Chapter 10

Daira, 33 Hiraa, 4401, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Friday, 10 November 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Daira, 33 Hiraa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Kosigi Lunar Station

Yeri deserved a massive raise.


Jason and Myleena watched from a mobile platform as the heavy cruiser Hailaeri and the cruisers Aravalo and Imai towed a Strath-built hyperspace catapult close to the top-secret enclosed 3D dock.  Several 3D members were there waiting for it, as well as a team from Myleena’s Research Division.  The Strath-Zegra Alliance had been the first and most eager to jump all over Yeri’s offer to trade technology, and they’d traded one of their catapults and the technical specs for it in exchange for airskin shield technology, something that could run on their ion power systems.  They had to use hard shields and utilize an airlock system of depressurizing and repressurizing to get ships in and out of docking and landing bays, and airskin technology would vastly speed up their logistics schedules by removing that delay in their system.  The Hailaeri had delivered five different airskin systems of various sizes, from personal airskin units used in showers to industrial airskin units used in the ship entry doors of space stations and ships. They’d also included schematics written in their common language for their engineers to study and manufacturing manifests that told them exactly what parts they had to produce to build airskin units of their own, so they could get their own versions of the units in production quickly.

Jason considered it to be a more than fair trade.  The Karinnes didn’t give over any potential military technology, gave the Strath-Zegra Alliance something useful, and got something useful in exchange.  The catapults weren’t all that useful because they could jump in real time and the interdictors would knock a catapulted ship out of hyperspace, but it was a new technology unknown to the home sector cluster, and if anyone could find a use for it, the Karinne Division of Research and Development were just the people for the job.  They would take that catapult apart and study it, study the technical specs, learn how to build their own using both Karinne technology and standard Confederation technology, then prepare to release them as public archive data into the Academy once the threat of the Andromedans was eliminated once and for all and they could take the interdictors down.  In that scenario, the catapults had real use by allowing empires to not be forced to upgrade their entire fleets to real-time in a hurry, using catapults to get their older ships around much faster.


But Myleena really wanted to get her hands in that catapult, because she had a feeling that the Karinnes themselves might be able to use catapult technology once Karinne tech was applied to it.  She was fairly sure she could design a catapult that allowed a ship with Confederation-level engines to jump in real time using a catapult, which would make 95% of the Confederation’s civilian and transport fleet viable without the need to upgrade to real-time engines once interdictors were no longer needed.  Myleena was planning for the future they all wanted, when the Consortium and the Syndicate no longer threatened them and they only needed interdictors at Karis and Terra.

The RK summit had been a moderate success.  They’d established contact with all six empires, but outside of the Strath-Zegra, they hadn’t gotten very far with most of them.  The others were fairly wary of the Karinnes because of their vastly superior technology, seeing them as being nice to study them for future conquest, but the Strath-Zegra and the Gudara-Yood Partnership were much more open and interested in formal relations…which oddly enough were the only two empires in the RK sector currently not at war with anyone. The other four were all wary of the Karinnes, or at least they became wary when Yeri made it clear that the Karinnes don’t trade military technology due to their strict oaths.  All six empires asked to have a physical diplomatic office on Janja, so they had a “direct line” to the Karinnes, and also so they could have their diplomats there to passively study Karinne technology.  Yeri didn’t even have to ask Jason about that one.  She told them no and instead ordered six tachyon burst arrays from R&D that would let the Karinnes send messages back and forth with all six empires…just not in real time.  At that distance, the average delay to the center of the RK sector with burst transmission tech would be 37 seconds.   Since no empire in the sector had spatial tech, they couldn’t employ resonant tightbeam to establish real-time communications from up to two sectors away.

The KMS had taken the diplomats back home, which would let them get there long before their supporting fleets, but that was their problem.  The Karinnes told them one ship, they brought more, so the other ships now had to jump back with relativity delay while the diplomat’s ship was taken straight back home.  The KMS ships hadn’t dawdled, either.  They’d jumped in with the diplomat’s ship in tow, released it, then turned around and jumped right back out.


[This is gonna be so awesome,] Myleena communed in excitement as the ships released their towing beams.  Both of them were wearing armor, so they engaged their grav drives and drifted towards the monstrous device.  It was vaguely like a Stargate, a large metal ring which contained all the relevant equipment within the ring itself.  The device was big enough to allow a cruiser to fit through it, but there were much larger ones.  The Strath-Zegra had simply given them one of their smaller commercial catapults for study and released technical specs for the larger ones, which were primarily military.


[Just remember that you’re already pregnant, so trying to have sex with it won’t get you very far,] Jason replied, which made her laugh.


[I’m not Sevi, thank you very much,] she retorted.


[Speaking of pregnancy, when do you enter the window?]


[In about a month,] she answered.  [I’ll be happy to get her out of me.]


[She been bugging you again?]


[Oh yeah,] she nodded as they reached the giant ring.  [She always wants to know more, more, more.  I keep telling her I can’t tell her more than what she already knows until after she’s born, but she’s a typical little brat.  She wants what she wants.]


[She has a pretty unique outlook of the world, cousin.] Jason chuckled.  [After all, you’re teaching her things about the outside when she’s not even born yet.  Songa warned you not to go too far, else you’ll screw up her development.]


[Tell her that,] she told him as Jenny, Bo, Tom, Luke, Leamon, Genvin, and Eraen reached them, armed with tools.


[And go against Songa?  She told me that only you should be talking to Siyara, to keep from confusing her.  I’m not that brave.]


[Siyara already understands the concept of others,] she answered.  [And she eavesdrops on open sending all the time and asks me about what she hears.]


[Kyri never did that,] Jason mused.  [After Yana taught her how to close her mind, she was more or less happy to enjoy the silence.]


[Well, Siyara’s pretty nosy, just like her mom,] Myleena grinned.  [The hardest part is when people share images or sensations through sending, since Siyara really can’t do much but hear and feel in here,] she told him, patting the round ribbed plating on her special “maternity” armor.  [That’s what makes her so curious.  She knows there’s a whole big world out here filled with things to explore and learn, and she almost feels like she’s in prison til she’s born.\

[Yeah, that certainly sounds like a daughter of yours,] he agreed.  “You guys ready to crack this thing open?” he said aloud as the 3D and Research teams reached them.


“We’re ready, Jayce,” Bo grinned.


“Then I’ll leave you to it, I have to get home. I just wanted to see them bring it in,” he declared.  “Jys is probably thinking I’m getting out of diaper changing duty.”


Things had gone well so far.  The twins seemed fairly mellow, didn’t cry as much as Rann did at that age, but since there were two of them, it took a lot of Jyslin’s time.  Ayama and Surin helped a great deal with about everything but nursing, which was actually in their job description.  They were both expert caregivers and babysitters. Jason had been pitching in as much as he could, taking over when Jyslin had to go do Paladin stuff, the two of them trading off caring for their daughters as they both continued to pursue their very busy lives.  The business of the house was as unignorable as the duties of an IBL owner.  Added to that was the demands of Dahnai that they come over to her palace…but that actually wasn’t all that bad.  They’d been putting their three babies on a skimmer and flying over, and just spending time together even as they spent time with their new children.  Jason had been bringing all the kids over as well, and they’d been having lots of fun playing with Sirri and Maer, who had been thoroughly enjoying what for them was an extended vacation.


Dahnai had been fully recovered from her pregnancy for quite a while, as was Jyslin, and was near the end of a strenuous exercise regimen to get her figure back.  She was spending hours in the gym every day under her doctor’s observation to make sure she didn’t go overboard, working off all the weight she gained during the pregnancy and also retoning her usually washboard stomach after months of it being distended by pregnancy.  She was only half a konn from her target weight, back to being muscularly sleek and sexy, but she hadn’t gotten the muscle tone back in her stomach that she wanted, so she was still hard at it.  Jyslin wasn’t quite going that far, but since recovering from her delivery, she’d been working out with Dahnai to lose what little weight she gained carrying her own twins.  Most of what Dahnai’s maternity was about for her was getting back into shape, and getting to spend lots of time with her children that lived with fosters.

Saelle was enjoying her job as foster.  Raisha and Miyai were almost like the kids she’d never had to her, which seemed so wrong to him that someone so good with kids had never had any of her own.  But, she’d admitted to Jason, caring for the twins had made her keenly aware of the fact that she had no babies of her own.  She wasn’t particularly trying to get pregnant, but she’d told Jason that she’d be happy if it happened.  She rather liked Evin and felt he’d be a good father at least for the eight or nine years she’d be with him.  She fully intended to return to Karis once she completed her foster duties to Dahnai, no matter what Dahnai thought about it, and now she was hoping she’d come back with one or two children of her own.  The protections in the palace for Raisha and Miyai would also serve to protect her kids, and raising her own children in the palace would be a unique experience for them.

She was contemplating stealing Evin, to be honest about it.  she really liked him, and was considering asking him to emigrate to Karis with her when their marriage concluded.


Jason caught a very special ride back down to the surface, on board the KMS Javelin.  He stood beside Luye’s chair as they navigated out of Kosigi, and hanging on the wall was the ship’s charter of commission and flag.  The ship was too small to have a ready room for the captain, but the captain’s quarters were just off the bridge, a rather cramped one room quarters that were still larger than anyone else’s quarters on the ship.  Unwilling to place those two ceremonial objects in a private space, Luye had instead opted to display them on the bridge proper, and Jason rather liked her decision.  It had been officially commissioned just yesterday, once the extensive inspections had been finished.  The ship had, quite simply, blown the doors off everyone.  It performed even better than projected, and now that it had finished its shakedown, it showed that it was rock solid.  It had no hidden problems, no issues to be found after they all but took the ship apart to inspect it, and now it was the first of the new frigate class ships officially commissioned for service.  Dellin had run with it after the engineering division passed the frigate, and the keels for the next 80 frigates were laid just yesterday, beginning the shipbuilding process.  It would take about 16 days to build a frigate once all its parts were being mass produced, and half of that time would be involved in installing the particle beam projector.

But the ships were everything that they hoped they would be.  They were fast, agile, and powerful.  The particle beam made it a viable threat to virtually any ship, possibly even those death star ships, and the CMS allowed them to get into an attacking position with little threat to themselves.  If its speed and agility failed it, the ship had just enough armor and shields to allow it to take a few hits from anything not a Torsion weapon, holding out until it could recloak, and then it was all but invisible to most sensors.  It was a small ship that was relatively easy to build compared to the bigger line vessels yet still packed a serious punch when the guns started blazing.  Juma wanted at least five frigates coming off the docks every day once the production schedules were normalized, to quickly build their numbers, and Navii had already changed KMS tactics and strategy to include frigates in the task force, which would give the task force more options when it came to battling an enemy.  And Jason couldn’t argue with them.  The frigates fulfilled a dual role of both stealth and power, and along with the destroyers, they would form the backbone of the KMS.

It wasn’t the cruisers or the battleships that was the core foundation of the KMS, it was their smallest line ships.  Navii had once stated that it put more firepower into a theater to build 20 destroyers over a single battleship, and she was entirely correct.  The big ships would have their purpose in the task force and an important role to play in naval combat, but the mainstay of the fleet would be the destroyer, and now also the frigate, that anonymous small line vessel that took it to the enemy with their powerful weapons and could take on all comers.


“So how does it feel to be official, Luye?” Jason asked as they cleared the smaller doors.  Kosigi’s rotation put the small doors more in line with Karis than the capitol doors, so they’d gone that way.


“Like it’s about time,” she replied.  “This ship has been nothing but a dream since I took command.  I’m overjoyed that we’re not a prototype anymore.  This is the first of the frigates, and it’s mine.”


“Until I take it away from you,” he said with a playful smile.


