Chapter 11

Raira, 6 Oraa, 4401, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Sunday, 19 December 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Raira, 6 Oraa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Foxwood East, Karsa, Karis

He may be home, but his mind was nearly a quadrant away.


Jason was in his home office, leaning back in his chair with his fingertips steepled together, but the reality was his consciousness was all the way over in the R quadrant, merged with Cybi through the tactical gestalt in the basement and joined to the mainframe of the Aegis, which had the flag for the KMS operation about four light years distant from RJ-44.  Jason was connected to the ship via BG1 comm, which allowed a Generation to merge to the Aegis mainframe from Karis.  But he wasn’t making a nuisance of himself.  He did have a hologram of himself, again going Cybi-style and creating a pseudo-representation of himself that hovered next to Palla on the bridge, but he was completely silent and was just observing.  He’d already told Palla that he wasn’t going to involve himself in any way, and for that matter, she had his official permission to completely ignore him if he did decide he knew better than women who trained their whole lives to make those decisions.

The Aegis was commanding over three quarters of the KMS’ active fleet, some 420 ships with another 160 not on the board due to other deployments, scheduled maintenance, or in the case of the destroyer Inji, off the board due to repairs.  The Inji had developed power problems after reaching RJ-44, and it was sent back to Kosigi before the fleet jumped to the ambush point…much to the vociferous objections of the ship’s captain and crew.  They felt they could get the ship repaired before deployment, but Palla had decided that since the destroyer wasn’t absolutely required, to send it back to Kosigi for repair.  One destroyer wasn’t going to make a difference in this fight…not that it was going to be much of a fight. The Hrathari had numbers, but they didn’t have weapons that could penetrate KMS defensive systems, and every weapon the KMS used would damage Hrathari ships.


In reality, the KMS had nearly 700 ships in its inventory, but the 220 not in active service were finished ships sitting in mothball waiting for commission and assignment, the majority of them destroyers.  They were ships that had no crews, since Juma didn’t have crews trained to man them.  Kosigi was cranking out ships so fast that Juma couldn’t put crews together to man them, now that Dellin had so many docks.

A hologram to the side showed the deployment of the fleet and its assets.  The front line was occupied by 3D toys operated by Leamon and Tom, mainly mines.  Behind that first wave were the fighters, gunboats, and Naval attack corvettes, nearly 20,000 small craft arrayed by squadron and by role.  And right in the center and on the front rank were the Ghost Squadron, the KBB, and the Red Warriors, 70 Wolf fighters and Gladiator exomechs.  Behind that line were the line vessels, rows and rows of destroyers and cruisers with the larger ships interspersed among them, but with the largest ships sitting on the rear echelon, the two command ships and the four carriers deployed for this operation, well back and out of harm’s way.

There were two new black Gladiators out there, two new members of the KBB.  Ebri and Kanri had been promoted from the Red Warriors to the KBB because Kyva wanted two more riggers to bring her elite squad up to 10, and had chosen those two based on the many wargames she’d fought against them.  She felt that Ebri and Kanri were the best of the Red Warriors and worked well with the rest of the KBB, so she filched them.  They’d been replaced in the Red Warriors by the best of the regular rigger companies, and much to the surprise of many in the Red Warriors, neither of them were Faey and both were male.  The first was a Shio named Janrey Moonsinger, an infantry officer in the Shio Federated Army before coming to the house and changing PTS to drive a rig, and the other was an Urumi, Krovar Vi’Kax. The two males had distinguished themselves to Sioa over their careers in the rigger corps, and it was Sioa that put them in the Red Warriors.  Those two had just entered a very different world than they were used to in their former Gladiator companies, but they weren’t with the rest of their new outfit.  The Red Warriors not assigned to the Ghost Squadron were attached to other fighter squadrons assigned to defend KMS line vessels from Hrathari missiles and fighters, but the two new Red Warriors didn’t have the same extensive zero-G and free space training as the rest of the company, so they were currently attached to the 141st Exomech Company on the hull of the Iyaneri to serve as defense for the capitol ship.

The original plan was for the entire 40 members of the Red Warriors to attach to the Ghost Squadron, but Justin had asked for only 20, that 50 extra Gladiators were too many for what they had to do.


And because no plan the staff made ignored the possibility of failure, the rest of the forces were deployed around the moon of Janja, mainly the solar collectors, orbital platforms, and Planetary Guard and militia units, to defend the moon just in case the Hrathari somehow managed to get past the fleet.


“Enemy fleet ETA, seven minutes,” one of the sensor officers called, whose duty was to sound off every minute.


“Is the fleet fully deployed?” Palla asked as she leaned forward in her chair, her legs crossed demurely.


“The last fighter squadron just reached its deployment area,” came the response.


“Very well, begin phase two.  Tactical, begin ignition sequence for the GRAF cannon and open the doors.”


“Aye, sir.  Beginning GRAF cannon ignition sequence,” her tactical officer answered.  “Opening the outer doors.”


“GRAF cannon ignition sequence initiated.  T minus six minutes until primary couplers are engaged,” another officer declared in a loud voice.


“Recoil absorption system online.”


“Engine compensators online.”

“Power distribution system online.”


“All weapons on GRAF standby,” Palla called.


“All automated weapons are online and ready, Captain,” Tom called from his and Leamon’s post on the bridge, just beside the engineering liaison station.  “The instant the Hrathari drop into normal space, they’ll attack automatically.”


“Then that will be the signal to the rest of the fleet,” she nodded.  “Send that down to all ship, comm two, begin the attack as soon as the automated weaponry activates.  Comm five, send our firing arcs down to the fighters so they don’t get into the GRAF blast area.  Is the Iyaneri on schedule?”


“Yes sir, its GRAF cannon is in ignition sequence right now.”


“Then we’re prepared.  We only need the Hrathari to arrive,” she declared.


Jason stayed close to Palla’s chair and remained silent as he watched the bridge crew operate.  They were coordinating with the entire fleet, getting everyone where they needed to be and sending down the orders to tell them what to do, which was why a command ship’s bridge looked more like a huge office than the bridge of a ship.  Dozens of controllers sat at stations throughout the bridge as ship operations operated from stations in the central area, with tactical, engineering, comm, and navigation clustered around Palla’s command chair.  A hologram of Haema appeared in front of Palla, the captain of the other command ship in her own chair as KMS personnel bustled about behind her.  “We’re all ready on this side, Palla,” she said.

“We’ll initiate the attack on the activation of the automated weaponry,” she nodded.  “Tom tells me it will activate automatically when the Hrathari drop into normal space.”


“We’ll be ready.”


“Hrathari fleet ETA, five minutes.  Five minutes,” the countdown officer barked loudly.


There was little to do for those five minutes but wait.  On ships and in cockpits up and down the line, KMS sailors, pilots, and riggers waited for the Hrathari fleet, which most of them couldn’t see.  But Jason and the bridge crew on every ship could, since a hologram of its position was displayed on every bridge up and down the line.  Jason watched as the enemy fleet entered the neck formed by the interdictors, which closed behind that fleet in a bit of brilliantly precise mathematics, causing the neck to close at its end and come up behind the enemy fleet as it advanced, but would overtake the fleet at exactly the point where they were waiting for them.

“Thirty seconds,” the countdown officer called.


“GRAF cannon is online, captain,” the tactical officer called.


“Charge to 20% and prepare to fire,” she ordered.  “Target our predetermined firing arc.  After the initial shot, set cycle sequence to 5% and engage GRAF cycle protocols.  Target at your discretion, Commander,” she told her tactical officer.  “Set the threshold at 1,000 kathra.”

“Aye sir, charging to 20%.”  The tactical officer’s voice then called over shipwide intercom.  “Prepare for GRAF recoil!  GRAF cannon about to fire at 20%!  Prepare for GRAF recoil!”


Palla locked her leg restraints from the arms of her chair, and Jason had his hologram lean down and put a phantom hand over the forearm vambrace of her armor.  “Good luck,” he said quietly to her.


She smiled up at him.  “We don’t need luck for this one, your Grace.  Now stop distracting me.”


He had to laugh, but he did dissolve his hologram and retreated into a construct he’d placed in the Aegis mainframe, built to look like his work office.  He was sitting behind the desk with dozens of floating flat holograms arrayed before him, showing camera views, graphs, tactical maps, everything being fed to the Aegis computer from the assorted telemetries and data coming in from every ship in the fleet.


It gave him the perfect vantage point.  He moved a real-time view of the space before the fleet in front of him just in time to see 1,000 Hrathari warships drop out of hyperspace, when the interdiction effect caught up to them from behind and overtook them.  They were a mix of ships, from frigate-sized ships up to ships a bit larger than a KMS battleship, and there was no doubt in Jason’s mind that the crews of those ships were more than a little surprised.  They’d come out of hyperspace 1.2 seconds before they were supposed to, which most of them wouldn’t notice, but they were staring down a fleet half their size that they hadn’t been told would be there waiting for them.

And the KMS didn’t give them time to figure things out.  Almost instantly, several thousand pyramid-shaped objects lanced forward, accelerating geometrically, and Jason almost winced out of reflex when the image was saturated with light.  Thousands of explosions spread out across the enemy formations as the small mines did their jobs, striking the ships and exploding.  Dozens of Hrathari ships had their lights flicker out and many of them were driven backwards by the explosive force of the mine attack, knocked out of the fight before they really even had any idea what the fuck just happened.  Jason could only imagine the chaos on those ships at that moment, as crew who hadn’t been expecting combat found themselves on ships taking heavy damage.  Of the 1,000 ships in the enemy fleet, 146 were knocked out by the mine blitz, either destroyed or damaged to the point where they had no power.  That was nearly 15% of their fleet.

Then came the inevitable display of overwhelming firepower.  In unison, both flagships fired their GRAF cannons, and they were pre-aimed to strike two of the support battleships around the command ship, to help clear the way for the fighters and destroyers to reach their target.  The Hrathari ships were struck bow-on by the incandescent twin bars of blazing light, then they shattered as the kinetic energy transferred into the ship’s structures and tore the rest of the ships that the beams didn’t envelop apart from the power of the blow.  Both ships struck were blasted backwards by the impact, and as the bars winked out, nothing but twisting wreckage and debris careened back towards Hrathari space.

