in your jump restraints, your Grace.


But we’re not even at the five minute warning!  I’m not even out of my robes!

Tough, she replied firmly, pushing him down into a jump chair, reaching down, and yanking down the restraints, making him wheeze a bit when they slammed into his ribs.

Oh, is that how it is? Jason sent tauntingly.  Fine.  After we get to Kirri’arr, I demand attendance when I bathe, he told them.  And I want the full package.  Shave, trim, massage, and tamirin serenade while you treat me like the Grand Duke that I am, he sent swaggeringly.


The guards looked at each other, then they all fixed a predatory grin on him.


Keep looking at me like that and I’ll demand conjugal time.  I haven’t slept with my wife or my amu for almost two takirs, and I don’t think I can wait for Jyslin to get here, he sent challengingly.  You’re starting to look sexy in that armor, Aya, and I bet you’ll be much sexier sitting naked on a stool in the bathroom playing your tamirin.

Aya gave him a glare, and when Jason winked at her, she burst into helpless, silent, wheezing laughter.

Despite the joke, they did attend him in the large bathroom attached to his stateroom. Shen and Suri trimmed his hair a bit to get rid of 20 days of growth and gave him a shave before he got into the soaking tub, and they did what attendants do, sat appealingly nude on the edge of the tub with their feet dangling in the water, engaging him in light but brisk conversation.  After a relaxing bath that worked some ten hours or more of running around out of him, Suri treated him to a deep muscle massage, her strong yet gentle fingers working out quite a few knots.  Jason often forgot that they had this kind of training, to attend the Empress, her family, or their charges in their daily needs.  He didn’t have them do things like this often, but he certainly appreciated it when they did. About the only regular service he enjoyed from his guards was that it was Shen that cut his hair for him.  For that matter, she cut the hair of Jyslin, Rann, Shya, Symone, and Tim as well, acting as their personal stylist, and she was very good at it.

And despite the half-hearted threat, one of the guards would sleep with him if he was serious about it.  That too was a service they provided to the Empress’ family and their other charges.  But Jason hoped he never got that desperate, that he’d resort to demanding sex from one of his guards.  He hoped he had a little more self control than that.

[Your Grace, the Moderator is making contact,] one of the comm officers warned.


[It’s not even dawn where she is yet,] he replied.  [Put her through on audio only.]

“Jason,” Krirara’s voice called over the external speaker.


“Krirara.  Please excuse the audio only, but I’m not properly dressed and a touch indisposed at the moment.  I wasn’t expecting you to call.”


“I don’t sleep very much, your Grace,” she replied with a light chuckle.  “And I think you can understand that the fact that you aren’t dressed means very little to a Kirri.”


He laughed.  “I suppose so,” he said, then enabled video.  A hologram of her in her private residence winked into the air before him, as Suri continued to massage his shoulders.

Krirara laughed softly.  “You weren’t kidding when you said you weren’t dressed,” she noted.  “You look very indisposed.”


“I’ve had a very long day, and Suri here is helping me relax.  Terrans and Faey enjoy massage as a means of relaxation.”


“Kirri prefer fur grooming,” she replied.  “If you would, could you arrive at the council building in three kurin?  We have a little business to conduct before we’re ready for you.”

“That’s fine with me, Krirara,” he replied, closing his eyes as Suri went back to work.


“Where is your mate and children?  We have a tour of the council building prepared for them to enjoy while you speak to the council.”


“They’re on the way right now aboard another ship,” he answered.  “Or at least they should be.”


They are.  They’ll be here in about an hour, Suri supplied.


“Suri says they’ll be along in about three quarters of a kurin or so.”


“Good.  I very much like your mate, Jason, and I look forward to meeting your cubs.”


“I’m sure they’re looking forward to it.  They don’t get to do this often.”


“That sounds familiar,” she smiled.  “I will let you get back to your relaxation.  Until we meet.”

“Until we meet,” he mirrored, and her hologram winked out.  I didn’t know you spoke Kirri, you sneaky thing, he noted lightly to Suri.


Oh come now, you think we’d allow a security risk like that? she challenged.  We were inserted with every native language we might encounter on this trip.


Ouch.  I bet you were dizzy for a good hour after that.


We’re used to it, she replied.


Jason was in a light robe and slouched on a couch watching viddy when Jyslin arrived with all his kids and Shya, being herded along by Maya and Vell, who had stowed away to be babysitters.  Jason gave Jyslin a long, deep kiss before greeting the kids, who were animated and excited about the idea of going to an entirely new and mysterious planet.  None of them knew much of anything about Kirri’arr or the Kirri, so it was a major deviation from the “norm” of school, lessons, and the familiar confines of the strip.  How was the jump?