“You really don’t want to make it home, do you, your Grace?” she said seriously, which made the navigator splutter to contain a laugh.


“You keep me from getting home on time, you answer to Jyslin,” he threatened.


“More speed, navigator!” Luye barked, which made Jason laugh.


What made the frigate unique was that it was capable of a water landing by the strip, which no other line vessel could do.  A destroyer was almost small enough, but it drew too much draft when in the water to line up a hatch with the dock.  The pilot did a great job of landing the frigate and getting the forward port hatch close enough for Jason and his two guards to step down, then the frigate pulled up and backed off, water cascading off of it after the pilot ionized the hull to repel water molecules.  “That is one pretty ship,” Jason noted as it ascended back towards Kosigi.

It does look very graceful, Shen agreed.  But it’s even more fearsome for what it can do than how it looks.  I saw the sims for it.

And since when have you been snooping in the KMS mainframe, Shen?

Since the fact that Juma and Navii allow us to study all the data in the KMS tactical mainframe, she answered.  Captain Aya is a student of military history, and is one of Navii’s military advisors.  We all do have formal tactical combat training, Jason.  It’s a job requirement.

I knew Aya and Navii were friends, but I didn’t know that she gave Navii advice.


Navii is smart enough to know that she doesn’t know everything, Jason.  She seeks advice from those she trusts, just as you do.


Yeah, I’m not arguing that point, Jason noted as they walked up the wooden walkway from the dock to the wooden path that ran from one end of the strip to the other just off the beach, which was the main thoroughfare used by the residents of the strip.   Jys, I’m home.  Where are you?


She’s taking a nap, your Grace, Ayama answered openly.  The babies are asleep as well.


Well, I guess I’ll knock out some paperwork til she wakes up, then.  Could you bring me some lunch up to my home office, please?


Of course.

The Kizzik were only halfway done with their plan to reorganize his office, but it had already done a huge amount to reduce his workload.  He wasn’t looking at an inbox with 1000 or more items in it every morning anymore. He was still doing a lot of work, but at least now he wasn’t dreading waking up every morning because of all the work he’d have to do.  And every day, his workload became less and less as their new system took hold.  At the rate things were going, he’d only be working maybe ten hours a day and either clearing out his box or coming pretty damn close to it.


But the new system did keep him informed, and that was mainly through a twice a day briefing from Chirk.  She gathered up all the important information and organized it, then presented it to him when he came in first thing in the morning and again right after lunch.  Her hologram was active and waiting for him as he sat at his home office desk, and as soon as he was settled, Chirk gave him the afternoon briefing.  He didn’t let lunch interrupt her, taking a plate of spaghetti and eating as he listened to Chirk go down her list.

One thing did catch his attention.  “The CBIM installation is complete,” she relayed.  “It was finished about an hour ago.  All the support equipment is installed, and it only awaits the CBIM core and its primary systems.  Frodak Rull further reports that the oye seed has sprouted.  He sends a picture.”  An image of the site, with a lovely garden full of flowers from about 20 different planets, appeared to the left of Chirk’s hologram.  It was built in a circular style with the flowers arrayed so their various colors created a nearly mesmerizing spiral pattern when seen from above.  At the center, in a circle of bare earth some 20 shakra across and ringed by a very fancy ornate metal fence was a tiny little green sprout with three tiny golden leaves.  The oye tree had indeed sprouted.


“Very nice,” Jason said.  “I was starting to wonder when it was going to sprout.  Frodak’s going to seal the building, right?”


Chirk nodded.  “Brall is on site overseeing the sealing of the building.”

“Good, that’s where he needs to be.  Get in touch with Myri and arrange to have a detachment of guards on site at all times.”


“That has already been arranged.  A garrison of 40 guards and five Gladiators will be on site at all times until the building is reactivated.”

“That’ll be in about six months,” Jason noted.  “That reminds me.  Get a status update on the second CBIM core construction preparations.  They should have the second growth tank built by now.”


“I will compile the data and have it ready in tomorrow morning’s report.”

“Good.”


Chirk went over the rest of her itinerary, and then let Jason get to work.  He worked through about 40 items in his inbox waiting for Jyslin to wake up, at least until the kids got back from school.  Rann, Shya, and Danelle were downstairs, getting lunch from Ayama and Surin in the kitchen, and the sudden increase in sendings told him the other kids were back as well   What are you doing home so early, little man? Jason sent when he realized it was barely past lunchtime.

Half day at school today, Daddy, he answered.  Why are you home?

Jason had to laugh.  I had to go to Kosigi earlier today, and didn’t feel like going back to the office, he answered.  I should be out of the office in a little bit.  Just do me a favor and let Mommy sleep, she’s taking a nap.


We have to go to Miss Ayuma’s after lunch anyway, Daddy.  TK practice.  That wasn’t that hard, since Ayuma only lived about four houses past the gate into the strip.


And how have your exercises been going, Shya?


I’m doing okay, she answered.  Ayuma thinks I might have some ability, but she said it’s sometimes hard to tell with kids my age.  She works with me every day while Ranny does his practice exercises.


That’s good to hear.  We’re going to the island this afternoon, so don’t make any long-range plans.


Okay, all three sent in unison.


After lunch, the kids headed for their lessons with Ayuma, leaving the house quiet again.  But since everyone knew he was home, he wasn’t alone for long.  Temika came into his office, wearing a blouse and blazer with smart slacks.  Hey Jayce, she greeted as she closed the door.  I have those projections Chirk said you wanted.  I figured I’d just bring ‘em straight to you.


Thanks Mika.  You can just dump them on the house computer, I’ll get to them eventually.


Where’s Jys?


Sleeping.


I’m surprised she’s letting a chance like this go by, she sent with a slightly naughty tilt to her thought.


Jason looked at her.  Is this Temika I hear making innuendo? he teased.


She flipped him off, which made him chuckle.  Just so you know, Kumi’s taking the next two months off.  She’s starting to get worried that she hasn’t had the baby yet, since she’ s so late in the window.  She’s almost overdue.  She thinks maybe it’s work stress, so she’s starting her maternity now instead of when she delivers.


I can’t blame her for that, Jason noted.  You ready to run the office?


Sure am, she nodded.  We’ve got Rahne almost trained up to where we want her, so she’ll be taking over a lot of responsibility in the office.

That’s good to hear.  Rahne certainly loves working there.


She’s a natural, Temika told him.  Of course, so are the Beryans and Shio that Kumi hired, she added with a grin.  We’re still making so much money that we don’t really know what to do with it all.


That’ll change when you start seeing the maintenance budget for the Naval fleet we have to build, he replied.  So don’t do anything with that money.  We’re gonna need it.

I know, Kumi keeps me in the loop.  Anyway, I’m gonna go change and hit the beach.  See you later, Jayce.

Later Mika.

Jason did consider Kumi’s actions enough to talk to Songa about it.  [I’ve given her a thorough exam, dear, and nothing’s wrong.  She’s fine, the baby’s fine.  She’s just a late window girl, that’s all,] Songa assured him.  [Some women just deliver late.  She has five more days in her window.  If she goes to the end of it, then we’ll discuss some options.]

[Okay, long as she’s alright, I guess I’ll leave it up to you.]


[And what would you do otherwise, you silly man?] Songa replied playfully.


[Assert my authority and order the baby to leave the premises,] he replied, which made her laugh.


[I don’t think it works that way, dear.]


[I just haven’t tried it yet,] he replied with aplomb.


Jyslin woke up just after the kids were taken over to Ayuma’s house for their TK lessons, padding into his office wearing nothing but a lazy smile.  She leaned over and kissed him, then sat on the edge of the desk facing him, nearly in the same pose that Cybi often used, leaning on her hand.  The twins still asleep? Jason asked.


She nodded without replying, then yawned.  They need to wake up soon.  I have some stuff to go over with Frinia over at the office before we go over to Dahnai’s, and they need to nurse before I go.


I think I can bottle feed them, silly.


I know you can, but you’re not a mother, baby.  You don’t know how right it feels to nurse my children.


So, it’s all about you, he teased, poking her in the belly, which made her flinch and laugh. Trying to keep my from my daughters, that’s what this is all about.


They’re my daughters until they need their diapers changed, then they become your daughters, she replied with a grin.  We’ve got a really big match coming up. We can get back to .500 if we beat the Centurions.  At this point in the season, both me and Frinia consider it a major milestone.


At least it’s a home game, Jason mused.  Just remember that we’re going over to Dahnai’s for dinner.

What, are you trying to throw me out here? she asked lightly, grinning down at him.


Yes, he answered honestly.  I’m trying to at least see the bottom of my inbox today, and that’s never gonna happen with you sitting with your tits in my face.  So go do something less distracting, he ordered with a shooing motion of his hand.


Don’t order me around, buster, I’m the woman around here, she threatened with a smile.  You may rule the house, but don’t ever forget who rules you.


Make a choice, love.  Either leave or suffer the consequences.


And what consequences might those be? she asked, leaning over a little more to put her breasts much more in his face.


The kind that require you to take a shower afterwards, he answered.


Pft, that’s a reward, not a consequence, she declared, sliding off his desk and reaching for the tail of his shirt.


Jyslin wasn’t the only one taking a shower about an hour later, but it was very fun and delightful way to get sidetracked from trying to clear out the major items from his inbox.  And with the twins asleep and the kids at lessons, they had all kinds of time without worrying about being interrupted.  Myleena marched into the shower just as they finished up, drying off near the soaking tub.  Hey guys, she greeted.  Jayce, you gotta come to 3D.  We got news.

News or news?


News, she grinned.


Why do you always pull this shit when I’m busy doing something else, Myli? Jyslin asked sourly.


Because we kicked you out of 3D when you decided bachi was more important, Myleena replied with a grin.


Bitch.


You know it.

Myleena didn’t discuss why he was going to 3D as they flew there in Jason’s personal skimmer, Dera and Ryn riding in the back seats, but they did go over some of the other projects that Myleena as working on.  It kept them busy until Jason landed on the pad beside the nondescript warehouse beside the main Shimmer Dome complex that held the shady and mysterious operation known only as 3D.  Everyone was in except Jyslin, everyone working on their current projects, be them military or…military.  3D’s main focus was the development of military-applied technology to protect the house, though they did work on some non-military projects.  Jason called everyone to the main table in the center of the open floor of the warehouse.  “Okay, I’m here, so what’s so important that Myli would come get me in person?”


“Two things,” Myleena said, touching her gestalt and causing a hologram to appear over the table.  “First off, Leamon finally made some progress on the Teryon rail shell problem.”


“Yeah,” the tall black man said, standing up.  “I’ve been working on the power problem for a while, which is all I ever seem to do,” he added, looking over at Myleena.


“Hey, you’re the best at dealing with annoying power problems, Leamon,” she grinned in reply.


“Me and Tiya managed to come up with a new power coupler that keeps the cannon from feeding back into a ship’s power supply when it fires a Teryon shell,” Leamon said, using his interface to display an image of a power coupler.  Tiya was one of Myleena’s Black Ops researchers that she lured to Karis. Jason often found it funny that some of the smartest researchers in the Imperium came here to work with very average Terrans.  Leamon had been an electronics technician before the subjugation, he wasn’t a genius, and now he was a member of one of the most elite research and development branches in the known galaxy.  Luke had been a mechanic before the subjugation.  Bo had worked for Verizon as a lineman, installing fiber optic cable on telephone poles.  Jenny had been a waitress.  But they had all proved back in the Legion days that they were smart enough to do things the Legion way, and that had translated over when 3D was formed.  All of them had the most important training of them all, “do or die” training from their days in the Legion fighting against Trillane.  “It almost acts like a diode, Jayce.  It only allows EM power flow in one direction without interfering with plasma flow, and it’s specifically designed to stop the feedback the Teryon shell causes when it’s fired.”