And that was the signal.  In one simultaneous wave, the small attack craft surged forward.  Wolf fighters, gunboats, and corvettes streaked in behind the mines, and the crews on those Hrathari ships saw them coming after the fires of the explosions cleared.  A second wave of explosions erupted up and down the Hrathari line as the attack craft got in range and opened fire, pulse blasts and missiles pounding into the ships even as they started to react, shields coming up and several of them starting to fire back.  White streaks of phased ion energy lashed out from ships behind the initial line, those who hadn’t taken most of the brunt of the mine attack, but they hit nothing but empty space as the nimble attack craft evaded their fire.  Hrathari fighters started to pour out of their larger ships as Jason checked the raw data, and saw that Navii had been almost exactly correct.  20.3% of the enemy fleet had been destroyed or disabled before they even started raising their shields.


But the Hrathari weren’t cowards.  Missiles screamed out of their formations as more and more fighters got into space, and the remaining ships moved with speed and coordination to tighten up around the damaged or destroyed ships so the ships could support one another.  Hrathari fighters engaged Wolf fighters, gunboats, and corvettes between the enemy ships as batteries on the ships shot at the fighters, but it was like flies attacking a bull.  Jason saw a Wolf take a direct hit from a Hrathari cruiser’s heavy ion cannon, and while it brought down the fighter’s shields, it did nothing to the fighter itself.   The fighter turned on the ship that had shot it and opened up with its pulse weapons, which struck the ship’s shields and sent ripples of visible energy rippling in a sphere around it.  The fighter kept firing, and Jason saw that lone fighter bring down the cruiser’s shields, overloading them from the sheer energy that the pulse blasts forced the shields to dissipate.  Just as Juma predicted, Hrathari phased shields stopped pulse weapons, but couldn’t stand up to them for very long for the same reason Teryon shields couldn’t hold up long against an MPAC.  That fighter had enough power in its pulse weapons to overload the cruiser’s shields, and that one image demonstrated with stark clarity the technological difference between the two opposing navies.  Twin cascades of fiery explosions raked across the belly of the Hrathari cruiser as the Wolf fighter slipped under it, its pulse weapons blazing, and it did so much damage that the cruiser’s lights flickered out and it began to list to port.

Jason flash-scanned a missile seconds before it reached a Wolf, and almost frowned at the result.  The warhead was an unstable ion core, a weapon not meant to blow big holes in ships or blow them up, but to disable their power systems by creating an ion surge effect….and plasma systems were as vulnerable to ion surge attacks as were the ion systems the warhead was designed to attack.  The Wolf must have scanned it in time as well, for one of its drones shot the missile down even as it evaded, then the Wolf wove back and blew up the Hrathari fighter with a single burst form its pulse weapons.


Those missiles posed a threat, and he was relieved to see that that information had already been filtered down to the fleet.


Voice reports came in from fighter crews.  The Hrathari had both telepathic and non-telepathic pilots in its fighters, and the wizzos were engaging in telepathic combat with the enemy…and no doubt the Hrathari were a bit shocked to find that every single enemy mind they could sense was talented, and so well trained that they couldn’t dominate them.  The wizzos were reporting that sufficient numbers of Hrathari talents in the ships made dominating ship crews to do damage problematic.  They clearly had experience battling against enemies that employed talent on the battlefield.


The Hrathari knew how to fight against telepaths, and knew how to employ them themselves.  That was useful information.

Then the destroyers were there.  Those shields did nothing against the particle beam projectors the destroyers unleashed, and the Hrathari lines just wilted as the destroyers lanced right into the enemy formation.  The destroyers went right through the Hrathari fleet, slicing ships apart left and right as the Hrathari seemed momentarily stunned, since their ships didn’t react.  Jason saw the Ghost Squadron and the exomechs race into the holes created by the firing of the GRAF cannons, saw fighters scramble out of the way just before two more GRAF blasts rampaged across the empty space between the two command ships and their targets, two more Hrathari battleships.  They were firing the cannons only at about 5% power, he saw, now in cycle mode, but 5% was more than enough to kill an enemy ship with one hit.


The Hrathari fleet began to turn.  Scans showed that they were powering up their FTL drives.

They were going to try to retreat.


That was a wise move.  In barely a minute, they’d lost nearly 35% of their fleet and they were losing a ship every four seconds.  Their weapons were completely ineffective against KMS shields and armor, and KMS weapons were tearing through them like they were made of balsa wood. Fighters were destroying their line vessels, and every single enemy they faced had talent, stripping their telepaths of the ability to utilize telepathy as a weapon.  They were outgunned and outclassed, and the Hrathari commander had the wisdom to know when to retreat.


But the KMS wasn’t going to give all of them the chance to flee.  The entire fleet screamed forward at flank speed even as the Hrathari ships began to turn, because they only had 38 seconds before the FTL drives achieved enough power to transit the ships into FTL mode, which would let them escape despite the interdictors.  The Ghost Squadron and its supporting exomechs danced through enemy fire with destroyers and cruisers right behind it, but it was behind the Hrathari flagship that had Jason’s attention.  The KMS Javelin decloaked behind the enemy command ship and almost immediately fired its particle beam, and it fired it as a pinpoint strike, not raking the beam across the enemy ship.  Done that way, the particle beam acted almost like a bullet from a conventional Terran gun, penetrating into the enemy ship.  The frigate had detailed scans of the enemy ship, so it knew exactly where and how to hit the command ship to do what it wanted to do, and its cloak allowed it to get into firing position and take careful aim before taking the shot.


The white stream of the particle beam punched into the aft top quarter of the Hrathari battleship, and almost immediately, all its lights flickered out.


The Javelin had severed their primary power feeds without damaging any important systems, a weakness in the battleship’s design that KMS military engineers had discovered after analyzing scans of it.  They’d be able to get auxiliary power back on, but it would take them critical moments to do it, and that was all the time that the KMS would need.

The Javelin turned away from the command ship as a blitz of ion blasts and missiles lashed out in its direction, the sleek, agile frigate evading the missiles while taking several hits from the ion weapons, its shields flickering in and out of visibility.  And exactly 12 seconds after decloaking, the frigate shimmered and vanished from view, becoming only a featureless black silhouette against the stars behind it, nearly invisible to the naked eye and completely invisible to 98% of known scanners and sensors.  And just as Navii had predicted, that reduced the incoming fire on the Ghost Squadron, the KBB, the Red Warriors, and their four attack corvettes, allowing them to get within range of the enemy battleship.  They spread out as if choreographed and attacked the battleship with very precise strikes, constrained single shots of pulse weapons striking missile launching nodes and gunports, very quickly disabling the ship’s ability to fire on enemies once it got its main power back online.

Jason watched as the organized lines dissolved into a complete brawl.  KMS vessels managed to get right into the midst of the Hrathari ships, and they unloaded on them, trying to prevent them from escaping as the Hrathari ships fired only sporadically at the KMS, much more intent on escaping than they were fighting.  The KMS ships were doing anything they could to prevent those ships from escaping, the movement of every ship coordinated carefully from the bridge of the Aegis to ensure that no Hrathari ship was unharassed.  The Hrathari ships started to accelerate, trying to outrun the KMS ships while they waited for their FTL drives to power up, but they found out to their dismay that Karinne gravometric engines were just as fast as their trans-light drives were when used in sublight mode.  More and more Hrathari ships were knocked out, their power down, raging fires burning from gaping holes in their hulls.

Palla began broadcasting the order to surrender over Hrathari tachyon frequencies, even as the destroyers Veriven, Dauntless, and Jeza’s Hammer reached the enemy battleship.  They snared it in towing beams and reversed engines, slowly started dragging it out of its broken formation, pulling it towards the four cruisers coming up behind them.  Ten different jumpers launched from the four cruisers and attached themselves to the hull of the Hrathari battleship as Kyva and four members of the KBB blew a hole in the main landing bay’s closed blast doors and entered—not on the battle plan, that was Kyva just being Kyva—with four more red Gladiators entering just behind them.


A whole lot happened in those 38 seconds, but the Hrathari ships finally managed to power up their trans-light drives, which they had to power down to sublight mode to use their jump engines.  Jason watched as 106 Hrathari ships managed to escape, vanishing in a bright flash of white light as they achieved light hyper-modulation and accelerated far beyond the speed of light in the blink of an eye, escaping back towards the RK sector.  They escaped in staggered order, each ship achieving full power on its drive and activating it, but most of their compatriots hadn’t been so lucky.  Most of them had been damaged by KMS attacks, with some 528 Hrathari ships totally destroyed and a further 366 disabled but still more or less intact, fires raging around gaping wounds in their grayish hulls.

But the battle wasn’t over.  Jason picked up feeds from Marines and Tarks inside the enemy battleship as they boarded it and engaged the Hrathari crew in combat, trying to take the ship.  The Hrathari were wolf-like and fairly tall and stout, and they moved very quickly, but they weren’t wearing full-body armor.  Their dedicated security forces were wearing armor plated uniforms, but they found that they had the same problems that their ships and fighters did.  Their ion rifles couldn’t penetrate Crusader armor, and their military telepaths couldn’t use their talent against a boarding party whose every member was a well-trained telepath.  The fact that they had mindstrikers among them told Jason that they were versed in fighting other telepaths, but they weren’t ready for the Faey, who had been fighting against other telepaths for thousands of years…mainly each other.   The Faey mindstrikers on the boarding teams shut down the Hrathari telepaths in short order, and once they were knocked out of the fight, the non-talented members of the enemy crew had no protection against the boarding party.  The fights at the four breach points in the battleship ended quickly when the Faey mindstrikers took out the resistance with talent, putting them all to sleep and leaving them laying on the deck as they advanced, pausing only to take their rifles but otherwise just leaving them where they lay.


It only took the boarding party 12 minutes to secure complete control of the Hrathari command ship and capture the task force commander, a frightened-looking gray-furred Hrathari wearing a gaudy uniform with tons of medals.


And with the capture of the flagship, almost wholly intact, the battle was over.  The remaining Hrathari in the disabled vessels surrendered on order of their task force commander, or surrendered because they had no life support, and the KMS began rounding up the survivors off their damaged ships, more or less rescuing them.


That was the easy part.  Jason brought up an initial list of damages and casualties, and that made him smile.


Moderate damage to 12 destroyers, light damage to 24 destroyers, 14 cruisers, and one tactical battleship.  141 damaged Wolf fighters, most of them with their power systems blown out from repeated ion weapon strikes or hits from ion core missiles, 14 damaged Gladiators with the same problem, power loss due to ion disruption of plasma flow.  66 injuries ranging from light to moderate, most of which with electrocution and energy burns from exposure to high-saturation ion energy, enough to cause electrical conduction in their armor that went through the gel backing.

Number of fatalities:  0.