Mercifully short, Jyslin replied as Jason rubbed his nose against Kyri’s, making her giggle.


It wasn’t bad at all, Daddy, she told him.  But Zachy almost threw up.


I got all dizzy, he protested.


You just seem to have bad luck in hyperspace, little man, Jason sent to him compassionately.  I don’t think you’ve had a single good jump yet.


Nope.  I don’t like it, I don’t like it, I don’t like it, he affirmed.


Zach might be a little more sensitive to hyperspace exposure than normal, Aya speculated.  But I’m afraid there’s little we can do about it but limit his jumps and give him anti-nausea medication beforehand.


Usually children don’t jump at all before growing up, but these are special children, Maya smiled down at them.


Just one of the burdens that comes with the title, Jason agreed.  I don’t like jumping either, but you gotta do what you’ve gotta do.  Anyway, we’ve got about three hours before we go down to the planet.  It’s not even dawn yet where we’re going, and the Kirri have to do a few things before we come down.  So, you guys settle in and get something to eat.  I’m going to be a little busy, he declared.  He took Jyslin by the hand, and she laughed in anticipation when he pulled her towards the door leading to the bedroom.


Twenty days of abstinence ended in thoroughly enjoyable fashion, Jason took a shower and just enjoyed some time with his kids, then they all dressed in their formal robes, even Maya and Vell, and climbed onto the KSV-30 in the main hangar bay and headed down to the planet’s surface.  The 17 members of the Kirri Council were standing at the pad waiting when they arrived, and in typical Kirri fashion, they wore neither clothes nor jewelry, making no extra effort to “doll up” for his visit.  That wasn’t the Kirri way.  Jason took Krirara’s wrist and dug his fingernails into her fur in the Kirri greeting when he came down the stairs, then he introduced the Kirri Council to his children, Maya, and Vell.  “Duchess Maya and Duke Vell will be helping Jyslin with the children,” he explained.  “They can be a bit…rambunctious.”

“As is only proper for a child,” Krirara smiled, kneeling down on her odd digitigrade legs and taking Zachary’s wrist.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Zachary Karinne,” she said in a nurturing voice, speaking very good Faey; Krirara had cubs of her own, so it was clear she knew how to talk to children.


“You too, Moderator,” he replied, wincing a bit when she dug her claws into his wrist, but he didn’t flinch.  He then had a Danelle moment.  “This means you have babies, right?” he asked, pointing at her developed breasts.


“Yes it does,” she replied without a hint of discomfort.  “You know much of my people, Zachary.  It flatters me.”


“Are we going to meet them?”


She chuckled.  “My children are teenagers and are currently in boarding school, so I’m afraid not,” she replied with a toothy smile.  “That is also a custom of my people.  When our children enter what you call primary school, they leave the home to get their first taste of independence, living in a boarding school and learning the skills they need to make it on their own.  They return home for three days out of every eleven for rest and recreation, and to spend time with the family.  A weekend I believe you call it.”


“Oh.  That sounds practical.”


“We are a practical people,” she told him with a gentle look.


Fortunately, none of the other kids were quite as potentially tactless as Zach had been, meeting Krirara and the other council members, then they split up.  Jason followed the council into their chambers while aides took his family, Maya, and Vell on a tour of the council building, which was literally also a museum, since it held many artifacts from Kirri history.  The council chambers consisted of a long U-shaped table where the 16 council members sat and a desk on a raised dais where Krirara sat.  Krirara offered her desk to Jason, and she stood beside it when he sat down and looked at the 16 council members.  “Alright, where would you like to begin?” he asked, looking over at Krirara.


“Let us begin with the Syndicate, your Grace,” she replied.  “Several of the council want more information about what is coming.”


That started nearly six hours of constant discussion.  Jason went over the Syndicate and the Consortium in detail, getting access to their computer to pull up images from the Academy public archive to illustrate his points, explaining exactly who they were and what they were doing.  They then discussed the differing motivations between the two empires, their different technologies, and the different tactics they’d use on the Syndicate.  They then talked about how the Confederation and the Karinnes could help the Kirri, as Jason lobbied hard to get them to consider applying for membership, stressing at how it would open the Kirri to the center of the sector cluster and allow them to be more than the most remote and isolated empire in the sector cluster, really on this side of the quadrant.  Krirara had said that the Kirri had much to offer others, and that was correct.  The Kirri had such a surplus of food that it was almost criminal, even more than the Prakarikai, and that food was worth its weight in Neutronium on the galactic markets…if only they could get their crops out of the Kypan Void.  Jason showed them how membership would allow them to gain access to Confederation logistics, to get their goods into the markets, to get a Stargate to link Kirri’arr directly to Terra, to get lucrative deals on heavy metals and the mineral resources they lacked, as well as shipbuilding space within Kosigi for building up their navy.