“That’ll definitely help,” Jason said with a nod.  “Have you tested it yet?”


“We’ve tested it on our deep space cannon, but we need your approval to test it on a ship.”


“I’ll talk to Juma and arrange it.  Now what’s the other thing you have?”


Jenny and Eraen stood up.  “We made a breakthrough on the diffuser project,” Jenny declared.  “We finally hit 75%.”

“That’s great, guys!” Jason said brightly.  “What about the other problems?”


“We decided to work on the power first, and once we had a 75% unit, then work on the other problems.  But we’re there, Jayce.  We did full testing on our 75% diffuser, and it’s solid.  Now we just have to solve the power problem and figure out how to make it directional, and we’re there.”


“Outstanding!  That’s a full five months before you thought it’d take!”


“Thank Eraen for that,” she smiled, looking at her partner on the project.  “He figured out that we could use a spatial harmonic to boost the diffuser’s power.”


“Good work guys, seriously,” Jason said, slapping his hands on the table.  He was about to say something else, but a small toy Gladiator landed on the table and started marching around.  It was exactly like Rann’s toy, a perfect scale replica of a Gladiator, even with its own set of flight pods.  “You been making toys again, Myli?”


“That’s not a toy,” Bo said as the little robotic unit started towards him when he held out his hand.  “Remember that faulty chip we pulled out of Cybi’s I/O tree and you let me take to work with?  It’s installed in this,” he said, patting the Gladiator on the head.  “Meet Rook, 3D mascot and general all-around helpful little guy.  I’ve had it installed in this scale model for about a month now, and it roams around the shop learning things.  It also likes to help out, so it’s become the shop gopher.  We ask it to bring something, it brings it to us.”


“Really?”


“I’ve been sending you reports on the work I’ve done with the chip, Jayce.  I guess you haven’t been reading them,” Bo grinned.  “The chip is up to a first grade educational level and learns more every day.  I had it installed in a flying camera pod, but it wasn’t challenging for the chip for very long.  So, we upgraded it to this Gladiator replica, where it’s had to learn how to manipulate the limbs and use the toy’s extra systems.  I’m still not entirely sure if it’s self-aware, but it does learn.”

“All biogenic chips learn,” Jason said easily.  “Has it been communicating?”

“It can use the toy’s speaker to speak, and it can commune, but it’s not that much different from any commune with a chip in that class, Jayce,” Myleena answered.  “It doesn’t have much sophistication, so you have to keep things very simple.  I have some hardwired limiters in the toy’s circuitry to keep it from getting out of control.  It also can’t leave this warehouse.  It’s not ready to go outside yet.”


“Does it at least respond in ways that aren’t baseline for a chip in that class?”


“If you mean does it ask oddball questions, yeah,” she grinned.  “It does seem very curious, but that’s also an ingrained programmed tendency of a biogenic chip.  Bo’s done pretty well with it.  He treated it like a newborn infant at first, taught it Faey, taught it to read, and now it’s gotten educated enough to control that Gladiator.  It also accesses Civnet.  I keep an eye on the usage logs, and it seems to focus on educational programs and sites.  It’s been teaching itself algebra lately,” she said, patting the little Gladiator on the head when it walked by.  “It certainly wants to learn, so we let it learn.  Say hello to Jason, Rook,” she said.

“Hello, Jason,” the toy replied, turning to look at him.  “Are you well today?”

“I’m just fine, thank you for asking,” Jason replied, looking down at the little blue toy.  “Have you been enjoying your time in the Gladiator?”


“I fell down a lot before I learned how to work the legs,” it answered.


“Who gave you the name Rook?”


“I am an RK-47 class master processor.  Bo decided that Rook sounded better.”

“It sounds less sterile,” Jason chuckled.  “Sounds like some of Rook’s encoded programming is intact,” he noted to Myleena.


She nodded.  “It still has its onboard memory and programming, but the mutation allows it to ignore it.  What’s interesting to me is Rook doesn’t download data, it learns it the same way we do.  The chip’s lattice pathways are growing and evolving, almost like the synapses in the brain..”


“Downloading and assimilating data goes against Bo’s instruction.  I am to learn, and to download data is not learning.”

Jason was impressed by its reasoning ability, to reach a conclusion like that.  That certainly put a mark in the sentient column for the chip.  “Well, then, Rook, you just keep learning,” Jason told it.  “And I’ll pay more attention to your status reports, Bo,” he chuckled in addition.  “Alright, guys, what ideas do you have to start working on the power and directional problems?”

Jason spent nearly three hours as the entire group discussed possible approaches to fixing the diffuser’s major issues, completely losing track of time and enjoying every second of it.  Jenny and Eraen put out their ideas for solving the problems, then the whole shop debated them, even argued about them a little bit.  The problems were tricky ones, and as usual for the tricky problems, everyone discussed it.  He was there so long that Dahnai started pestering him over the biogenic network, ignoring his replies that he was very busy and he’d be there when he got there.  He had to all but block her as they finished up their discussion, and once they were done, Jason, Dera, and Ryn got in his skimmer and headed for Dahnai’s palace.

He smacked Dahnai on the shoulder when she met him at the pad, which made her laugh.  What was that for?


When I’m busy, it means I’m busy, he told her in a bit of a surly mental state.  I don’t tell you that just because I don’t want to talk to you.  When I don’t want to talk to you, I’ll tell you so straight up.


Is that so? she asked with a smile.  And what were you doing?

Things I can’t tell you about, he answered honestly.


Everyone else was already on the island, which wasn’t quite as easy now that life was getting back to normal.  Symone was back on duty and had returned to her job training Gladiator pilots,  Tim was spending his days at home working from his own home office so he could take care of Lyra, and both Jyslin and Jason had jobs that didn’t really let them take much maternity leave.  Dahnai had taken advantage of her ability to bring guests to her palace over the last month or so, since it seemed that every day, this Grand Duchess or that INS Admiral was relaxing by the pool or walking through the garden, but today it was nothing but family.  And they were one large family now.  Dahnai was now related to him by virtue of Rann’s marriage to Shya, and she was his amu dorai, which held at least a little weight in about every aspect but legal.  There was no legal status for an amu, but it was widely considered that amu did have a relationship of a sort.  It just wasn’t official.  Rann and Shya were swimming in the pool with Jyslin and Evin, Maer and Sirri were playing a holo-game with Symone, Saelle was lounging on a pool chair, laying on her belly with the large jaingi mey prominent on her back, and Kellin and Tim were conspicuously missing.  Saelle and Evin were considered family since they were the fosters for the twins, but Dahnai was much closer to Saelle than she was to Sirri’s fosters.  Saelle wasn’t just the foster of Miyai and Raisha, she was also one of Dahnai’s closer friends and a trusted advisor.  That gave her a very envied position in the palace as always having Dahnai’s ear.

Hey guys, Jason greeted as he reached the pool deck.  Two of Dahnai’s servants were walking around with trays of drinks, and six of Dahnai’s white-armored guards stood silent vigil around the edge of the pool deck.  How’s the water?


Just fine, Daddy, Rann replied as he and Shya swam towards the deep end.  What took you so long?

I had some serious business to take care of, he answered as he accepted a drink from a smiling servant.  Where’s Tim and Kellin?

Oh, they’re out having a little fun, Symone sent in a coquettish fashion, which told Jason exactly what those two were doing.  And no doubt Symone told Tim to go do it.


And where are all the babies?


Believe it or not, all five are sleeping, Saelle answered without opening her eyes. Miyai and Raisha just nursed a bit ago, they always sleep after nursing.  I’m keeping an eye on them.


Got a monitor up in the nursery?


More like three, and there are two maids and four guards stationed in the nursery at all times, Dahnai answered for Saelle.


I’m surprised you don’t have guests over, he noted to Dahnai as he sat at a table near the pool.


I will, she answered.  I invited Carissa to the palace for dinner and to talk about a few things.  She’s been very helpful since the cloning incident.  Carissa had been more or less blackmailed by the IBI to be the front to buy that cloning equipment, and ever since then, she’d been Dahnai’s best friend in the whole world ever.  Dahnai didn’t blame her for what happened, but she also wasn’t letting Carissa get away quite so easily either.  She’d leveraged Carissa into some deals that were more advantageous to Merrane than Luralle.

Sounds like I’ll be leaving early, he noted with a dry undertone to his thought.


I thought you liked Carissa.


I do, but I’m not getting involved in Imperium politics.  I just got free of that cesspool, I’m not wading back into it.

She gave him a dirty look as both Saelle and Jyslin laughed.


Jason decompressed by playing with his son and all-but-daughter in the pool with Jyslin and Evin, and were joined by Dahnai and Saelle not long afterward, the kids making sure that they didn’t do any boring or silly things like talk about politics.  After swimming a while, they went out and took a long walk around the island as Maer talked about his upcoming new semester at school, and his need to choose a focus for his studies now that he was no longer getting private tutoring.  I just can’t decide between math and biology, he fretted a little as they walked through the carefully tended woods on the northeast side of the island.  All the trees there were Draconis species, and Dahnai had also imported several animals to live in those woods that the palace staff fed.  And she was pretty broad in her tastes of animals.  She’d seen Terran peacocks in pictures, and now there were quite a few of them wandering the palace grounds.  The animals in the woods were all “cutesy” herbivores that could live on a planet that had no real ecosystem, a planet with no insects except those specifically imported for specific tasks such as honeybees, only a very few species of plants, and even fewer species of animals.  The animals living in these woods didn’t need that ecosystem to survive, for they lived entirely off what the trees provided them and the water from the artificial stream that the Makati engineers had build through the area.  Every single one of those trees had been transplanted from Draconis, yet the woods looked as if they’d been here for decades.  That said a lot of the skill of the Makati landscapers that Red Horn kept on staff.  Those animals had a nice cushy life, Jason supposed, living on the island on a planet with no natural predators, where if the trees weren’t feeding them enough, the wrangler Dahnai kept on staff would feed them.  They truly had no worries or cares, and in a way, Jason could envy them a little bit.

Just go with what interests you most, Maer, Saelle told him.


That’s just it, I like both advanced mathematics and biology.


Then study both, Kellin told him.  There’s nothing saying you have to study only one.


Well, the school it was best if I did.  They said I had to have a major, that I need to pick one and focus my studies there, then I can come back and study the other.  They said it would be too much work if I tried to study both.  I just can’t decide which to study first.


And you can’t decide? Dahnai asked, to which he shook his head.  Alright then, I’ll decide for you, that way you don’t have to worry about it, she told him.  How does that sound?


Well, okay, I guess, he answered.


Good.  So, I decide that you’ll study art history.


But I don’t like art history!


You let me decide, so you’re stuck with it now, she grinned at him.


Maer gave her a look, which made Jason chuckle.  That’s not fair, Mom.


Life isn’t fair, son, she replied easily.  Now, you still want me to decide for you?


No.  I’ll study biology first, he replied, in a bit of a huff.


Dahnai just glanced at Jason and winked.  Well, that crisis is averted, she sent grandly, patting her son on the shoulder.

Your Majesty, Raisha is awake, one of the guards sent.  I believe she’s hungry.


Well, back to reality, Dahnai sent with a chuckle.