And that was the number Jason wanted to see the most, though it was not a number he was going to see again for a long, long time.

Karinne technology prevented a single KMS soldier or sailor from losing her life in the fight, mainly because Hrathari ion weapons couldn’t penetrate Neutronium armor.  It caused quite a few energy burns on his girls from ion surges hitting their armor, but no fatalities.  It had gone down almost exactly as Navii had predicted.

“Begin recovery operations,” Palla called from the bridge. “All fighters and exomechs return to your ships.  Launch the rescue craft to pick up our damaged fighters.  Begin evacuating Hrathari off the damaged ships.  Bring in the tugs and support craft, start towing the damaged Hrathari ships back to RJ-44 for inspection, and begin detailed sensor sweeps of the damaged Hrathari ships.  Upload all logs to central command, and stand down from battle stations.”

Jason disengaged himself from the Aegis mainframe with a great deal of relief, opening his eyes in the darkness of his office, the only light in the room emanating from Cybi’s hologram.  She was sitting on the edge of his desk facing him, and she also looked relieved.  [That was almost exactly as Navii predicted,] she communed.


[Except the part where they broke and ran earlier than she expected,] he answered.  [But I’m glad they did, it just saved lives on their side.  I hated to do that to them, but this is one of those cases where it had to be done.  Those Hrathari just saved tens of thousands of other Hrathari from dying later on.  The Hrathari dictator now knows beyond any shadow of a doubt that going to war with us is insanity.]


[But you presume that he has the mind of a rational being, Jason,] Cybi warned.  [Sometimes, especially in a brutal authoritarian like this, rationality rarely figures into their decisions.]


[Well, he’ll lose his empire if he pushes it, that should motivate him to stop thinking with his dick.]


[You would interfere in the government of another?]


[If he declares war on us again, I’ll send the Javelin to his front door and let him meet its particle beam,] he replied pugnaciously.  [As far as I’m concerned, the war will be with him, not his empire, so I see nothing wrong with killing the idiot that’s getting everyone else killed because he’s an idiot.]

[Surgical,] she noted with a slight smile, her thought betraying her amusement.  [I’ll begin analysis of the data from the logs, and see if there’s anything else about their ships and tactics that might be of use to Myri.]


[Thanks hon.  Myleena,] he called across the strip.


[What?  I was asleep you know.]


[You told me to wake you up when it was over.  Well, it’s over.  The Hrathari command ship should be in Kosigi in about three hours, if they stick to the plan Navii set for the fleet after the battle.]


[Awesome.  I’ll head to Kosigi and get everything ready so we can start the initial inspection.]


[Good, because I’m going back to bed.]


[Isn’t Jyslin and Symone over on the island?]


[Yeah.]


[Poor baby, sleeping all by his widdle self,] Myleena teased.  [Whatever will you do with no pussy to keep your cock warm?]

[Push off, bitch,] he retorted, which made her laugh through communion.


Cybi gave him a light look before she dissolved her hologram, but not before she turned the lights on in his office.  Jason was indeed alone in the house, and he was completely alone.  Ayama and Surin were taking a three day vacation and his family was over at Dahnai’s, and the guards didn’t come into the house at night except during their inspection rounds, which left the house strangely empty.  There was almost always someone in the house, be it someone in the family or Ayama or Surin or the guards, and the house took on a nearly eerie feel to know that he was the only one in it.  Not eerie in a frightening way, just eerie in a way that made him feel unsettled.

It gave him time for quiet introspection, at himself and his recent decisions.  Dahnai was right about one thing, that him not giving the Hrathari the chance to back off was not how he would have done it just a year ago.  The war with the Consortium, the coming of the Syndicate, they had changed him, maybe hardened him a little bit.  True, he’d been very worried about the women and men he had ordered into battle, and nothing had made him happier than to see that zero when it came to KMS fatalities, but a year ago, he’d have tried a diplomatic solution to the problem first.  A year ago, he would have allowed the Hrathari emperor to try his extortion a second time before doing something about it.  The last year had taught him a whole lot about the reality that sometimes force was the first and best choice to solve a problem, so long as it was exerted with careful restraint.

A year ago, the other side of that fatality column would have concerned him a whole lot more than it had today, the number of Hrathari that had died in the beatdown.  And that had been a significant number, some 8,000 by initial estimation given the number of ships completely destroyed and the average crew complement per ship.  He did feel some responsibility for their deaths, but not too much.  They had started it, and he was being honest when he said that the sacrifice of the Hrathari sailors today would save far more Hrathari in the future.  Jason didn’t have to like it, but it was a fact.


Koiri Karinne.  Stark were the lessons that she had taught him, reaching out from 1,300 years in the past to remind him the price that would come with the idea that their technology and their abilities made them better than everyone else.  He could celebrate the victory, but he had to keep in mind that that victory had come at a price, a price of Hrathari dead, and that it could come with the price of his own soul if he got too used to the idea of celebrating the victories of his armed forces.  As he told Maer months ago, one of his jobs was to protect the house from itself.  Well, he’d better remember that protecting the house from itself included protecting himself from hubris.


He had to remember that with pride came arrogance, and with arrogance could come monstrosity.


[Yeri,] he called from his bed.


[Yes, Jason?]


[It’s time for you to go to work,] he told her.  [Inform the Hrathari that all their damaged ships will be returned to a place near the closest Hrathari system to RJ-44 where they can come pick them up in three standard days, except for the command ship we captured.  We claim that ship as spoils of war.  Tell them that uninjured Hrathari will be returned along with their ships, but all injured Hrathari will be returned to full health before we send them back.  I’m going to tell Songa that no Hrathari returns to their Dominion any less that completely whole.  And finally, tell the Hrathari Emperor that a peace treaty will be on his desk in one standard day.  Make it very simple, Yeri.  No conditions or reparations offered or accepted.  Just simple peace.]


[He’d be a fool not to sign it,] Yeri noted clinically.  [What do we do if he doesn’t?]

[We’ll get to that point when it comes around,] he replied.  [Since I doubt he knows what happened yet, include some footage of how one-sided the battle was with your missive, and tell him we’re more than willing to wait for him to get confirmation from what’s left of his fleet as to what happened before he signs the peace treaty.]

[Alright.]


[I’m going back to bed, so just send the reports to my inbox.]


[Okay then, Jayce.  Do you still plan on going to Janja in the morning?]

[Yup, much to Aya’s intense displeasure,] he replied dryly.  [I intend to talk to the Hrathari commander myself before Miaari gets her claws on him. I figure he’ll talk to his Emperor personally after we send him back, so I want him to take back the message I’m sending where I’m sure it’ll reach the Emperor’s ears.]


[Wise,] Yeri chuckled.  [I’ll be on Janja myself. Lunch?]


[It’s a date,] he affirmed.  [Sleep well.]

Jason disengaged from the biogenic network and blew out his breath.  That was that, and now he could go to sleep relieved more than anything else, relieved that his decisions hadn’t gotten anyone he cared about killed today.


Any day he could say that was a good day, anymore.


Commandant Admiral Gravrith was a very tall, fit Hrathari.  He had dusky gray fur with a white ruff, and he looked both fierce and mature at the same time.  He wore a very gaudy dark red uniform, nearly the color of Terran blood, with a virtual carpet of silver and gold medals on both sides of the polished chrome-like buttons that went up the middle of his jacket.  He was also shell-shocked.

That was a good explanation of it.  His eyes looked haunted, nearly vacant, and he did whatever he was told by whoever told him.  He was meek and compliant, sitting in one of the small conference rooms in the diplomatic building they’d built on Janja for the conference.  There were four Marine guards in there with him, but in reality, they could have left him alone in the room with the door unlocked and told him to just stay in his chair, and he’d have sat there until he died of dehydration.


The lightest touches on his mind showed that it was no act, but that touch required actual effort.  These Hrathari had naturally closed minds, even though the Admiral himself was not a telepath.  The entire race seemed to have a natural passive defense against telepathy that made their minds naturally closed.  So Jason had to actively engage the Admiral’s mind to assess his mental state, very nearly attack him to hear his surface thoughts, but once he got that access, he saw that the Admiral’s doe-eyed demeanor was no act.  He was nearly dazed, stunned, overwhelmed by what had happened to his ship and to his fleet.  In his many years of fighting for the Dominion, he had never had anything like that happen before, seen the ships in his fleet fall like dominoes, see his grand and mighty fleet eradicated so swiftly, so abruptly.  He had never seen a lone fighter destroy a Hrathari battle cruiser.  He had never fathomed that there could be others out there with ships so powerful, so fearsome, that it made the might of the Hrathari Dominion look like a termite mound beset upon by a swarm of starving anteaters.  The perceived invulnerability of his homeland had been destroyed in the blink of an eye, and his mind just hadn’t been able to handle it.


Reality had crashed down on Commandant Admiral Gravrith, and his mind hadn’t caught up to it yet.


Aya herself walked in behind Jason as he entered the room.  Jason was wearing armor but not his helmet, a nod to Aya’s security precautions, armor with a tactical gestalt in it and with the house crest emblazoned upon the chest with the house colors trimming the armor.  The armor marked him as important to anyone who looked at him without understanding Karinne heraldry, but the admiral just stared blankly at him.  Jason sat on the other side of the table at which the tall, burly Hrathari was seated, turning the chair around and sitting with his hands resting on the back.  “Good afternoon, Admiral,” Jason said in the Hrathari language.  “I am the Grand Duke Jason Karinne, ruler of the House of Karinne.”


That made the admiral blink, staring at him woodenly.  Then a glimmer of comprehension flickered in his amber eyes.  “Your Grace,” he said in a fearful voice.


“I’m here to explain to you what’s about to happen, and to give you a message to relay to your Emperor when you are returned home,” he began, leaning on the back of the chair a bit.  “And since it’s coming directly from me, you will know that it’s the truth.


“Firstly, be assured that all of your Naval crewmen who survived the battle are being well tended,” he began.  “You will be allowed to tour the mobile medical facility we’ve set up to treat the wounded, and the rest are being billeted in modular barracks units we’ve brought in.  We’re holding them here for 31 Hrathari edoi while we organize the logistics and warn your people of our intentions,” he said, using their time measurements, “then they’ll be returned to the Dominion, along with all of the ships we’ve captured except for one.  That one ship we claim as spoils of war,” he declared strongly.  “We will be keeping the seriously wounded here on this moon until they are fully healed, however.  It has long been the custom of my people that all injuries are healed after a battle, and not a single Hrathari will leave this moon unless he is well and whole.  Those who have lost limbs will have those limbs replaced using our medical technology, and those will probably be the ones who stay here the longest.  It will take approximately 23 Hrathari days for them to undergo limb replacement.