And Krirara certainly lobbied on his side.  “Look at what they have done for the Rathii,” she said, pointing at a hologram.  “They are now part of the Confederate logistics network.  They are receiving a Stargate at Rathimar to give them direct access to the neutral hub world of Terra, from which the entire sector cluster opens to their trade delegations.  And all they ask for in return is that we do what we should be doing in the first place, fight against these Andromedan invaders, who come here for no reason other than to conquer and enslave all of us.  It is very little to ask in return for such boon,” she said.


“But to do so compromises our independence,” Krivar Krerro said dubiously.  “The Kirri have never entered into any agreement where we might be told what to do by another.  It is against our way.”


Jason had to laugh.  “If you think the Confederation can tell you what to do, might I suggest that you sit in on a council meeting,” he said.  “Trust me, that’s the last thing that’s gonna happen.  Every other empire on the council thinks the same way you do.  The only way the Confederation really exerts its influence on the member empires is when it comes to deploying military resources.  The Confederate Combined Military has command of some of each empire’s military resources, to create a singular military command structure that all member militaries follow, and comprised of flag officers from every empire that forms the main command staff.  Some.  Not all.  Each empire holds back some of its forces for its own use, and dispatches the rest to the CCM.  But right now, there’s really not many ships dispatched to the CCM except for training purposes, since there’s really not much for them to do,” he noted.  “But that’ll change when the Syndicate gets here.  We’ll need every ship we can scrape together to face them.”

“I have read the Articles of Confederation, Krivar,” Krirara told him.  “Nowhere in them does it say that the Confederation has the right to intrude itself into the affairs of its member states.  The Confederation’s purpose it to bring together each empire’s military in common defense, to oppose the Andromedan invaders and provide communal defense for all member states, and to open lines of supply to each empire so they may help one another to build up their individual military forces.  That is why it exists.”


“And what of after the threat passes?” Krohrari Kirkra, council member of the moon of Irkri’arr, asked.  “What happens then?”


“Then the Confederation will dissolve,” Jason replied.  “But it’s my hope that many of the trade agreements currently in place remain after the need for the Confederation is gone, and the transportation network we’re trying to build.  It benefits all empires to have the Stargates linking us together.  It increases trade and encourages peace.  When it’s more profitable to have peace than war, then there will be no war,” he said simply.


“You are a clever male, Grand Duke Karinne,” Krirara said with a smile.


“I’m a peaceful man, Moderator,” he said simply.


“A trait we Kirri can admire,” Krivar said.


The council asked him a whole lot more questions about the Confederation, digging for his insight about not only how it worked, but the political machinations that went on behind the scenes, and he did his best to answer them as honestly as he could without divulging secrets.  But he was honest about the maneuverings of the rulers on the council, and he couldn’t help complaining a bit about the Prakarikai.  The Kirri had no contact with the Prakarikai at all, so it was as much friendly warning as it was him venting.  They broke for lunch and then returned to the council chamber, and spent another two hours discussing the potential ramifications that might come from the Kirri joining the Confederation.  Again, Jason was very honest with them, describing the possible consequences that would come with being a much more involved empire.  In Jason’s opinion, the Kirri had a good thing going with their isolation, at least in some ways, since it distanced them from the ugly politics that happened in the center of the cluster…and primarily around the Imperium.  The Kirri were keenly aware that their vast distance from the center of things was as much an advantage as it was a hindrance, and they’d be trading some of its benefits for some of the headaches that would come with being more involved in things.  The Kirri would suddenly matter in sector politics, and that would invite some attention that they may not appreciate.


Finally, however, they decided to wrap it up.  Jason walked out of the council chambers with the members talking about much less important things.  “How long do you intend to stay, your Grace?” Krirara asked.


“At least a day or two,” he answered.  “If you’ll have us.  I really want to go see some of the places I looked at on those holopics of your planet.  Your world is one of the most beautiful I’ve ever seen when it comes to nature, Moderator.  The Ice River, Longtail Bay, the Sleeping Giants, the Black Moor, Mount Kranhraki, I want to visit all of them.”

“We would be happy to host you, your Grace,” Krirara smiled.  “You have our blessing to remain as long as you wish.  I just hope that you allow some few of us to join you on your tour of our planet’s beauty.”


“I wouldn’t have it any other way, Moderator.”