It was back to reality in more than one way for them, because Carissa Luralle arrived not long after they got back to the house.  She was a very tall woman with dusky blue skin and a slender, nearly thin athletic frame—she was an outdoors type, very active—white-gold hair that she wore very long and straight, and with stormy blue eyes.  She was a very handsome young lady, but often wore a stern expression that downplayed her natural beauty.  Carissa was the youngest of all the Highborn Grand Duchesses.  For that matter, she was the youngest Grand Duchess period now that Jason was no longer part of the Siann.  She was only 31 years old, but had sat on the throne of her house for 11 years, before she was even considered an adult.  Her mother had died in a skimmer accident, and had died in one of the worst ways in Jason’s opinion.  She’d been killed when the power plant in her skimmer exploded en route back to Draconis, and it had ruptured the hull of the skimmer and decompressed the passenger compartment.  Without the power plant, the emergency pressure shields couldn’t activate, and Drevara, her husband, Carissa’s 11 year old brother, and the skimmer’s flight crew all died from decompression…and death by vacuum exposure was one painful way to die.  There were still rumors that Drevara Luralle’s death had not been an accident, though every investigation showed that it was just that.  It was just a random accident, like how his mother had died.  Even in the ultra-high technology Imperium, accidents could and did happen, and people died as a result.  Carissa was unmarried, pretty, and was smart enough not to get involved in politics as much as possible.  She was one of the few Grand Duchesses that Jason enjoyed talking to in the Siann, since she rarely had an ulterior motive.

“Your Majesty, Jason,” she said in greeting as a servant brought her to the sitting room where Dahnai was nursing Raisha.  “Hello again, Duchess Symone, Duchess Jyslin,” she added with a smile.


“You’re early, Carissa,” Dahnai noted as she carefully cradled her daughter to her breast.


“I finished my work a little earlier than I expected.  I hope you don’t mind.”


“Of course not, it just means you’re going to have to wait a little while for dinner.  That and me and Jason have a council meeting in about half an hour, but that shouldn’t last too long.  I’m sure you can just hang out til we’re done.”


“It’s been a while, Carrie,” Symone said lightly as she held Lyra, who was awake but not hungry from the looks of it.  “So, what happened with that hot guy from house Vinalle?”


Carissa laughed.  “That was nothing but a cloakroom encounter, Symone,” she said.  That term referred to the random and sometimes anonymous sex that happened in the back rooms of the palace between nobles attending court.  It earned that nickname from back when it literally took place in the cloak room, the large room where they stored visitors’ cloaks and coats and hats, but now it happened in the many bedrooms peppered through the common areas of the palace, which were there literally just so nobles would have someplace to go to have sex.  At about any time during court, maybe twenty of those rooms were in use by nobles attending court and enjoying a bit of a diversion. 

Faey nobility in general and Grand Duchesses in particular were a very wanton and bandy lot, much worse than most Faey commoner women, and since they were Faey, they were not only proud about their sexual exploits, they sometimes took things a bit further than even the rather worldly Jason considered proper.   There wasn’t a single Grand Duchess in the Siann that hadn’t had sex with one of the many male nobles that were brought to court or palace servants, Dahnai herself had been well known for bedding noble men that attended court—no man was allowed by law to say no to Dahnai—and there were quite a few lurid tales of the sex parties and orgies that took place in some Grand Duchesses’ manor houses in Dracora or back on their home planets.  Dahnai’s mother had been almost famous, or infamous depending on one’s point of view, for her extravagant and wildly over the top sex parties, and had probably had sex with every male noble in the Imperium above the rank of Zarinen.  She had considered it her Imperial privilege to lay every man in the Siann with enough rank to matter.

Dahnai was considered quite straight-laced and conservative by most Faey noble women because she didn’t host or attend orgies or other sex parties.  Then again, they didn’t know Dahnai very well, or they’d understand why she didn’t.  Dahnai had a very strong libido, like most Faey women her age, she just far preferred to have her sex in private.  She considered it the one thing she could do without the guards watching her.

Most people had no idea what really went on in the palace on court days, they only saw what the roaming Courtwatch cameras picked up.  They also had no idea how the nobles of the Siann used sex as a political tool as much as a personal pursuit, much like the ancient Romans did.

“So, still haven’t found a guy worth marrying?” Symone asked with a grin.


“I’ve been looking, but so far nothing,” she said as she sat after Dahnai motioned at a chair.  “I’m not all that interested in marrying for a political alliance, so that lets me take my time.”


“Woah, what is this?  A Grand Duchess not using marriage as a political tool?  I’m shocked,” Jason sad dryly.


“I’m in the same position as the Empress, Jason, just from the other end,” she told him.  “There’s not much gain in it for another house to marry into mine, and those that do aren’t the houses I want to be associated with.  Hell, my house is smaller than most of the lower houses,” she shrugged.  “And since I don’t need anything like that, it means I can marry who I want, not who’s best for the house.”


“See?  Now this is the way marriage should work,” Jason said, pointing at Carissa as he stared at Dahnai.


“Oh, hush, you,” she retorted.  “Rann and Shya happen to be very happy together.  And why do you think I married Kellin, you dink?”


“I thought you married him for his dick, Dahnai,” Symone teased.


“I could get that without marrying him,” she snorted in reply, which made Jyslin chuckle.  “You forget, Symone, I’m the Empress. No man is allowed to say no to me.  It’s the law.”


“Yet another reason why I’m so glad I’m not subject to your law anymore,” Jason injected.


“I already own that big dick of yours, sweetheart,” she said with an acidic smile.  “I don’t need my crown to get you between my legs.”


“So sure of herself,” Jason noted to Jyslin.


“This is all the proof I need, baby,” she told him lightly, pointing at Raisha.  “By the way, you’re staying over tonight, and guess which garden you’re going to be planting.”


“Well, if I must.  I guess it’d be best to get that unpleasant business out of the way as quickly as possible,” he sighed in a melodramatic fashion.  Symone burst out laughing then Dahnai picked up an empty glass with her free hand and threw it at him.

At least Carissa’s presence wasn’t a drag on the evening.  Jason did like her, so she fit in very well as they first relaxed around the pool, which was Dahnai’s favorite spot at her summer palace, then had a very large and enjoyable dinner inside.  Dahnai did talk a little politics and business with her after they came back from the Confederate Council meeting, but all in all, Jason could say that he enjoyed the evening even with Carissa being there.  He wouldn’t have if it was a much less grounded Grand Duchess, like perhaps Emae.


Holding through with her threat, Jason spent the night with Dahnai in her bedroom, with Kellin spending the night over with Jyslin. She’d been very romantic since having the twins, almost as if she was making up for that last month of pregnancy when she hadn’t been as interested.  It was past midnight when Jason woke up because of his gestalt, which was sending out a communal “beep” that a Generation would hear but no one else would, an alarm of sorts that went off when he had a very important message waiting for him.  Instead of putting it on, he instead accessed it from where it sat, beside Dahnai’s jack interface, and saw that it was the military command center that had been trying to get in touch with him.  [Who was calling me, and what did you want?] he called back.

Shey’s voice sounded in his head as she answered.  [Jason, we have something of a situation,] she told him.

[Summarize, Shey.]


[Ten minutes ago, we received an ultimatum from the Hrathari Dominion, your Grace.  If we don’t give them the technology behind real-time jump engines and Stargate technology, they’ll declare war.  To back up their threat, they’ve jumped a fleet of approximately one thousand ships towards RJ-44,] she noted in a dry, unimpressed tone.

[Why the fuck would they do that?]


[The usual reasons, I imagine.  Someone thinks her tits are too big to fit in her shirt,] Shey replied lightly.

[Mother fuckers,] Jason growled.  [And just what do they think they’re going to do when they reach the interdictor?  Spend a year cruising in under sublight?] he asked acidly.


[We’ll find out in about ten minutes.  Miaari was already told, and she has several hyperspace probes heading for Hrathari territory to get detailed scans of the fleets.  But we thought you might want to know too.  Since you’re in charge and all,] she added as an afterthought.


[I’m so glad you remember who pays your salary, woman,] Jason retorted.  [Let me get dressed and I’ll be over in a little bit.]


[No reason for that, Jason,] Shey told him.  [Why don’t you just merge and use one of the holographic emitters? General Myri’s doing it right now herself.  And I doubt you want to disturb her Majesty.]

Jason was silent maybe a moment too long.  [And how do you know I’m with Dahnai?]


[Because I’m not an idiot,] she replied smoothly.


[Someone wants to spend a couple of days scrubbing garbage cans.]


[Oh come now, you’re not going to punish me for the truth, are you?] she replied with exaggerated innocence.

[When it comes to you, Shey, yes,] he retorted, which made her laugh.


Jason put on his gestalt and settled back into the bed, admitting that it wouldn’t be very easy to get out of it without waking up Dahnai.  She was half-sprawled on top of him, sleeping peacefully.  He effortlessly merged up into the biogenic network, moved into the military mainframe, then had it project out a hologram of himself.  He did it the way Cybi did, projecting out a pseudo-nude image of himself as he really looked, just without detail…and without genitalia.  He then merged to a nearby floating camera pod in a way that let him see from the hologram’s point of view.  Myri was indeed present in holographic form, which was her with her hair pulled back and nude, sitting at the desk in her house.  Sioa and Juma were there in person, and Navii wasn’t present, at least yet.  Miaari walked into the command center seconds later, nodding to Jason as she advanced past the comm station, where Shey was one of four officers sitting.  “I have six probes nearly in position now, Jason,” she said.  “We should get back their scans in just a moment.”

“I just do not understand what would make the Hrathari do something this dumb,” Jason growled.  “They know that RJ-44 is interdicted.”

“And they saw virtually no defense there when their diplomats attended the summit,” Miaari added.  “No doubt they believe that the house either doesn’t have the military power to counter their fleet or won’t risk losing military assets to a Hrathari incursion when we’re engaged in war with the Syndicate and Consortium.  This ploy is pure blackmail, to scare us into giving them what they want, especially when they believe that we are unwilling to get involved in a war against them.”

“We don’t need this right now,” Juma said darkly  “The Hrathari won’t be anything more than an inconvenience, but they’re diverting our attention away from what is important.”


“A thousand ships is more than an inconvenience, Juma,” Miaari said calmly.


“We’re getting the first readings back from the pods,” Shey called.  “I’ll send it to the main console.”


“Thank you, Shey,” Juma nodded.  A series of holograms showing the results of the scans appeared over the center console, and they all leaned in a little to look at them.


“Here,” Sioa said, pointing.  “That’s how they’re gonna do it.”


“FTL drives!” Juma gasped.  “They have actual FTL drives on those ships!  They must be ancient!”


“FTL?  You mean they have warp drives?” Jason asked.


“Actually, they have trans-light drives,” Miaari noted as she looked at the results.  “They utilize light hyper-modulation to shroud the ship in a field of hyper-light, separating it from three-dimensional physics.  That allows the ship to exceed the speed of light.  It’s the most efficient and fastest of the assorted FTL drive technologies.”


“How long will it take them to get to Janja from the interdiction border?” Myri asked.


“It will take them roughly 40 minutes.  Their utilization of the technology is exceptional,” she said as she studied the data.  “They’re the fastest trans-light drives I’ve ever seen.  They must have used them extensively before developing jump engines.  At that speed, I would guess that they still use them on some of their freighters and civilian craft for short distances.  By Denmother’s tail, if they didn’t have catapult technology, these drives would be nearly as fast as their current jump technology,” she noted, raising a furry brow.  “I am impressed.”


“Several things about these RK empires are impressive,” Sioa agreed.  “They’ve taken tech we consider obsolete and developed it in ways we never thought to pursue.  Like Jayce’s rail cannons, nobody ever thought to develop that tech when energy weapons don’t require ammunition, yet rail cannons are just as powerful as pulse weaponry in certain situations.” 

“Why would they have FTL drives and jump engines on the same ship?” Jason asked.  “That’s some major power drain there.”