“Secondly, we’re not holding you here or in isolation.  You will meet with Handmaiden Miaari, an intelligence expert who will debrief you, and then you will be released to the prisoners’ barracks to be with your men.  They’ll need your leadership, and your presence will give them reassurance.”

“So it’s to be interrogation, then?” he asked with a little steel in his voice.


Jason laughed.  “To be brutally honest, there’s little you know we care about, Admiral.  Your technology is vastly inferior, and we honestly don’t care about your fleet size or dispensation.  You are no threat to us, and you never were,” he said calmly.  “Handmaiden Miaari’s questions will be more about Hrathari leisure activities than fleet sizes.  She is also of a canoid species, and she’s curious to see how similar your species is to hers in certain areas.  So don’t worry about betraying any Hrathari secrets to us, Admiral.  We don’t care about them.

“Thirdly, you will carry a message back to your Emperor from me, and it’s a very simple one, Admiral.  The next time the Hrathari attacks the House of Karinne, we will not attack Hrathari planets or fleets, we will attack the Hrathari Emperor.  We have ships that your sensors can’t detect, and I can park one directly over the Imperial Palace on Hrathar within ten minutes.  He’ll never see it coming, and he’ll never know what hit him.  You tell him that the next time he attacks the House of Karinne, we won’t fight his ships, we will come after him.  Can you remember that?”


The admiral looked at him with haunted eyes.  “I…I wish to have asylum!” he blurted, his hands shaking.


“What?”


“Do you know what the Emperor will do to me when I return?” he asked in a nearly hysterical voice.  “It was my command, and the punishment for such an utter failure will be levied against me!  He won’t care that we never had a chance!  I don’t want to go back!  I don’t want to die!” he nearly screamed, his eyes wild.


Jason looked at Aya, who returned his gaze with a calm, measured expression.  “I didn’t expect you to want to stay.”


“I want to live, and that means that I can’t go back!” he answered.

“Well…I’ll have to discuss the matter with Secretary Yeri,” he said hesitantly.  “If you don’t want to go back, that’s fine.  It’s not our place to force you to go back.  But to be honest, I’m not sure where you can go,” he said honestly.


Terra, Aya noted.


“Actually, yeah, Terra,” he agreed with a nod.  “But that would be a one way trip, Admiral.  If you don’t return to the Dominion, you can never go back later, even if you change your mind.”

“I can never go back as it is!” he said, his eyes darting about.  “The Emperor executes commanders who fail!”


“Alright then, I’ll talk to Yeri about granting you asylum,” Jason said as he stood up.  “We can send you to Terra, which is a neutral planet in our home sector that acts as a trade hub and neutral meeting place for multiple empires.  In the meantime, Miaari wishes to talk to you.”


Well, that’s not entirely shocking, Aya told him as they walked out, where the admiral looked much more relaxed, almost relieved.


It is to me, that someone that high-ranking would ask for asylum, he answered.  It does pose an interesting question, though  How many others would stay if we offered?

You’re going to?


May as well, just not directly, he replied.  I get the feeling that anyone who stays will get his family in big trouble back in the Dominion.  And the Hrathari know who survived, so those that go back will tell their superiors who decided to stay behind.  That might cause some retribution.  That’s the way assholes like the Hrathari Emperor work.


Maybe we should send the Javelin to Hrathar, Aya proposed dryly.


Much as I’d like to, we’re not in the business of being the galactic police, Aya, he answered.  Eliminating a ruler we don’t like just because we don’t like him goes against the tenets of the house.  Besides, it sets a bad precedent.  I would be so tempted to do that to Anivan, I’d never be able to look her in the face again.

Aya smiled rakishly.  I know, Jason, I was just being facetious.


Sometimes it’s hard to tell with you, woman, he replied lightly as they approached Miaari.  “The Admiral asked for asylum, Mee,” he told her.


“I’m not surprised.  My discussions with the enlisted paint a very ugly picture of the Dominion,” she replied, clicking her teeth together.  “Many of them fear reprisal upon their return for their failure.  We can send him to Terra.”


Jason nodded.  “That’s what Aya suggested, and it’s a good one.  I’m sure he can find a job.”


“What about the others?”


“I think we can quietly offer them asylum,” he replied.  “Somehow I get the feeling that the families of those that refuse to go back may take the brunt of it once the Dominion knows who defected.  And since we have all the enlisted in the same barracks compound, they know who lived and who didn’t.”


“Stop thinking like a Terran, Jason, and think like a Karinne,” she chuckled.  “We can solve that problem.  Your telepaths can edit their memories so they believe that whoever stays was killed in the battle.”


“I…I guess we could,” he grunted.  “I don’t like using telepathy like that, but I think this would be an acceptable use of telepathy against the will of the victim, if only to save the families of those that stay.  That might be tricky, though.  The Hrathari have closed minds.  I’ve never seen a race with natural resistance to telepathy that wasn’t insectoid, Faey, or Kimdori.”


“It is a curious coincidence,” she said, tapping her muzzle.  “And more curious that other canoids like the Beryans and the Rakarri don’t share that trait.”


“The Hrathari might be your long-lost cousins, Mee,” Jason said.


Miaari gave him a dirty look.  They both fully knew just how ludicrous such a statement was.  “I will bring in skilled telepaths in case they are needed.”

“Send me the reports, I’m going back home,” he said.


I don’t see why you came in the first place, Aya accused.  Other than to annoy me.


That’s always a bonus, but I wanted to talk to the Admiral face to face, he replied.  Is everything ready for next week?


Yes, she replied with a nod.  I have the security for the summit all organized with the Terrans.  You won’t be staying in New York, though.  You’ll be staying in Ayuma’s house on the grounds, she offered it to you for the summit.  I already have an advance team of guards and Marines there..

That works for me, I’d rather be there than in New York anyway, it makes it hard for the others to annoy me, he told her.  And what about the presents?


They’re all there already, she answered.  They’d be on Terra for Christmas, so Jason had had Aya ship all their gifts ahead.  Does the Empress still intend to end her visit there?


Yeah, she’s going from Terra straight back to Draconis, he affirmed.  She’s not too happy about it, though.  She really likes the summer palace.


She should, it’s beautiful, Aya noted.  And it’s much less stressful here than Dracora.


Shya makes that point about twice a day, he chuckled.  She hated being an Imperial Princess once she discovered what life was like outside the palace.  I think she sees moving here as emancipation rather than the humiliation that some in the Siann believe it to be.


Not every Merrane has the temperament to be Empress, and Shya is one of them, Aya sent honestly.  But I think Sirri will be a great Empress.


Yeah, me too, he agreed.  She’s smart, she’s calm, and what’s most important to me, she’s kind.  The Imperium could use a little kindness on the throne.  God knows, as much as I love Dahnai, kindness and compassion are not her strong suits.


Dahnai is very kind, Aya protested.


Her kindness begins and ends with those she likes, Aya, and you can’t deny it, he retorted.  If Dahnai likes you, she can be incredibly generous and caring.  If she doesn’t, she’d order your execution without batting an eye.


I can’t argue with that, Aya admitted.


Sirri has much more basic compassion than Dahnai, and I think that will make her an effective Empress in the coming era, he predicted.  When the political landscape because of the Confederation changes everything about how the Imperium works.


You mean how you are trying to change the Imperium, Aya accused with a slight smile.


I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, my friend, the Imperium is a terrible political system that doesn’t work, he replied bluntly.  It’s fomented nearly four thousand years of infighting among the houses, and it teaches the commoner that the only way to get anything out of life is to have loyalty only to one’s self.  I worked for five years within the Siann to try to change things, and I got about as far as a bowling ball would trying to roll uphill.  Well, I’m in a position to do something about it now, but this time from the outside.  And the easiest way to start changing the Imperium is to fix it so the other houses stop trying to take the throne from Dahnai and her family, he sent calmly.  Taking that temptation away is the first step to changing the Siann.


I doubt that’ll work, but I do commend you for trying, Aya told him honestly.


It won’t start to show for a couple of generations, he added.  The current Grand Duchesses were raised to believe that they should be Empress.  I figure that when their granddaughters take the house thrones, then we’ll start seeing some change in attitude.


That’s a good point.


The other half of it is to show the Grand Duchesses what Yila’s already figured out, he sent as they walked out of the building.  That peace is more profitable than war.

Yila makes profit off everything, Aya chuckled mentally.


True, but she’s making more money off peace than she was off war, Jason replied as they approached his skimmer.  The blue gas giant hung behind the sleek blue craft, dominating the sky, and another of the 16 moons of the system was also visible…Jason had to pause and admire it as they walked, noting how it almost looked like a scenic backdrop to some sci-fi movie.  Those old movies loved to put multiple moons and such in the sky to drive home the alien nature of the scene, and here he was standing on a terrestrial moon orbiting a gas giant the color of Neptune from his home solar system.  When the other houses figure that out, I hope to see a major shift in how the houses approach things.  If peace is more profitable than war, they’ll pursue peace.  Their greed will ensure it.

Aya gave him a proud look as they climbed up into the skimmer.  And I remember the day you showed up in the throne room looking so nervous you’d jump if someone looked at you, with your crazy scheme to kick Trillane off Terra that turned out to be not quite so crazy as everyone thought it was, she mused with a light tilt to her thought.  How far you’ve come, Jason.


This was a sink or swim job, Aya, and too many people were depending on me to fail.

She patted him on the shoulder just before they sat down in the cockpit, Jason flying and Aya in the copilot’s chair.  [Jason,] Cybi called.


[Yeah, Cybi?]


[I think you might want to come back home.  It seems that both Myleena and Kumi are about to enter labor.]


[Both?] he asked, then he laughed.   Cybi, he told Aya when she glanced at him.


[I know, but my scans show that both of them are in the first stages,] she replied.  [They should have their water break within 20 minutes of each other.  I’ve informed both of them.  Kumi is on her way to the annex, but Myleena is finishing up what she’s doing before she leaves 3D.]


[That woman is such a freakin’ workaholic,] Jason complained.  [Alright, I’ll get things sorted out when I get back home and be at the annex when I can.]  He looked over at Aya.  Both Kumi and Myleena are about to start labor, like within 20 minutes of each other, he told her.


Aya laughed, that eerie wheezing voiceless sound.  Kumi can never do anything the normal way, she observed.