“They can also be used for sublight propulsion, Jason, unlike jump engines, and when they are used thusly they take a fraction of the power needed to run them faster than light.  And trans-light drive aren’t as large as jump engines.  These look to be about the same size as a Karinne gravometric engine,” she noted, studying the image on the hologram depicting one of the Hrathari ships.  “Since they haven’t yet developed spatial technology, I think that these ships are some of their older ships built with trans-light drives, which were never replaced by the newer ion differential engines our scans found on the Hrathari ships that came to RJ-44.  Given how expensive it would be to refit that many ships, they probably found it more economical to simply leave the trans-light drives on these older ships rather than upgrade to the ion differential engines we saw on the Hrathari ships that came to RJ-44.”

“The fleet will reach the interdiction effect in nine days,” Sioa declared as she looked at a graphical representation of the fleet’s location on a starchart of the area.  “So that gives us time to come up with a plan.”

“The plan is we kick their asses,” Jason said pugnaciously, which made Juma grin.  “We will not be threatened or blackmailed.  I was hoping we wouldn’t have any problems with the RK empires, but I was wrong.  So we make a very visible and very messy example out of the Hrathari.  That means we’re throwing everything at this attack fleet, ladies.  Everything.  Juma, mobilize the fleet and call up all active duty Wolf squadrons from the Army and Marines for deployment.  Sioa, mobilize our mobile infantry to deploy to Janja as defense, add enough Marines to every Navy ship so it has enough Marines and Tarks to both repel boarders and board enemy vessels, get the Red Warriors and the KBB on the board to attach to the Navy for the operation so they can practice space-based operations in a real combat environment, and activate our guard militia to move into a planetary defense posture since we’ll be pulling our forces out of the system.  I’ll call in 3D and send a team to Janja with the entire inventory at their command, so be ready to add that to your battle plan.  Myri, I want every stellar collector we have available sent to RJ-44.  Ladies, prepare a battle plan to ambush that fleet as soon as it drops out of hyperspace.  The battle plan is this, ladies.  Nothing escapes.  Their entire fleet is either destroyed or it surrenders. When the prisoners get back to Hrathari space, I want them to tell horror stories about the battle that makes the grandchildren of their grandchildren wet the bed.”

All three of them laughed.  “You do know how to make a girl happy, Jayce,” Juma grinned.  “And you just saved Kyva skinning you for cutting her out of a battle again.”

“Everyone’s getting involved in this, Juma.  I want to capture one of those FTL drives so we can take it apart and study it, and since only the best will do, we’re going to go after their command ship.  So Sioa, I want you to prep a boarding team to invade and capture their flagship.”

“I’ll get with Miaari so we can identify it and scan it so we know how to best go about it,” Sioa nodded.

“I will inform Denmother of this development,” Miaari added.  “She might dispatch Kimdori ships to aid you, but that will be her decision.”


“We’d certainly welcome them, Miaari,” Juma told her.  “A few stream weapon attacks will get us more than one Hrathari ship to inspect.”

A flat hologram of Yeri shimmered into view, just without her being merged.  She was standing by her desk in her bedroom, and she was nude.  Faey tended to sleep nude, it was a cultural practice.  “I just received word about the Hrathari threatening war,” she said, looking over at Jason.  “What do you want me to do, your Grace?”

“You tell the Hrathari that if they wanted a war, they just got one,” he answered with a flat expression.  “And we’ll happily discuss the terms of the peace treaty after we grind their fleet into dogmeat.”

“Oh dear,” she sighed.  “No negotiating?”


“No negotiating,” he affirmed.  “They’re bullies, Yeri, and a bully won’t stop until you punch him in the nose.  If we ignore them, they’ll do it again.  If we try to negotiate or appease, they’ll definitely do it again.  Hell, even if we park our fleet just inside the interdiction effect and allow them to just jump out, they’ll do it again because we didn’t do anything about it.  I’ve read the intel on the Hrathari, and I’m positive this is the best way to deal with them.  I’ll allow you to entertain peace treaties after we wipe out the fleet they just jumped towards RJ-44.  I have little doubt they’ll be very amenable to peace afterwards.”

“Object lesson,” Miaari said mildly, which made Yeri chuckle.


“Ah, alright.  I’ll formulate the response and send it off as soon as I can.”


“Make it extra snarky,” Jason told her.  “We have no time to deal with their bullshit with the Syndicate coming, so I want them to know how annoyed we are.”

Yeri laughed.  “I’ll make it diplomatically snarky, your Grace.  How’s that?”


“However you wanna do it, Yeri, you’re the diplomat,” he told her.  “In the meantime, warn the other RK empires about the Hrathari’s ultimatum and our response, so they won’t be surprised at what happens next.”

“I’ll take care of it.  Let me get dressed and I’ll get to the office as soon as I can.”


Yeri’s hologram winked out as Myri leaned on her elbow.  “I find it a little dumb that they’d actually risk war with what they know is a technologically superior opponent,” she mused.

“We may be technologically superior, Myri, but we are an unknown to them,” Miaari answered.  “The ultimatum might be a test of our defenses, a vehicle to make us reveal our military capabilities,” she mused as she continued to look at the data coming from the probes.  “They know next to nothing about us, after all, and an aggressive, expansionistic empire like the Hrathari would be inclined to react aggressively to another civilization that only calls itself a house and has admitted in the summit we conducted that we only have one star system.  They must believe that we either lack the military might to repel a Hrathari attack fleet despite our superior technology, or we are unwilling to risk military assets with yet another war.  Since they are not certain, they come up with the ultimatum rather than just jumping an attack fleet to RJ-44.  If they arrive and see little or no opposition within the system, they know that the house is weak and able to be conquered, and they will threaten war if we don’t give them what they want…or they may simply attack what they see as a weakly defended system anyway.  If they see a sizable force in defense of the system, then they know that we are not to be trifled with.  At that point, they simply retreat and withdraw their ultimatum, believing that we are unwilling to pursue a war with a third party.”


“Well, we’re not giving them the chance,” Jason grunted.  “I’m not playing this fucking game with the Hrathari.  If we do nothing, they’ll simply try this shit again.  They want to test us, fine, they’re about to get both barrels of it right in their face.”

“My, someone’s aggressive today,” Juma chuckled.


“This isn’t about being aggressive, Juma.  This is about punching the bully in the nose,” he answered bluntly.  “And it sends a message to every other empire in the RK sector that we are not to be fucked with.  I don’t want to have to mobilize the fleet in defense of Janja more than once.”

“Jayce makes a good point,” Myri agreed.  “After we spank the Hrathari, nobody else over there is gonna try a stunt like this.  An overwhelming show of force will quash any further ideas that we might be easy to conquer.  And wiping out this Hrathari battle fleet will send that message loud and clear.”


“Exactly,” Jason nodded at Myri.  “And this will give us a chance to test jacked pilots and ship crews in a real situation, not a scenario.  Justin is back on flight status, so I’m curious to see how he and the other jacked fighter pilots perform.  A thousand Hrathari ships aren’t too much of a threat for our fleet, so this will be good exercise if nothing else.”

“So you want us throw the entire chaba pod at them?” Juma asked.


“That’s exactly what I want.  I want it to be over ten minutes after their fleet drops into normal space.  I want them to have no idea what the fuck just happened.”

Juma laughed.  “We can do that,” she assured him with an impish smile.


“We have 421 ships on the board, added to the ground-based assets, fighters, orbital platforms and drones we can pull, I think we can more or less eradicate this Hrathari fleet with minimal risk to our own people,” Myri said, looking over at the status board.  “We’ll need to study the fleet to figure out exactly how we ant to do this, girls.  If Jayce wants us to capture their flagship, we’d better make sure nobody blows it up by accident.”

“Alright then, I’ll leave you ladies to it.  This is your job,” Jason declared.  “I’ll be in the office early tomorrow morning so you can go over the initial plans.”

“Yeah, we’ll get your corner ready for you, Jayce,” Juma grinned.


“I’m calling Red Horn in the morning and I’m ordering them to remove all corners from the command center,” he declared, which made them all laugh.  “I’ll see all of you in the morning.”

“We’ll be here.  We’ll even let Navii in on it,” Juma smiled.


Jason disengaged himself from the biogenic network, and when he opened his eyes, he found himself almost nose to nose with Dahnai. She was laying on top of him, her chin propped on a hand and her elbow and arm almost against his head.  So, who are the Hrathari, and why are you about to go to war with them?


He gave her a hostile look.  Even though he was communing, Dahnai was making skin to skin contact with him, which gave her a powerful connection to him that let her see into his thoughts.  That let her bypass the fact that he was communing, something she couldn’t hear.


That’s none of your business, he replied evenly.


Yes it is my business, babes.  I may have let the Karinnes go, but you’re still important to me and to the Imperium. If you’re about to get involved in some secret war, I want to know why.  It’s not like you or the Karinnes to start wars, and from the sound of it, you’re certainly starting this one.  You’re not giving these Hrathari the chance to back down.

The Hrathari are an empire within jump distance of one of my remote farming planets, he told her.  They’ve decided that they can extort us and threaten us with war to make us give them technology they have no business having.  I’m going to disabuse them of that idea.  The way you stop that kind of foolishness is to immediately punch the guy in the nose to teach them that you’re not worth fucking with.

So that’s where one of those Stargates go, she mused, giving him a quirky smile.  And why do you keep them a secret from the Confederation?


To protect them from the Confederation, he answered honestly.  If you or the Verutans or the Skaa knew about them and knew where they were, you’d try to conquer them.

Give me a little more credit than that, baby, she protested, then she frowned at his flat, unimpressed look.  Why not invite them to join the Confederation?

They’re not interested.  They act almost exactly like you do, all they’re interested in is expanding their power.

I do not.


He slowly raised a single eyebrow, which made her a little uncomfortable.  I don’t do that now, she amended.  There are much more important things going on, like protecting the entire galaxy from the Andromedans.


If only you weren’t saying that just to cover your ass.


I don’t have to cover my ass.  I’m kinda hoping you’ll grab hold of it, she sent seductively, touching her nose to his.


Nice attempt at changing the subject.


I don’t have to attempt, I know how to make you forget about everything but me, silly man, she teased lightly even as she leaned down and gave him a kiss that would have unlocked his knees if he’d been standing.
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The White House 

This was much better.

Jason leaned back in his chair after Chirk’s initial morning briefing of his day’s schedule and saw that he only had 23 items in his inbox today, which made him so happy that he almost felt like dancing across his office.  The revamp of the executive organizational structure was finished two days ago, and already, it was showing the kinds of results that Jason wanted to see, mainly in the 23 items in his inbox instead of 200.  His new cabinets were set up, the cabinet secretaries were staffing them to their own specifications.


And the cabinet was starting to show that the Karinnes were a multiracial house.  After an exhaustive search of qualified candidates, Jason had selected Jerrim Dawnglow to the cabinet post of House Member Services.  Jerrim was a very handsome Shio who had worked in the Shio Federal Government before coming to the house, who had the perfect balance of organizational skills, compassion for others, and the ability to navigate governmental structure to be a good head of the department that oversaw the welfare of the citizens of the house.  He had already moved into his new offices in the complex and was busy working with his core staff to bring in the people that would run the department…and he had a big department.  It was Jerrim’s responsibility to manage the education, health, welfare, and in a way, the morale of the house subjects, from health and housing to happiness and opportunities to grow.  His department would oversee education, planet-wide organized sports, citizen health by working with the Medical Service and the Agriculture Department, comfort by working with the Land Use Authority within the Department of the Interior, and morale.  His office also encompassed a former Interior office which managed the house employment system, where people looking for jobs were matched up with jobs available, and since his department also included education, it allowed him to streamline the job search and job training offices into a single office.  In that single office, a house member could come in, see what jobs were available, apply for a job, and arrange vocational training if it was required for the job.  Jerrim would also take over the house recruiting office to bring new members into the house.