That’s part of her charm, he agreed.  Cybi knows what gender the baby is, but she won’t tell anyone.


And that’s Cybi being Cybi, Aya noted with a sly look in his direction as the engines started up.


Jason couldn’t go directly to the annex, because he had things to do.  He settled into his office after taking off his armor and got the important stuff out of the way.  He first called Yeri and explained everything going on, breaking their lunch date, but she didn’t mind all that much when she found out why.  He left it up to Yeri to find out who wanted asylum and organize the telepaths to protect the families of those that stayed behind, as well as authorized her to send Jason’s personal message to the Hrathari Emperor via tachyon burst…and do it unencoded, so everyone in the RK sector would pick it up and know exactly where the Karinnes stood and what would happen if the Dominion tried this idiocy again.  He got the initial inspection report from 3D and KMS Engineering, who were inspecting their prize, the Hrathari battleship.  It was mostly intact, just with blown-out gun batteries, but the interior showed some signs of the door to door fighting that had taken place inside, holes from rail slugs and pulse weapons, burn marks from ion blasts, and a few areas where very normal-looking red blood stained the decks or the bulkhead.  Kyva and the riggers had invaded the landing bay not to take it over, but to prevent any of their small ships from leaving or being destroyed to deny them to the Karinnes, and that had netted them several personnel transport ships and four fightercraft that hadn’t launched, probably down for maintenance.


He got the initial report from Miaari, which was delivered by Kemaari on a dedicated handpanel; even though she could have sent it securely using a biogenic link, the Kimdori protocols for secrecy were still well set in Miaari’s operation, and foremost among them was no sensitive report or information was broadcast over any medium.  It was delivered by hand on dedicated handpanels.  Commandant Admiral Gravrith was sincere in his desire to stay, Miaari’s touch on him confirmed it, though he was unwilling to divulge the secrets of his empire or his military.   He had loyalty not to the Emperor, but to his navy and to the Hrathari that served in it, and Jason could respect that.  Gravrith cared about the men and women under his command, and feared that telling the Karinnes anything might get more of them killed in the future, so he would remain silent.  Of course, Miaari got all those secrets anyway by that touch on him, but what mattered to Jason was that Gravrith believed that he upheld his sacred duty to his fellow sailors.


It was only sheer self-preservation that had driven him to ask for asylum, for he was firmly convinced that the Emperor would have him executed if he returned, the punishment for his utter failure at RJ-44.

After he got everything all wrapped up, he flew to the annex with Shen and Suri accompanying him and tracked down his best friend and good friend.  Songa had put them in rooms next to each other, which let Jason and the others who had already got there to simply go down one door to see both of them in turn.  Myleena was actually reading a handpanel when he came in, the initial inspection reports, and she gave Jason a glare when he took it out of her hand and set it aside.  “You are in labor, you nit,” he accused.  “Work can wait!”


“I’m not in labor yet,” she challenged.  “I’ve done this before, you goof, I have time before I’ll be too busy to care about anything else.  I’ve even warned Siyara about what’s coming.  She’s a little nervous, but she’s also really excited.  She’s been wanting to see the outside world for almost as long as she could comprehend that it’s there.”


“Did you warn her that it’s not going to be all that fun of an experience?”


“She’s ready for it,” Myleena nodded.


Jason went nextdoor and found Kumi sitting up, talking animatedly with Songa.  “Babes!” she said happily, holding her hand out.  “Where’s Jys?”


“Rounding up the kids from school so they could be here,” he replied.  “You ready?”


“As I’ll ever be.  I was starting to get really worried!”


“I was too,” Songa said.  “I was just a day from arranging her to come in to induce labor.  She’s past the window.”


“Well, I guess my baby just wanted to make everyone wait,” she grinned, then she winced a tiny bit.  “And I think I’m about to go into labor,” she declared.


“You are,” Songa said, looking at her bio-board behind Kumi’s head.  “But the biorhythms suggest it won’t be a very long one, dear.  Count yourself lucky.  I think you’ll give birth before Myleena.” 


And that was exactly what happened.  About two hours later, with a very smooth labor, Kumi delivered a beautiful little baby girl with dark chestnut hair and green eyes…which made Jason silently relieved.  Given how depraved Kumi was, he wasn’t sure he wanted her to have a son, for reasons even he didn’t really want to think about.  That just seemed too explosive a combination.  Not that her having a daughter was going to be much better, given just how that girl was going to be raised.  Kumi saw nothing wrong at all with her hedonistic, oversexed lifestyle, and he had no doubt that she’d raise her daughter to believe the same thing she did.


Kumi decided to name her daughter Jysara, and Jason left her in good health and surrounded by friends and well-wishers, because he had another pregnant friend, and this one required his presence.


Jason had gone through this before with Yila, so he was there when Myleena started real labor.  Jason finally made telepathic contact with his daughter to introduce himself and reassure her while Myleena went through labor pains and contractions, just as he had with Kyri.  A calm mind needed to be there to keep that telepathic baby from getting worked up, because childbirth wasn’t a very fun experience for the baby either.  And since Jason was the father, it was his job.

The first contact with Siyara was almost exactly the same as it had been with Kyri.  At first she was a little startled, since only Myleena had directly talked to her up until that point.  Who? came her response when he called her name mentally.  Though Myleena had taught Siyara abstract concepts like language already, she was an infant, so her mind tended to couch her thought in primal instinct and impulse.


I’m your father, Siyara.  Didn’t your mother explain what a father is?


Yes.  Why?


He understood the real question behind her thought.  Because your mother is going to be distracted as she gives birth to you.  I’m going to be here for you, to explain anything that makes you frightened.  What’s about to happen will be new and scary, my daughter, but it’s going to be alright.


Discomfort, came her thought.


That’s because you’re about to be born.  It won’t be much longer, so be patient.


Nothing else to do.

Jason had to laugh.  You already have a firm grip on the reality of the outside world, he sent dryly.  He went over what she could expect, but ran into a bit of a hang-up at the concept of cold.


Not understanding.


It’s not something you can easily describe until it happens to you, he answered.  Trust me, daughter, the first time you feel cold, you’ll know what it is.  But you won’t be that way long.  Just be ready for it, daughter.  At first, you’ll find much discomfort in being in the outside world, but that passes quickly.


Different.  Different good.


Not all the time, but that’s a good way to look at things, Siyara.  Never be afraid of different. “Where we at, Songa?”

“Myleena will start delivering on the next contraction,” she replied, looking at the bioboard.


“It’s about damn time,” Myleena growled, wincing a bit as she recovered from the last contraction.


Just a short time before it starts, he told Siyara.  Remember, just be calm.  You will be well cared for, daughter.  Just be calm and trust us.


Trust.

It only took about ten more minutes.  The childbirth began in earnest with the next contraction, and like most Faey and Terran women giving birth, it was slow going until the baby’s head crowned, then moved swiftly afterwards.  Siyara took a reflexive birth and did as Jason instructed, allowed herself to cry, which helped an infant kickstart her respiratory system to do actual real work.  But just like Kyri, the crying only lasted a moment, until her lungs were cleared of amniotic fluid and drawing oxygen normally.  Cold…cold not good, she decided as Songa cleaned her up after the initial medical scan.


Jason and Myleena both chuckled.  I warned you.


You did.  Bright.  Sounds much louder.  Disorienting.

It takes practice to make sense of it, Siyara, Jason assured her.  It’s just a matter of learning.

Songa presented the infant to Myleena, who gave her a beautiful, loving smile.  Now that she was clean, Jason could see that she had his skin, Myleena’s pointed ears, light blond hair, and deep, emerald green eyes, eyes that looked at her parents with lucid curiosity.  Hello, my beautiful baby girl, it’s so good to finally see you, Myleena told her.


Unexpected.  Pretty.

Myleena laughed.  I think you’re pretty too, she said.


Father.  Different.


Yes, your father and me are different, she replied with a smile as Danelle came into the room eagerly.  And this is your sister, Siyara.  This is Danelle.


Baby sister, Danelle sent with a happy smile.


Sister like mother.  I like father.


If you mean your skin, yes.  Me and Danelle are blue, you and your father are…whatever color that is, she sent slyly, glancing wearily at Jason.


Not understanding different.  Why different?

Myleena chuckled.  That’s going to take time to explain.  But it’s nothing to worry about.


Okay.  Tired.


So am I, Myleena told her.  We both just had a very busy day, baby girl.  I’m going to let Songa put you in a place where you can sleep, but you’ll be close, you’ll be warm, and you’ll be safe.  So don’t be frightened.


Not frightened.  Just tired.  Want sleep.


Then we’ll let you get some sleep, she sent.  Songa took her and put her in the hovercrib by the bed, and Siyara was asleep nearly the minute she was made comfortable.


Are you okay, Mommy?


I’m fine, pippy, she answered, patting Danelle’s cheek.  Thank you for waiting outside and understanding.  We had to keep the number of people in here as few as possible.  If Siyara would have acted out of fear, she could have been dangerous.  She’s powerful, and that kind of power backed up by her emotions could have been dangerous.  I’m just glad she seems more curious than afraid, she sent in relief.


That was your doing, not hers, Songa told her approvingly.  You handled teaching her from the womb exceptionally well, Myleena.  She was ready for this, thanks to you.


I’m just glad everyone’s alright, Jason sent.  Kumi and her daughter are fine, you and Siyara are fine.  Now, you ready for the visitors?


Yup, let’s roll them through here so I can get all the schmoozing out of the way and get some rest.

Jason had to laugh at her mental tone, and so did Danelle for that matter, giggling as she looked up at her mother.
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The Academy, Terra

It was too bad that the rest of the Confederation didn’t really get Christmas, but he had to admit, they did rather like the idea of exchanging gifts.

Kim had started that.  When they gathered for the summit two days ago and Kim explained all the decorations the rulers were seeing all over New York City, he forwarded the idea of exchanging gifts to celebrate the Terran holiday.  Kim very wisely put a hard cost cap on the gifts, knowing the extravagance of some at the table who would give ridiculous gifts to show their wealth and power, putting a hard cap of C1,000 on the gifts, then drawing names randomly out of a hat.  Jason lucked out in a way and had to buy a gift for Field Marshal Grran, which wasn’t all that hard.  Grran was a fairly easy-going fellow.  Shakizarr had the bad luck of drawing Anivan, and Dahnai had drawn Krirara.  This was the second day of their four day summit, which started two days after everyone arrived so they could have some time to inspect the Confederation offices and operations on Terra before they started their deliberations.


And they’d been inspecting.  Every member of the Confederate Council except Jason had been running around Terra for the last two days, personally touring the many different bureaus and offices that the Confederation ran in support of its member nations.  They toured the Academy, they toured the different government offices that managed the communications and trade between the member nations, they toured the three Moridon banks that operated on Terra almost solely for the member empires, and they toured the gigantic orbital station that was now operating that served as the hub of all trade coming from the respective entry stations.  Cargo came through an entry station to an immense and impressive orbital cargo terminal and then was routed on to its destination.  The station was three times the size of the Martian moon of Phobos, a large station with a massive central body and six radial terminal wings, managed by Kizzik and Makati logistical experts to keep the large and complicated Confederate cargo and transport system running smoothly.  That cargo terminal had been built by the Academy and replaced four different orbital stations they’d been using for cargo hauling and routing.  The station was in extreme high orbit to mitigate its effect on the ocean tides, and had been in operation for about two months.

Terra itself was starting to look so much different.  Jason had arranged a trip to Broadway to see a show with his family and Dahnai’s family, and the streets of New York City were like a scene out of Star Wars.  Dozens of different races and species walked the streets of New York now, both Confederate members and non-members, since Terra was operated as an open planet where members of any empire or nation could come to the planet.  Since it was the pseudo-capitol of the Confederation, that had attracted other empires to open offices on planet, had attracted inter-empire megacorps to open business offices on the planet, and the war effort had caused an explosion of work on Terra to work in factories and support the people working in those factories.  Farming was still Terra’s main output, but virtually every old closed factory on the entire planet had been remodeled, refitted, and opened to produce goods.  The Rust belt states that had suffered so drastically when the auto industry slumped were enjoying a renaissance of work, as factories that had been closed for years or even decades were opened back up to produce Confederate gear or goods built by the many megacorps that had moved to Terra to take advantage of the planet’s open status.  Virtually anybody on Terra that wanted a job had a job, since Kim’s contracts with other empires and megacorps stated that they had to hire local Terrans to man those factories before they started recruiting from offworld.  Because of that, unemployment world-wide on Terra floated around 0.35%, and they were bringing in foreign workers by the transport load daily to fill the millions of jobs openings on the planet as more and more old closed factories were revamped and reopened.  Terra was now the place to go if you wanted a job and wanted a fresh start, because jobs were plentiful and those jobs paid well.  If you could tolerate Terran temperature and gravity and breathed either oxygen or nitrogen—or didn’t mind wearing a breather if you didn’t—then you could make a good life for yourself on Terra.

Kim kept on showing why he was such a smart man and a wily politician.  The system he’d set up ensured that the jobs on Terra wouldn’t dry up when the war was over, because of all the civilian megacorps that had come to Terra to set up factories, taking advantage of the unique legal and political status of Terra.  Those jobs would keep on going after the need to build Confederate war technology was past.


It was Christmas morning for his family, but it was also Christmas for the KMS.  After intentionally slowing down construction to give Juma time to train a crew, the third of the KMS command ships was coming off the dock today.  The provisionally named KMS Indomitable had actually been finished for about a week, but Dellin hadn’t wanted to park a command ship like some mothballed destroyer, so he ordered “extensive post-construction quality control inspections” to be conducted until the crew was rated and ready.  Jason had already organized his day so he could be there for the commissioning ceremony, where Flag Admiral Salira Karinne would leave the KMS command staff to assume command of the capitol ship.  Jason knew she was going to rename the ship, but Salira always kept everything close to rather generously curved chest.  It was also Christmas for Sioa, since the first of the new Juggernaut exomechs were coming off the line in the new factory today, and she already had riggers ready to pilot them thanks to rating simulators.  Now that the factory was tooled and producing, 5 Juggernauts would be coming off that line every day, and two more factories were already slated for Juggernaut production when they came online within the next month, which would up their production to 15 units a day.  And since they had three years to prepare, that would allow them to build up their numbers in the inventory, because every sim and simulation and real exercise was showing just how nasty those exomechs were.  They were the perfect complement to the sleek and agile Gladiator.

I don’t get it.  It’s not New Year’s yet, Shya sent suspiciously as the family gathered in the living room of Ayuma’s old house on the Academy.  Jason had all his kids with him for this trip, their mothers graciously allowing him to bring them to Terra while they stayed on Karis.  Now that Ayuma was more or less restricted to Karis for the near future, she allowed important visitors and friends to use her house when they came to the Academy…and it was quite a house.  Mansion was a better term for it, a three story, 20 room residence almost smack dab in the center of the Academy grounds, just a block from the main administration building.  Ayuma had chosen that location very carefully so she was always figuratively and literally in the middle of everything.  The big house did ensure that all five of his older kids would get their own rooms for the trip.


This is a Terran holiday where we exchange gifts, pips, Jason chuckled as he bounced Bethany a bit in his arms.  It has very deep roots in Terran religion, but we don’t celebrate it on that level, just like we don’t celebrate the religious roots behind New Year’s Day.  So enjoy your free haul of stuff, kidlet, Jason sent lightly, which made Shya giggle.


Last year was great, Christmas and New Years were really close together, Kyri sent eagerly as she sat by the tree Jason had put up just the night before, eyeing the presents with barely contained anticipation.


It is this year too, but they’re going to get further and further apart every year, Jason told her as Jyslin came out of the kitchen carrying Siyae.  Amber stalked around Jyslin’s ankles worriedly, looking up at the infant she was carrying.  The little vulpar didn’t seem to like Ayuma’s house very much since it wasn’t set up for a vulpar’s unique needs, but she was coping well enough.  It had taken both Rann and Jason to convince her to come with them this time, mainly since both Ayama and Surin had also come to do what they did best while the Dukal family was at the summit, take quiet care of them.

“Settle down, you silly little thing,” Jyslin chided Amber with a smile, looking down at her.  “I’m going to sit down right now.”  She did so, sitting on the couch, and Amber jumped up so she could check Siyae.  Amber was majorly attached to the new twins, and often slept in their nursery when Rann was at school.  That was a big relief to Jason, since young vulpars often had issues dealing with newborns due to the attention they garnered.  But Amber loved the twins nearly as much as she loved Rann, despite the fact that they were girls.  After making sure that Siyae was in fact alright, a reaction caused by Siyae’s fussing when Jyslin brought her downstairs, Amber jumped down and settled herself in Rann’s lap.  Amber was nearly as neurotic as any first-time mother, always checking out the slightest sound of discomfort or annoyance coming from the twins.  Alright, kids, you can start.  Just don’t send wrapping paper all over the place.

They spent a good hour opening presents, Shya getting into the spirit of getting swag from her parents, step-parents, friends, and step-siblings, enjoying the annual ritual of making a huge mess in the living room no matter how many times they were told to be careful.  Kiaari swaggered in at the tail end of it, laughing when she saw the bits of paper all over the large living room.  “Why am I not surprised, given this bunch,” she said loudly.

“Hey Kee,” Jason chuckled.  “You’re late.”


“Yeah, I had too much stuff to deal with at the office before I could come,” she admitted, sitting beside him on the couch.  “And how big was this year’s haul, cublings?” she asked the six kids still sending excitedly over their gains.


“Pretty good,” Aran said with a grin, holding up a box.  “I got a Junior Scientist’s Lab Kit!  It’s gonna be awesome!”


“I got a telescope!” Kyri added.  “A hyperspace one that’ll let me see the cool stuff!”


“I got a rock,” Jason quipped in a deadpan voice, which made Kiaari give him a weird look.  “Old Terran inside joke,” he laughed after seeing her expression.  “So, how goes the summit for you?”


“A rare opportunity,” she grinned.  “I’ll send you one of those big thousand page reports you love so much.”


She burst out laughing when Jason swatted her on the top of her muzzle.  “Bad dog,” he said shortly.


“Speaking of families, did you hear?  I have permission to make myself available!” she said excitedly.


“They’re letting a kid have kids?  It’s the end of the Kimdori,” Jyslin sighed.  Jason laughed when Kiaari reached over him and smacked her on the shoulder.  Since she was holding Siyae, Amber jumped up in Rann’s lap and growled squeakily at the Kimdori.


“So, any bites yet?”


“It hasn’t been made public yet,” she replied.  “But I’m hopeful I can attract some quality males.  I’ll ride sister Miaari’s coat-tails on this one,” she said smugly, which made Jason laugh again.  “But seriously, I’m a Gamekeeper.  I’m the youngest Gamekeeper there is, and I control the game in one of the most important star systems in the galaxy!  That better be good enough.”


“You don’t have a white bar, so eh, maybe some desperate dock worker might send you a poem or something,” Jason said in a bland voice, then he covered his head when Kiaari attacked him with her open palms, causing laughter to erupt through the entire living room.


“You jerk, why do I call you a friend!” Kiaari said with fake outrage, driving him off the couch and onto the floor, and the two of them mock-fought at Jyslin’s feet. So, it was a fairly compromising position when Dahnai came in with Kellin and her kids to see Jason on his back, fending off Kiaari’s open swats as she straddled his legs, her tail slashing behind her savagely.  Dahnai and Kellin were carrying their infant twins themselves, which wasn’t all that surprising given that she’d have to give them over to Saelle and Evin, who were conspicuously absent.  No doubt Dahnai was getting as much time with her children as possible before having to return to Imperial tradition.

“I’m not sure I want to know what brought this on,” Dahnai said dryly, which made Kiaari burst out laughing and stop attacking him, rising back up and just sitting on his knees.


“I’m putting a punk back in his place, that’s what,” she replied with a fanged grin, looking down at him.  She then gasped when she zoomed up almost to the ceiling, held suspended in midair by his telekinetic power.


“Oh really,” Jason drawled, which made Dahnai laugh.  Jason kept her up there until he got back to his feet, then let her down gently.  She laughed and licked him on the cheek playfully, then knelt by Kyri and Zachary.

“Okay cubs, let’s see what you got!” she prompted.


“You’re late,” Jason told her.


“Blame him for that,” she said, pointing at Kellin.


“I’ll blame you for that,” he replied easily.  “How was your gift giving?” he asked.


“The usual,” he said, motioning at the mess in the living room.  “Did you guys get into the Christmas spirit?”


“If you mean these two brats demanded free stuff because we’re on Terra for a Terran holiday, yes,” Dahnai said archly, pointing at Sirri.  She looked entirely unrepentant.


“If they weren’t obnoxious, they wouldn’t be your kids, Dahnai,” Jason teased.


“Hey!” Maer protested, which made Jason and Rann laugh.