And there were always jobs for those new members.  The House Karinne was still in desperate need of new house members just to fill the jobs their expansion had created, and had an unemployment of 0%, or .83% if those who didn’t work by choice were taken into account, such as stay-at-home parents.  They were still heavily recruiting in virtually every Confederate empire, even empires beyond the Confederation, trying to fill those jobs and increase house population…just the right people.


And they were certainly getting applications since they’d expanded their recruiting through the Academy and out beyond the sector cluster.  The last figures Miaari sent him said that there were 1,303,233 applicants in the last cycle, but maybe only 10% of those applicants would pass the screening.  Those applicants were from 27 different empires and represented 59 races or species, not counting Confederate members.  The house itself currently had 38 different races or species in it, though the vast majority of the house population was Faey, Terran, and now a sizable number of Shio.  Every species in the Confederation had members in the house except the Kirri and Jun due to their respective world views, in varying numbers based on how long they’d been in the Confederation, and there were house members from outside empires as well, recently joined after they opened recruiting up to virtually every species attending the Academy.

And that was just the way Jason was hoping it would be.  The House of Karinne was an inclusive institution that accepted anyone willing to roll up their sleeves and work for a brighter future dominated by peace and prosperity.  He believed in the ideal that diversity brought strength, and had instituted it into the house he ruled…just with certain conditions and safeguards to make sure the diversity he brought to the house didn’t bring conflict along with it.

He could live with an inbox like this every morning.  It meant that he’d have time to actually catch up on some other things, maybe even relax a little bit after lunch, maybe take an unscheduled trip out to look around.  For the first time in over a year, he didn’t feel overwhelmed when he sat down at his desk and activated his panel.


But, he did have some things to do today.  There was a final briefing before the KMS whipped the Hrathari Dominion’s ass tomorrow local time.  There was the first cabinet meeting with Myleena and Jerrim being part of it.  After lunch, he was scheduled to attend a demonstration of some prototype device that the Military Research and Development Division had been working on.  MRDD was the slightly less top-secret sister agency to 3D, where military applications of current conventional technology were developed and implemented, on equipment from as small as a spider to as large as a line vessel.  Things that were unconventional or were brand new technology came out of 3D, but more traditional things that used 3D innovations came out of MRDD, like the design for the frigate.  MRDD included Naval Engineering under its umbrella..  But the first major event on today’s agenda was a Confederate Council meeting that he couldn’t blow off, because he was going to make a major announcement.  He was going to formally release the jack upgrade software to allow anyone with any model jack to jump hyperspace without jump shock.  They’d had to do a lot more work than they expected on that due to the different brain architectures of various jacked species, but Songa, Siyhaa, and Myleena had finally come up with a “blanket” program that worked with any brain architecture.


In fact, that was the first item in the inbox, which Chirk had prioritized with her usual efficiency.  Ayuma had everything ready to release it into the public archives of the Academy, and she only needed his authorization.  That authorization was sent as soon as he opened up the request, and twenty seconds later, the megastrings of program code and instructional files were copied into the Academy mainframe.


Jason worked through the other items in his inbox as he waited for the council meeting, which would take place at 11:16 local time.  He usually got into the office around 9:00—one of the perks of a 29 hour day was always getting as much sleep as he wanted and still getting to work on time—so that gave him two hours to knock as much off his inbox as possible.

He very nearly finished his morning’s inbox when council time came around, though Chirk did add six new items to it over the two hours he worked.  He laughed when the first hologram popped up, and naturally it was Kreel doing something goofy.  He had a toddler Grimja girl on his shoulders, wincing as the youngster pulled on his ears.  “I thought you didn’t have any kids,” Jason noted lightly.


“This is my niece La-La,” he grinned in reply, speaking in Grimja.  “My sister Vreela is visiting from Kojik today.  Say hi to Jayce, La-La.”


“Hi!” she said, giving him an almost diabetes-inducing cute smile and waving at him.


“Vreela’s youngest,” he said, wincing again.  “Those are my ears, girl, not handles!”


“But they’re so convenient,” Jason noted with a sly smile, switching to Grimja himself, since he rather doubted that the toddler spoke Faey.


“I’ll show you convenient the next time I’m on Karis, Jayce,” he said as La-La patted him between his ears.  “Speaking of that, wanna invite me over?  We haven’t sat down and had a few tankards for a  while.”


“You’re not getting me that drunk again, Kreel.”


“But it’s fun,” he grinned.


“I’m not going to be able to invite you over for a while, but when things settle down, sure,” Jason told him.  “But we’re going to see each other on Terra next takir anyway.”

Kreel laughed.  “What kind of fun is the official summit going to be?” he asked.  “Oh, by the way, La-La wants to see you play music.  She doesn’t believe that one person can make an instrument do what you do in that recording.”

Jason laughed and stood up, then walked over to the piano he had on the side of the office.  “And what do you want to hear?  I didn’t send you just one song.”


“Surprise her,” Kreel grinned.


“So, you don’t think a piano can make those sounds, La-La?” he asked. 


“Nuh-uh, I said one person couldn’t do it by himself,” she replied.


“Then I think I’ll play something that shows you that ten fingers can make ten sounds,” he said, holding up his hands.


“We only have eight fingers,” she noted.


“And that’s why you wouldn’t do very well playing a Terran piano,” he smiled.  “It was meant for someone with at least ten fingers.  But I bet a Jobodi could do things I could never dream of on this thing,” he added with a laugh.  “If I had fourteen fingers, I could do way more.”


“You seen those tricks Grran does?  It blows my mind,” Kreel laughed, referring to a Jobodi’s almost supernatural manual dexterity when it came to fingers.


“Like I said, Terran professional piano players better hope that Jobodi never take up the craft,” he noted as he put his fingers down on the keys.


La-La was suitably impressed as Jason played something that sounded easy but was deceptively hard to play, Charlie Brown’s theme song from the Peanuts TV shows, something that almost everyone seemed to like that had any ear for Terran music.  He followed it up with something  much harder but something much more fun to play, Pinetop’s Boogie Woogie, written at the tail end of the Ragtime era and just as early jazz started to bloom.  It was meant only for very, very good piano players.  Jason could admit that he was good enough to play ragtime, but he’d never be as good as some of the greats of the era, like Scott Joplin.  That man was a master.  When he finished, he looked behind him and saw all the rulers’ holograms, and they were all just sitting quietly listening.  “Sometimes I forget just how good you are on that thing, babes,” Dahnai grinned.

“Everyone needs a good secondary skill, in case this rulership thing doesn’t pan out, Dahnai,” he said lightly as he turned back around and started pecking at the keys, playing a cheerful, jazzy little ditty, maybe showing off his improvisational skills a little bit.  “I once made extra money when I was in school playing piano in a tavern.  I could always go back to it, I suppose.”


“I think the pubs around Grimjaka would fight over who booked you, Jayce,” Kreel grinned, setting La-La down.  “How many years did it take to learn to play?”

“Quite a few, but it never seemed like work.  Nothing is when you have fun when you’re doing it,” he replied with a smile as he turned back around.  “Anyway, we have real business to talk about, so I’ll stop holding us up,” Jason said as he swung around on the bench to face them.


“I believe we can all wait another moment or two so we can hear you finish whatever that was you were playing,” Krirara said mildly.


“Indeed,” Shakizarr nodded.


Jason laughed.  “I wasn’t really playing anything at all, just messing around,” he said as he stood up, then moved back to his desk, the holograms moving to stay arrayed so he could see them all. Cybi manifested her own hologram and sat demurely on the edge of his desk, which had become her habit.  When Jason attended a council meeting, so did she.  She had also sat in for him several times when he either was too busy or didn’t feel like attending a council himself.  “I was wondering where you were, Cybi,” he said.


“I was pondering a quantum vibration calculation Myleena posed to me.  It took much of my attention.”

“If you found it that challenging, I don’t think I even want to hear about it,” Jason said, which made Dahnai chuckle.


Prime Minister Vizzie of the Skaa Republic had the gavel, so she got them started up.  They went through old business first, a few updates on prior reports, then she opened the council to new business.  Jason moved before Anivan could start diatribing, jumping in almost as soon as the large Skaa female finished speaking. “I have a major announcement that affects everyone at this table,” Jason spoke up.  “We’ve made a major breakthrough with cyberjack technology that allows a jacked individual to jump hyperspace with no adverse effects,” he declared.

That got all of their attention.  “What do you mean, no adverse effects, Jason?” Vizzie asked.


“Just that, Vizzie.  We’ve found a way to remove the sensory ghosting and sensory overload that causes jump shock, but it only works with people with a jack.  The jack shunts off the body’s natural sensory input in favor of artificial input fed from a camera and a microphone, and those don’t suffer sensory ghosting.  We’ve been testing this upgrade with KMS personnel for the last month, and we haven’t had a single case of any jump-related illness or condition since we perfected the technology.  No jump shock, no jump psychosis, not even so much as someone throwing up.  Nothing.”


“How does this system work?” Anivan asked, actually sounding cordial.


“I’ll leave the technical explanation up to your scientific and medical advisors,” he replied.  “It’s not a complete cure for everything jump-related, however.  We’ve found that this system messes with a person’s balance, so everyone has to stay in jump restraints.  But that’s the only drawback to what we’ve devised.  Once upgraded, your jacked military members will be able to stay in hyperspace for hours at a time with no adverse effects.  At least until they need to use the bathroom,” he added with a chuckle.

“I would very much like to see this data, Jason,” Assaba said with eager eyes.


“We’ve released it to the public archive of the Academy mainframe,” he stated.  “The upgrade is only software, tweaking how the jacks operate while in hyperspace.  Everything you need is there, including the program code for the upgrade and an explanation of how the upgrade works.  It won’t require anything but a software update to the jack processor’s programming.”

“Well, that’s certainly some serious motivation for our Navy personnel to get jacks,” Shevatt chuckled.

“Indeed it is,” Grran’s vocoder translated for his dancing fingers.  “The upcoming conflict with the Syndicate will be offensive, requiring our forces to travel great distances.  The removal of hyperspace exposure sickness will vastly increase our fleet’s mobility.”

“Yes, that’s why we researched it,” Jason nodded.


“It has value far beyond military objectives,” Alros of the Rathii said.  “My merchant marine crews would kill for the ability to jump hyperspace without any ill effects, and it would vastly speed up our logistic schedules.”


“Yes, imagine a merchant marine that doesn’t have to have mandatory rest periods after jumping,” Quord agreed.  “It would allow our freighters to move more cargo in the same amount of time.”


“That’s where we started with our own upgrades, Quord, with the Karinne Merchant Marine,” Jason chuckled with a nod.  “They jump far more often than our military ships do.”

“I think you need to give Myleena a raise, Jayce,” Dahnai grinned.


“This didn’t come from Myleena.  Hell, it didn’t come from anyone in my scientific department,” he said, which made Cybi smile.  “This came from an enlisted engineer’s apprentice who is sensitive to hyperspace exposure, and decided to try to do something about it.  She wrote the original program that we developed into this upgrade.  So she’s the one you should be thanking,” Jason chuckled.


“It sounds like she deserves a promotion,” Sk’Vrae noted.


“Oh, she got a promotion, alright,” he laughed.  “I made her a noble.  A contribution like that?  She earned it.”


“Jason was quite lavish with his rewards for her efforts,” Cybi assured them.


“Well, she’ll get a few medals from us when we adapt this,” Grayhawk declared.  “I’ll be getting our scientific bureau on this as soon as we’re done here.”


“I’ve already got men downloading the data,” Kreel said with that buck-toothed grin.  “I’m not alone in this room, ya know.”


“Well, I hope all of you enjoy it,” Jason chuckled lightly.


“What does that mean?” Krirara asked.