Sirri demonstrated her disapproval by kicking Jason in the shin, which caused some giggles in the room.


“That’s my girl,” Dahnai said proudly, patting Sirri on the shoulder.


They traded some gifts with Dahnai’s family and then had a very large, sumptuous breakfast cooked by Ayama and Surin, Kiaari keeping things light and playful at the table.  Dahnai discussed the upcoming summit, which was going to start that afternoon and would be far less formal than the last one, while the kids talked about their gifts and their upcoming day, which would be very busy and very fun for them.  The kids and Jyslin were going to Disney World, one of their Christmas presents, and would no doubt cause Aya’s guards to come home with gray hair.  Jason, on the other hand, had too much work to do to go with them.  Miaari and Kemaari entered the dining room about halfway through breakfast.  “You’re late,” Jason chided.


“Work waits for no one, friend Jason,” she replied.


“Sisters,” Kiaari said.  “How goes things?”


“Things go well, sister,” Miaari replied as Kemaari came over and sat by Kiaari.


“I’ve heard you’ve settled in over in sister Miaari’s office,” Kiaari smiled, putting her hand on Kemaari’s neck fondly.

“I’m doing what I can, sister Kiaari,” she replied mildly.


“She shows some small measure of potential,” Miaari said calmly, sitting on the far side of Kemaari.


“Small measure?” Jason challenged.


“She’s too young to show anything else,” Miaari replied, giving him a sly little glance.  “Only time will show how much potential she has.”


“Well, I’m glad I don’t work in your office with you being the boss,” Dahnai teased.


“You would never last in my office, your Majesty, I have very high standards,” Miaari replied snootily.  Jason burst out laughing and Dahnai gave Miaari a short glare, then laughed herself.


“I’m glad I have Jinaami instead of you,” Dahnai shot back.  “At least she pretends to respect my throne.”


“Never, ever, have a Handmaiden as your ambassador, Dahnai.  They’re more trouble than they’re worth,” Jason told her.  “If Miaari wasn’t my friend, I’d have bounced her tail off Karis four years ago.”


“Oooh, sounds like I might be able to get a promotion if I play my cards right,” Kiaari said eagerly, giving Miaari a sly look.


“Not in this millennium,” Miaari replied loftily.  “No matter who you might think you are, sister, you’re still nothing but a baby to me.”


“Harsh,” Kellin chuckled as Kiaari gave Miaari a cool look.


“Feel honored, they usually save this bickering only for the privacy of my house.  They only bicker to an audience, since private digs don’t sting quite so much,” Jason said dryly, which made Jyslin laugh.


“Sometimes I think we should record it when they’re both over for dinner,” Jyslin agreed with a grin.


“Kiaari’s got one up on Miaari at the moment, that’s probably where this extra snippiness is coming from,” Jason added, giving Miaari a sly look.


“Oh?  And what is that?” Dahnai asked.


“Kiaari got permission to seek a mate and have babies,” he answered.  “Which is almost shocking in Kimdori society because she’s so young.  Miaari isn’t used to sharing her spotlight with her sisters, and she’s not taking it well.”


Dahnai and Kellin both burst out laughing when Miaari got up, walked over to Jason’s chair, then slapped him on the top of the head.


“Well, congratulations, Kiaari,” Kellin told her with a smile.  “Jason’s right, you are very young to win that privilege.  It’s a matter of prestige for your clan, isn’t it?”


“Actually, yes,” she said preeningly.  “Since I’m a Gamekeeper, Denmother had to approve my petition as well as my father.  Her approving my petition means she thinks I’ll be a suitable mother.  That’s a major complement given my age.”

“Sometimes I think father’s pride overrides his good sense,” Miaari sniffed.


“Someone’s about to get bit,” Kiaari threatened, which made Kemaari slowly push her seat back, since she was sitting between them.  That made the entire table explode with laughter.


“Sibling rivalry is a constant through all species,” Kellin said sagely, still smiling.


“It’s how they show love,” Jason said dryly.  “If Miaari and Kiaari aren’t fighting, then they’re really mad at each other.”


“Don’t give away the family secrets, Jason!” Kiaari protested with a grin.  “A secret unspoken remains a secret!”


“At least you learned something,” Miaari dug.


“Yeah, I learned that white bar shows where the steel rod you stuck up your butt went,” Kiaari snapped back, which made Jason nearly spew a mouthful of oye juice.


Miaari and Kiaari never failed to entertain, slyly snipping at each other all through breakfast, but then reality had to take over from family.  The three Kimdori had a lot of work to do, Dahnai had a scheduled tour of the cargo terminal and a private conference with Sk’Vrae and Krirara over some proposed trade deals, the kids had tickets for Disney World down in Florida—with Maer and Sirri going along, Jason had wisely planned for them to go too—and Jason had his own itinerary before the first of the two daily conferences began in about seven hours.  Jason had only Aya with him as he boarded his skimmer to return to Karis, the entire rest of the guard complement going with the kids to Disney World to help Jyslin, Ayama, and Surin herd them around, watching the Karis Stargate come up from active standby just to allow them through, and then they turned towards Kosigi as they discussed Aya’s proposed security changes for the strip and for the family, since it kept getting larger and larger.


Aya considered his kids and their mothers part of the family, and thus requiring security.  Aura had taken it fairly well, mainly since Aya’s protocols hadn’t affected her very much.  Aya had demanded that Aura leave the civilian company where she worked and enter the KMS as a military personnel transport pilot.  So Aura was now Lieutenant Junior Grade Aura Karinne of the Naval Service of the KMS, and she worked as a transport pilot, ferrying around KMS personnel from Karis to Kosigi and everywhere in between.  That put Aura in the military chain of command, but it also put her in a more secure area.  The mother of one of Jason’s children was not going to be flying civilians around.

Aya also wanted to tighten security around Rahne, because Aya considered her related enough to Jason to require additional protection, mainly due to the fact that she and Jason were the only two fully Terran Generations.  Rahne worked in Kumi’s office as one of Temika’s main aides and lived just a block away from the strip, but Aya was considering forcing Evinn to move out of his house directly beside the strip and putting Rahne in that house, then extending the fence to add it to the strip.  Jason wasn’t quite ready to go that far, and that was the crux of most of their bantering back and forth as they approached Kosigi.


The new command ship was moored to one of the main support struts, cargo belts and personnel ramps leading from the column to the port side of the vessel.  It was pristine, gleaming, and menacing, ready for action and ready to further expand the KMS and its ability to prosecute the coming war with the Syndicate.  The main doors hiding the GRAF cannon were open to reveal the menacing muzzle of that devastating weapon, but the doors began to close as they approached; they must have been testing the doors.  Jason landed his skimmer in the starboard main landing bay a bit forward of amidships, where some 300 KMS personnel were formed up and waiting for them.  Standing in the lead was Fleet Admiral Salira Karinne, whose claim to fame in the command staff wasn’t her tactical skill or command ability—both of which were exceptional—it was her appearance.  Salira was the tallest Faey woman in the KMS, hands down.  She was 5.54 shakra tall, which put her at around 6’10” or around 208 centimeters.  She was taller than Jason by a good six or seven inches—Jason stood at 6 feet 2.5 inches—and Jason wasn’t used to looking up at any Faey woman.  Dahnai was a very tall Faey, on the upper edge of the normal height deviation for her species, and she was eye to eye with him.  Women taller than Dahnai were considered abnormally tall among the Faey.  The average Faey woman was around 4.86 shakra, or around 5’10” or about 180 centimeters, but Faey didn’t deviate much from that average height.  The range of deviation from the norm was only about 3.5 tikra taller or shorter, or around four inches or about 10 centimeters, putting most Faey in a somewhat narrow range of what was considered normal height.  But there were some Faey who fell outside that normal range, Faey like Ayuma and Dellin who were freakishly short for a Faey, and Salira who was freakishly tall for a Faey.  Salira was the fifth tallest Faey on Karis, and what was normal for the Faey species, all four of the taller Faey were female.  What Jason considered not so much a coincidence, Salira was born and grew up on Makan, which was a light gravity planet.  The shorter Faey tended to be from planets with heavier gravity than Draconis, the taller ones from lighter gravity.

The tallest Faey on Karis stood at 5.8 shakra tall, or about 7’1” or 215 centimeters.  The tallest living Faey, his gestalt supplied, was 6.24 shakra tall, or around 7’8” or about 236 centimeters.  Oddly enough, that Faey was male.

It wasn’t just her height that made her striking.  In addition to being the tallest Faey in the KMS, she had one of the largest chests.  Most Faey women were a bit busty without being disproportional, but Salira compounded her height with a very generous chest to make her breastplate much harder to build than most other Faey, right on the very edge of proportional.  She was quite proud of her attributes, as just about any woman sporting around that much cleavage would be.  She was also like Dahnai in that she worked out a lot, and was very muscularly defined without losing her feminine figure…which Jason suspected she needed so she could support her chest without back pain.


Salira burst out laughing when Jason came out of his skimmer with a stepstool floating beside him, and quite a few unprofessional grins and snickers shivered through the ranks as he set it down and stepped up onto it so he could be eye to eye with Salira.  “You are such a prideful man,” she protested as she saluted him.

“I warned you,” he said with a sly smile as he returned her salute.  “Permission to come aboard?”


“Granted,” she said, trying not to laugh again.  “Welcome aboard, your Grace.  If you’re ready, we’ll begin the tour and inspection.”


Salira conducted him through the ship, mainly showing him the minor differences in the design of her ship compared to the two others, as they tweaked the design and construction processes and made minor improvements driven by ship operations showing where things could be done a little better.  Scheduled maintenance to the other ships would introduce those small changes to the older command ships, but none of them were so large that a crewman on the Aegis would have any trouble working on the new ship.  Most of the engineering upgrades centered around the power distribution system and how it handled the GRAF cannon, tweaking the design to maximize power distribution through the ship while the GRAF was in cycling sequence.

They ended on the bridge, where Jason was allowed to sit in her chair a moment—which was built significantly higher off the deck than most to accommodate her long legs—then she sat down as Jason had an aide bring out the flag and charter.  “And what name have you chosen for the ship, Captain?” he asked.