“It only works for someone with a jack, Moderator,” Cybi answered.  “So this fix does nothing for Jason.”

“Ah,” she sounded.  “Could you not merge to a device to cancel out your natural senses?”


“We’ve tried it, but the sensory overload bleeds through a merge, no matter how deep it is,” he answered.  “So that leaves us Generations stuck in the lurch, as it were.  But that’s alright, since we don’t really leave Karis anyway.  Anyway, the software we developed will work with any race or species, ladies and gentlemen.  There’s no race-specific program you need to locate and download.  Like everything we do, we’ve made it as generic as possible so everyone can use it without having to adapt or alter anything.”

“A very foresighted thing to do,” Shakizarr said approvingly.


“I believe we can suspend council for a short time while we have our respective scientific offices retrieve this data and give them time to brief us on its contents,” Vizzie said.  “Shall we resume in four standard hours?”


“Works for me,” Kreel said easily.  “I’d like a little more time to spoil my niece.”


“Any objections?” Vizzie asked, then she waited a moment in silence.  “Then we are adjourned for four standard hours,” Vizzie said, banging the gavel on the desk in front of her.


And that was that.  It was the next piece of the puzzle to get the other Confederate empires up to the level where they could prosecute a war that might span an entire quadrant.  Now there was only the jump engine issue to deal with, and also the potential consequences of unleashing highly aggressive, expansionistic empires on the galaxy at large.

But it really had to be done.  Jason knew he was unchaining a bear to deal with a tiger, but at least he had a collar on the bear to keep it in check.  He’d have to further reinforce his grip on the aggression of the Confederate empires to prevent them from becoming the next plague on the galaxy…somehow.

With the abrupt adjournment of the council, Jason got his cabinet meeting out of the way in the free time he had, had an early lunch, then got back on the paperwork while waiting for council to resume.  He actually managed to completely clear his inbox, even of the new items Chirk had put there over the morning, and sat at his desk staring rather incredulously at the fact that he had no paperwork.  He’d worked upwards of 20 hours a day for the last takir or so clearing the backlog as the Kizzik reorganized his office, aggravating both Jyslin and Dahnai a bit since he was clearing paperwork when he was supposed to be relaxing, and he was staring at the astounding number 0 on his panel’s inbox queue.

He literally got up and cavorted across the office.


And naturally, there were two new items in the queue after he sat back down, which made him grumble a bit and open the first one.


He had time to read some less important reports before council resumed, Cybi rejoining him minutes before.  [So, exactly what does MRDD want to show me?] he asked curiously as they waited for the other rulers to come on. 

[I’ll leave that a mystery, so you have something to look forward to after the meeting,] she replied with a slight smile.  [But I think you’ll like it.]

[Okay, be that way, but remember that poking a bear with a stick might make you end up with an angry bear.]


[That’s alright, I have quite a few images of Jyslin, Symone, and Dahnai naked to distract you.]

Jason laughed.


When they got going again, all of the assorted rulers looked very impressed.  “We just tested your jack upgrade, Jayce, and it works,” Grayhawk declared eagerly.  “My freighter crew suffered no ill effects!”


“I’ve also had a test done, with similar results, though I had to scrape together a crew with jacks to do it,” Ba’mra’ei added.  “This changes the entire landscape of our naval operations.  The ability to jump long distances without having to do it in stages or give our crews rest dramatically changes the basic way we will deploy our fleets.  I’m bringing a resolution up before the Alliance Council to mandate jack implantation for all Alliance military personnel that are required to jump.”

“I’m going to study this information a bit more before I make any decrees, but if it works as well as my advisors believes that it will, I’ll be doing the same,” Shakizarr agreed.

“I have already had a meeting with the Jobodi War Staff, and they are highly optimistic about this recent development,” Grran typed, his vocoder translating.  “As the High Staff said, this will radically change basic CCM operations.  We will be able to jump fleets directly to a battlezone without having to stop them to rest, which might give our opponent the chance to see them coming and move defenses in place to oppose them.  This is exactly what the Consortium did to us when they invaded the Alliance, the Shio Federation, and the Skaa Empire, and now we will be able to do it to them.  The strategic and tactical value of this Karinne breakthrough cannot be underestimated, august members of the council.  I advise in the strongest terms possible that you follow High Staff Ba’mra’ei’s lead and consider mandating jack implantation for all of your respective Naval personnel.  I will be doing the very thing with the Jobodi Navy as soon as this council is complete.”

“Ba’mra’ei and Grran are spot-on with their observations,” Quord said strongly.  “As a student of military history, I concur with their conclusions, and agree with the High Staff’s idea to mandate jacks as basic military equipment for Naval personnel.  They have summed up precisely what this development means to the Confederation.”


“How far of a jump did your people do as a test, Jayce?” Dahnai asked.


“The longest was 28 minutes,” he answered.  “We conducted that test a couple takirs ago.”

“That’s halfway across the galaxy!” Anivan blurted.


“Yes, and the crew suffered no effects from hyperspace exposure.  It took us some time to come up with the generic upgrade that would work with any jack architecture due to differences in the species, but as soon as my medical experts approved it as safe, we got it out to you.”

“I’m glad you did,” Quord said with his usual intensity.


“And I’m glad I already have my jack,” Dahnai laughed, touching the interface around her left ear.  “No more hyperspace ghosts for me!  I’ll go to the Annex right after this meeting and get the upgrade, Jayce.”


“I’ll warn Songa you’re coming,” he replied.


“You are still on Karis, Dahnai?” Shevatt asked.


She nodded.  “For the next takir or so.  I’ll be returning to Draconis soon.”


Discussion of the jack upgrades dominated the rest of the council, even to the point where they called in Lorna to make an official recommendation…which was to jack every member in the Confederate Combined Military, since any of them might be called upon to jump.  That was more or less what Jason had been expecting, because Grran was right about it being a game-changer.  It would radically change the way the CCM deployed Naval assets and give them much more flexibility.


Jason actually left the council early since that was all they wanted to talk about, because he had another appointment.  He went out to Camp Beranne on the Virgan continent, landing his skimmer on a tarmac where other ships, Gladiators, and several hangars were located.  He stepped out with Shen and Suri, where a small contingent of scientists and engineers from MRDD were waiting for him, along with Myri and Sioa.  “Alright, I got here on time,” he said easily.  “So, what did you want to present?”

A shivering in the ground told him something big was moving, and he turned in time to see a freaking juggernaut stomp out of one of the hangars.  He recognized it almost immediately, it was based on the design of the original Gladiator exomech they’d found in Kosigi when Jason first came to Karis.  That mecha had been a large, angular, hulking brute, a war machine that looked like a war machine.  Its operational systems were the basis for the current smaller, sleeker, and lighter Gladiator exomechs the house used.  But this wasn’t the original prototype, that was sitting in a museum in Karsa.  This unit was about the same size as the prototype, but it had a different, updated design.  It was less hulking and bulky, but it was still a wide-shouldered brute that made no one who looked upon it doubt for one second just what purpose it served, and that was to lay waste to anything and everything in its path and leave nothing but crushed, broken ruin in its wake.  Everything about it just oozed strength, power, and intimidation, from its fearsome head construct to its wide shoulders to its powerful arms and legs, all covered in black Neutronium carapace armor with additional armor plating that made it look even more nasty, with flared gunport nacelles in the forearms and shoulder armor pieces that looked to be additional armor to protect external pod mount points.  It also had a long crest-like armor plate on its chest that went from its waist to its neck with the Karinne crest  emblazoned upon it, armor plates on its limbs and sides further protecting the carapace hull.


This thing was no sleek, elegant, agile-looking Gladiator.  This was a hulking, stomping, smashing destroyer, something that would scare the piss out of anything that saw it coming onto the battlefield on the wrong side.

“This is the prototype of a new class of exomech, your Grace, which we have dubbed the Paladin, in honor of our bachi team and the martial tradition the name Paladin represents,” one of the Makati research engineers said proudly as the prototype’s pilot brought it over to them.  It was nearly three shakra taller than a Gladiator, over a meter taller, wide-shouldered and sturdy, with powerful legs.  It was very much different from the elegant, sleek Gladiator exomechs.  “We designed this based on the original Gladiator design for one specific purpose, your Grace, to combat the Benga.  These units are larger than them, and should be stronger and faster.  If our front line units have to fight Benga hand to hand, then this mecha will have an advantage.  That’s specifically what we had in mind when we designed it, to counter Benga line infantry.”


“It’s certainly intimidating,” Jason said, looking up at it.  “Have you field tested it yet?”

“Yes, your Grace, we’ll give you all our test results for you to study,” he answered.  “It doesn’t have the same foot speed or agility as a Gladiator, but its stronger and can use much heavier weaponry.  It’s designed to be more of a tank than a fleet-footed ground unit, a large, heavily armed brute that can smash its way through the opposition.  It should complement our Gladiators perfectly on the battlefield, serving as the muscle to work with the speed and precision of a Gladiator.  Our tests included integrating the Paladin with a squad of Gladiators, and the results were highly promising.”


“What kind of armament does it carry?”


“It carries two arm-mounted conventional infantry pulse cannons, two internally fed rail gatling autocannons, supports four RVR drones and six spinners, and also carries four packs of Wasp defensive missiles,” he answered.  “It supports three external mount points for pods, has internal glide drives and can support external flight pods, it has monomolecular blades for hand to hand combat, carapace armor with additional armor plating over the cockpit, and carries a class two Teryon shield for additional defense.  But what makes this unit stand out from a Gladiator, your Grace, is that it can carry an external shoulder-mounted heavy pulse cannon that doesn’t rely on an external power plant to power it.  It can fire the weapon from its own internal plants.”

“Outstanding!” Jason said with a surprised smile.


“This unit has one other feature, your Grace, that we’ve incorporated into the design,” another Makati said.  “Pilot, open the cockpit.”


The large crest on the chest split in half and opened, along with the internal doors, exposing the cockpit.


Which was empty.


“This unit is being controlled remotely by a jacked rigger, your Grace,” the female Makati explained.  “The other thing we considered when redesigning this mecha was that it might come up against talented Benga infantry.  Since not all of our infantry is Faey, this leaves an untalented rigger potentially vulnerable.  This unit can be driven by biogenic link from a remote merge pod designed to provide maximum merge immersion from pilot to mecha.”

“Faey telepathy is the main reason the Imperium never really pursued the concept of remotely operated mecha,” the first Makati explained.  “They want their telepaths on the battlefield and as close to the enemy as possible.  And it’s still the fundamental reason that only talents are riggers in the KMS,” he added.  “The risk of a rigger being dominated and turning that firepower on her own army is too great a risk.  So the KMS only allows telepaths to drive rigs in combat operations.”


“Well, that’s not the entire reason,” Jason said, looking into the empty cockpit.  “Most attempts at AI-driven robotic fighting units and remote-controlled mecha have failed against living opponents.  They may have good aim, but no matter how sophisticated it is, every AI combat program has a weakness, the inability to deal with the unexpected.  And that more or less defines a battle.  The unpredictability of a living opponent and the chaos of a battle confuses their logic and makes them easier to take out, which is why most KMS AI is directed by someone living, like how our drones operate.  We tell the drones what to do, they do it to the best of their programming with the operator supervising.  And remotely operated units lack the response speed to deal with a live opponent.  Besides, remote-operated units can get their signals jammed and don’t have the same ability to see and hear as someone right there, and that can make a big difference, especially in a rig, since it’s a front-line combat unit.”


“Jacks completely reforge that hammer, your Grace,” the female Makati said.  “Because jacks supply complete sensory immersion via the merge, it gives a remote pilot the same sense as if she were here right there in the mecha.  And biogenics give the pilot the ability to operate the mecha from orbit, because there’s virtually no delay.  The lag delay of command to execution is measured in picoseconds with a biogenic-driven remote interface.  And of course, there’s no way the enemy can jam a biogenic link.  It’s the ultimate secure form of communication.”