“There’s an old myth about a race of giants that existed before the Faey, and I’ve decided to name this ship after them.  So this ship will be known as the Ijara,” she replied, using the Faey word for those old mythological beings that most closely translated to the English word titan.  That old myth, oddly enough, shared similarities with myths from several other species across the sector, all of which appeared in those species’ mythology or history at around the same time.  That hinted that a race of giant-sized spacefaring beings might have gone through the sector and visited multiple planets some 40,000 years ago.  They couldn’t be the Benga, however, since the titans from Faey myth were said to be significantly taller than the average Benga, some 50 shakra tall, or 60 feet tall or around 18 meters tall.  There was a similar myth about creatures close to that size in Japanese mythology, the kaiju, the giant beasts that roamed the land before the coming of man.  The kaiju were supposedly bigger than the Faey titans, but the kaiju and the giants from the old fable Jack and the Beanstalk were the closest comparable mythological creatures in Terran lore.

“I think that’s a suitable name for a ship like this,” Jason chuckled.  “Just tell Dellin and he’ll have the name painted on the ship before you head out for your shakedown cruise.”


“Of course.”


 “I proclaim the KMS Ijara to be commissioned and ready for active service,” Jason called loudly, then he presented the flag and charter to Salira, pausing for several pictures.  Salira leaned down and let Jason kiss her on the cheek, then she laughed when she slapped her on the arm.

Since he had time, he attended a few other ship commissioning ceremonies instead of sending a KMS dignitary or cabinet member, for a tactical battleship, a main battleship, and for the second and third frigates coming off the line.  All of them had been sitting waiting for crews, which was the new bottleneck in the production process.  They could crank out ships so fast they couldn’t find crews for them.  Once Juma assembled a crew, the ship was activated and commissioned, and she prioritized by ship class.  The new main battleship and tactical battleship had only sat waiting for about two days, and given the newness of the frigates and the fact that they had a very unique and useful role in KMS tactics, she had crews ready for them before they were off the dock.

Jason managed to land in New York and get to the United Nations building just in time to make their first conference.  Dressed in his formal robes, he stood with the other members of the Confederation for several photos, all of them wearing their ceremonial finery—or lack of anything even approaching clothing in Krirara’s case—then they retired to one of the conference rooms in the building to start.  Kim held the gavel since he was hosting the conference, and he gaveled them into order just as Krirara and Kreel took seats on each side of Jason.  The three of them had become quite the little clique since Krirara had joined the Confederation.


“As you know, esteemed rulers, this summit is to discuss information so sensitive that not even galactic crypto is considered secure enough,” Kim said as an aide scurried in and handed him a handpanel.  “Since the responsibility for the gavel for this summit falls to me, I’ve prepared our day’s itinerary.  We’ll receive the confidential briefings from General Lorna and the CCM about naval strength, then Denmother’s intelligence experts will brief us on their latest research and intelligence concerning our approaching foes, the Syndicate.  The day’s deliberations will end with Admiral Dellin’s report on shipbuilding within Kosigi, including the highly sensitive information that he usually does not disclose during our normal meetings.”

The meeting turned out to be as boring as Jason feared it would be, mainly since he already knew virtually everything they discussed…being good friends with Zaa gave him access to much more information than about anyone else.  Lorna gave the rulers a very detailed overview of CCM strength and disposition, then Zaa’s highest-level intelligence analysts went over everything new they’d managed to extract from the Syndicate hyperspace pulse communications emanating from Andromeda, which their scout ships en route were receiving and the Kimdori had managed to crack.  That gave them a window into Syndicate operations, which displayed a growing arrogance in their organization as they made major inroads into Consortium territory.  They knew they were going to win, that the Consortium was only stalling now to give them more time to evacuate their assets, and the Syndicate was letting them in most cases.  They were trying to stop the Consortium from destroying valuable assets or resources on critical planets, but they were letting them more or less break everything else on their way out as they retreated to the edge of Andromeda closest to the Milky Way.  Their thinking was to simply let them evacuate, take Andromeda, then cross over to the Milky Way and smash the Consortium while they were still trying to organize and set up operations over here.  Once they completely destroyed the Consortium, they’d consolidate their hold on former Consortium territory in the Milky Way and use it as a staging ground to conquer the rest of the galaxy.  The main thing of interest to them was that the Consortium was scaling back military spending for 10 years, seeing it as not necessary to replace ships lost in battle given their main enemy was on the verge of collapse. They were diverting those resources to infrastructure and assimilation of former Consortium citizens into the Syndicate, then they would bulk up their forces in preparation of conquering the Milky Way, whom their spies in the Consortium warned them would not be easy.  But, they believed that since they had an entire galaxy of resources and didn’t much care about the lives of their soldiers, they’d just throw so many ships and infantry at the Milky Way defenders that they’d just wear them out via attrition.  They had very little intelligence on the Milky Way races, but their arrogance led them to believe that even though they’d managed to fight off the invading Consortium fleet, they would stand no chance against the Syndicate forces when they crossed into the Milky Way and attacked in force.

Dellin’s report was even more boring, since Jason saw those reports daily.  But for the others, it was one of the most important briefings of the day, since Dellin could go into much more detail than usual since he was delivering that report in person.  The short, handsome Faey put up quite a few holograms he’d never otherwise show and went into great detail about shipbuilding efforts, resources, available space for expansion, and ship completion rates and percentages.  That report and those holograms revealed a great deal about Kosigi, and it was for that reason that they weren’t shown over crypto.  An enemy with that level of knowledge could use it to gain entry into the lunar base and try to take it over, as the Consortium had once tried, and everyone in the Confederation understood the need for security at the most important shipyard in all of their combined territory.

After nearly seven hours of enduring his heavy formal robes and bantering with Kreel more than he should have in private sendings, the conference was finally over.  But Kim held up gaveling them adjourned as he listened to an aide speaking quietly in his ear.  “My friends, the ambassador of the Farguut has requested a brief moment to address this body,” he called.  “Shall we delay adjournment to hear what she has to say?”


“May as well, as long as it doesn’t take forever.  I’m hungry,” Kreel complained.


“Better now than later,” Assaba agreed.


After a vote, they allowed the ambassador in.  Farguut were humanoids in the same general likeness of the Faey, Terrans, and Shio, but they did have some striking differences.  For one, Farguut had tails, very long, narrow tails that had short hair that nearly looked like fur growing down their lengths, with a tuft at the tail much like a lion.  For another, Farguut had four eyes, which creeped most Terrans out despite the fact that they had otherwise attractive faces.  The second set of eyes were smaller than the first set and were located above and outside the orbits of the other two, which were about where a Terran would think eyes should be.  This placed those extra eyes just over the outside edge of where a Terran’s eyebrows were, a bit lower than the temples.  The upper eyes gave a Farguut exceptional peripheral vision, giving them nearly a 210 degree field of vision, though the upper eyes didn’t have the same visual acuity as the lower eyes.  They had different skin colors depending on their subrace, much like Terrans, with three distinct subraces that had greenish-tinged beige skin, creamy mocha-colored skin that made them look like a Terran Latino, and reddish-tinged skin that made them look much like a Native American.  Outside of the eyes and the tail, a Farguut looked remarkably like a Terran, Faey, or Shio, with the same skeletal structure and facial features.  The Farguut female—females always performed diplomatic roles in their society—bowed gracefully, her tufted tail swishing up over her head briefly. She had mocha skin and brown hair, and outside of those creepy extra eyes, she was actually quite attractive.  “Exalted rulers of the Confederation, I am Ijoivi Vina’Zevaiki, master diplomat in the service of His Majesty, serving his will on Terra.”

“You are welcomed to this conference, Mistress Diplomat,” Kim answered.  “What business did you wish to discuss?”


“In strictest confidence, his Majesty sent me here to inform you that it is the intent of his Majesty to petition for entry into the Confederation,” she replied.  “Long has he pondered such a move, but the recent information released by the Kimdori and independently verified by our own scientists has convinced him of the reality of the threat from the Andromedans.  There is now no doubt that we must all stand together to combat these invaders to our galaxy, else we will be conquered one by one.”


“We will welcome his petition, Mistress Diplomat,” Kim said as Jason looked at Zaa, and Zaa looked very annoyed.  She hadn’t known about this.  No doubt she was going to read a few Kimdori the riot act when she got back to her hotel room and got her Farguut Kimdori on the comm.


The diplomat said it was in the strictest confidence…that was some major confidence to get it all the way to Terra without Zaa knowing about it.


“It is his Majesty’s intent to petition in three days,” she informed them.  “There are certain matters of Kingdom law that he must address before he can make the petition.”


“Very good, Mistress Diplomat.  We will discuss the matter during tomorrow’s meeting while we await your king’s petition,” Kim nodded.


Her message delivered, the eerily attractive female bowed again and filed out.  As soon as the doors were closed, virtually everyone looked in Zaa’s direction.  “This was unknown to us,” she said defensively.


“Then the Farguut must have been keeping it really close to their chests,” Kreel noted with a slight smile.  “Not often someone gets something past the Denmother.  That makes me respect the Farguut even more.”

Zaa gave Kreel a frosty look, which made the irreverent Grimja just grin at her.


“They will be welcome allies,” Sk’Vrae declared.  “The Farguut are intelligent and strong, and they have ever been fair and honest in all dealings.”


“Truly,” Anivan agreed.  “They are among our strongest trade partners.  We Prakarikai have much respect for the Farguut because of their fairness and honesty.”


 “I doubt that they’ll have much trouble passing a vote,” Kreel remarked.  “So I don’t think we need to sit around and talk about it right now.  I’m in desperate need of some Makati ale.”

“Though not for the same reasons, I must agree with Kreel,” Sk’Vrae said.  “I find myself in need of rest.  It has been a long day for an Urumi.”


“I believe we can discuss this matter in the morning,” Kim said.  “I move we adjourn for the day and resume at 0800 local time tomorrow.  Any objections?”  When he was met with silence, he banged the gavel.  “Then we are adjourned.  Have a good evening, my friends.”

As they filed out, Kreel caught up to Jason and took hold of his sleeve.  “So, I hear you have an entire afternoon with no mate or cubs to get in the way,” he prompted.


Jason laughed.  “On no, you’re not getting me drunk again, Kreel,” he protested.


“We’ll go back to your place at the Academy, and we’ll take Krirara along so she can babysit you,” he added, hooking Krirara’s arm as she moved to walk past.


“I am a moderator, not a babysitter,” she replied in a voice that made both Jason and Kreel crack up.  “But a little conversation with friends over a mug of ale is not a bad thing to a Kirri.”


“I think you just got outvoted, Jayce,” Kreel grinned.


“Alright, alright, but I’m not wearing formal robes,” he said, then he looked to Aya. “And if you let me get that drunk again, woman, you’re fired.”


Aya just gave him a steady, cool look that made Krirara chuckle.