“Now, we’re not saying that Paladin units will never be directly piloted,” the first Makati warned.  “Our sims show that the pilot does best when she’s in the exomech.  But it does give us the ability to put exomechs on the field with pilots that a Benga telepath can’t dominate.  It will let us put non-talented riggers in a Paladin and allow them to perform, with the rigger outside the range of the enemy telepath, making him immune to domination attempts.”

“It also gives the added bonus of protecting the pilot in case the mecha is destroyed,” the female Makati continued.  “The shock of the biogenic unit going offline does put them in a coma for a couple of days, but they aren’t killed.”


“You’ve tested this remote operation?”


They both nodded.  “Extensively, else we wouldn’t be presenting it to you now, your Grace,” the male said.  “Biogenics makes the link unhackable and uninterruptible, unlike virtually every other form of remote control.  And biogenics further completely removes the response delay and provide the rigger the same sensory immersion as if they were in the cockpit, thanks to the cyberjacks.”

“We’re currently working on an upgrade to the Gladiators to give them the same remote operational capability,” the female added.  “It’s our aim to double the number of mecha we can field by removing the requirement that they have talent, and we do that by placing the pilots out of range of enemy telepaths.”


Jason looked up at the thing for a moment, then looked at Sioa.  “This is your bachi pitch, Sioa.  What’s your recommendation?”


“Even without the remote operation feature, the mecha is solid, Jason,” she answered.  “It brings additional firepower onto the field as well as the ability to just bash in people’s faces.  Its ability to carry and fire a heavy pulse cannon alone gives it immediate tactical value to any battlefield.  It’s larger than the average Benga, at least if Miaari’s intelligence is right, and that will give them an advantage if they have to fight Benga hand to hand.  It will give the mecha companies some extra muscle and also introduce some additional issues for enemies to overcome.  They’ll have to deal with Gladiators and Paladins, which have different strengths.  It’s not as fast or as agile as a Gladiator, but it makes up for that with sheer brute force and much more raw firepower.  I’m not entirely sold on the idea of remote operation either, but I see no harm in putting a few of them in my battalions and seeing how they do.  I’d prefer to have a pilot in the rig, but I can see some potential in a remote link feature, like sending the rig out to do something exceptionally dangerous.  That way, the only risk is losing the rig, not losing my rigger.”

“Myri?”


“I agree with Sioa,” she replied.  “I think this unit will be a benefit to the Army because of the firepower it can bring to the battlefield.  What we don’t have is a mecha like this, something big and mean and nasty that can just smash face.  This mecha will smash face, Jayce.  It’s what it was designed to do.”


“Then I’m sold,” he replied, which made the technical team which had designed, built, and tested it give sighs of relief and big grins.  “But I don’t like the name Paladin, it refers to a virtuous knight of towering morals and purity.  This doesn’t look like a virtuous knight, this thing looks like an ogre, or a troll.  So let’s call them something that more aptly describes just what this beast looks like to me.”


“What?”


“Juggernaut,” he said, using the English—well, Hindi word.  That word was originally a Hindi word imported into the English language.  “In my native language, a juggernaut is a powerful, nearly unstoppable thing or force.  A juggernaut is not nice, it’s not dainty, it’s not graceful, it just plows right through you like you were never there.  I think the name Juggernaut describes this monster much better than the name Paladin.”

“That’s not a very pretty word,” Sioa chuckled.


“Then it suits a beast like this perfectly,” Jason replied, looking up at it again.  “Nothing about this monster should be pretty, not even its name.  I’ll talk to Trenirk myself and have him set up a limited production run of, oh, say, a hundred of these, and we’ll try them out in the Army and Marines, Sioa, see how they do.  If they pan out, we’ll add them to the inventory.  And keep working on that remote operation upgrade to the current Gladiators, guys, that might be useful,” he said, looking back at the engineering team.  “Get a training program up and running to rate some riggers on this monster so they’ll be ready when the first of them come off the line.  As long as the design team has everything ready for production,  Trenirk can have the first of these off the line in about twenty days.”

“We do, your Grace.  We’re ready for the production phase to begin immediately,” the female Makati answered.  “We have all the specs and engineering templates for part production ready, and it will take only a small amount of retooling to produce the parts specific to this mecha.  We designed this mecha so it shares nearly 80% of its parts with Gladiators, to reduce maintenance costs, increase production rates, and maximize battlefield repair capability.”


“That was a damn smart thing to do,” Jason commended.


“Not many Faey riggers will want to pilot that over a Gladiator,” Sioa chuckled.  “It’s not pretty enough.”


“Yeah, but I’ll bet our Urumi and Skaa riggers will kill to pilot something like this,” he said, motioning at it.  “This beast just clicks with basic Urumi and Skaa war mentality.  Besides, they’ll change their minds if it pans out, especially the ones that like to blow things up.”


That made many of them laugh.


“I’ll get Trenirk on it, so get the production specs to his office as soon as you can so he can get the factories on the job,” he said as he turned around.  “And good work, ladies and gentlemen.”


Jason gave Myri and Sioa a ride back to Karsa in his skimmer, sitting in the passenger area with them as Shen piloted them.  You think we’ll need the Juggernauts for the Benga? Jason asked her.


I don’t think the Gladiators will be ineffective, but this gives us more options, Jayce, and options are good in ground combat, she answered.  Besides, this new mecha does fill a role. We don’t have a high-firepower brute of an exomech in our inventory, and this new mecha will fit well into that role.  It’s going to complement our Gladiators nicely, bringing a good balance of speed, agility, and sheer firepower onto the battlefield when both mecha are operating in concert.  And like everything we’ve been developing, we’re positive this mecha will be just as effective against the Consortium as it will be against the Syndicate.  This way we’re not wasting resources building something to use against one we have to put in reserve when facing the other.  Consortium mantis mecha are no match for a Gladiator as it is.  They’ll be just as ineffective against a Juggernaut.

I do like that name, Myri chuckled aloud.  “Juggernaut.”  It even sounds imposing.


That’s the general idea, Jason nodded.  Keep me updated once you get units into service, Sioa.  I’d like to see how they perform.

I will, she nodded.


So, want to get a head start on the briefing about the Hrathari, or you wanna wait for Juma and Navii?


We’ll wait, but it won’t be all the long of a briefing, Jayce.  We have a fairly simple strategy for dealing with the Hrathari.  Set an interdictor in front of them to bring them out of hyperspace before they’re ready, blitz them when they drop out of hyperspace, isolate and board their flagship, keep shooting til they surrender.  Hrathari ion weapons can’t bring down our shields unless several ships concentrate their fire, and they’ll only have about a two to one ship numbers advantage not counting fighters and corvette, so they won’t have much opportunity to concentrate enough fire to threaten us.  Not with us shooting  back, they’re not.

Sounds like you have it all covered.


Of course we do, Sioa smiled.


Back at the White House, Jason went straight to Trenirk Bruun’s office, which was a bustling beehive of activity.  Trenirk was the Makati in charge of all factory production and raw material replication and fabrication.  He managed factory and replicator output to ensure that all of their various industries had what they needed when they needed it, as well as replicating raw materials for sale or trade to others.  It was a very demanding job with a wide scope, since Trenirk was managing thousands of facilities, and that number increased daily as more factories or replication centers were put in service.  But he was a Makati to the roots of his hair, and he kept the industrial output of the House Karinne on a tight and efficient schedule.

He wasn’t alone in his office.  Bunvar Koan was also there, no doubt discussing the factories her department was building for his, as were two other Makati and a female Beryan.  “Ah, Jason, what brings you by?” Trenirk asked.


“We have something new for you to produce, Trenirk,” he said, using his gestalt to bring a holographic image of a Juggernaut up on his office emitters.  “Meet the Juggernaut, the newest design out of MRDD.  We need you to do a limited production run for more extensive testing.  I want 100 of these built as fast as you can arrange the factory space.”


“I remember the machining orders for the parts for the prototype,” he said, looking at the hologram.  “Are they still the same?”


“MRDD’s sending you a list along with the templates for part production,” he answered.  “I rather doubt they’re all exactly the same.  You know how engineers custom refit produced parts on prototypes to get everything just so.”


“True enough,” Trenirk nodded.  “I’ll get on the comm with MRDD and get the templates over here, and I can get the units in production by tomorrow.  I just got two new factories on Virga on the board today, and they’ll be perfect for this.  They haven’t tooled for production yet, so one can tool to produce the parts for this Juggernaut, and the other can build them.  Since you only want 100, a single production factory can do the job.”


“Sounds like a plan, so I’ll leave you to it,” he said easily.


He wandered down to the command center for the KMS, and sat in as the four commanders showed him a holographic depiction of what they had planned.  “We’re setting up right here,” Myri began, pointing at a spot about half a light year outside the interdiction effect.  “We figure there’s a chance they might have aimed to come out of hyperspace a good distance from the interdiction effect to check over any possible defenses and get orders from their com-con, and you said we’re not giving them the chance to turn around and jump out.  So we’re gonna hit them here.  Five interdictors are already in place in a hexahedral pattern and building their fields, and this fleet will fly between two fields and into the middle between the five of them.  If we did the math right, the fields will close off the entry neck just after they enter, trapping them in interdicted space.  They’ll drop out of hyperspace right here,” she pointed.  “We’ll have the entire fleet parked at that spot with all the extra fighters and exomechs, as well as 3D toys, pulled orbital platforms, and solar collectors, and everything will be hot and ready to fire.  When they drop into normal space, we hit them hard, before they have a chance to respond.”

“I project they’ll lose 20% of their fleet before they can so much as raise their shields,” Navii injected.


“We don’t let up, either.  We blitz them,” Juma continued for Myri.  “Every ship has orders to fire on any ship that has power, except this ship,” she stressed as she pointed at a single dot on the hologram.  “We’ve identified this Hrathari battleship as their flagship.  There are six other battleships of the same class in the formation, but our intel tells us that this one is carrying the task force commander.  Simply put, we wipe out the Hrathari fleet except for this ship, which we surround, grapple with towing beams, then board and capture.  Unless they surrender, of course.  I’ve given orders that if the enemy fleet surrenders, we’ll accept it.”

“Sounds nice and efficient.  What kind of offense can they muster?”


“Not much against our defensive systems,” Juma answered.  “They do have fighters and missiles, that might be the most danger they pose, and mainly to our own fighters.  Our line vessels’ shields and armor are too strong for their armament to bring down easily.  The main danger to our own comes to the fighter and exomech corps.  They’ll be the most vulnerable.  But that’s relative.  We ran the sims, and a Wolf’s shields can take a hit from one of the Hrathari’s heavy ion cannons. It can only take one, but it can take it.  Their carapace armor can also withstand their ion weapons, but without the shields, you know they’ll mess with the power systems in the fighters.  That’s the main danger ion weapons pose.  The only wildcard is Hrathari missile technology.  We still don’t have a clear idea of how good it is, so we’re approaching that threat as if it can do real damage.  Until we know for sure, we act like it can.”

“So, Hrathari fighters shouldn’t pose a threat to ours?”


“That’s going to depend on their missiles, but their fighter-mounted ion cannons can’t bring down a Wolf’s shields,” Navii answered.  “Not unless three or four Hrathari fighters are all shooting at the same Wolf, anyway.  As Juma told you, we have no real idea of what kind of missile technology they have, so we don’t know if fighter-carried missiles are a threat to our fighters and exomechs.  The fighter squadrons have orders not to act like they’re invulnerable, however.  That creates bad habits that might get them killed.”

“What about rigs, Sioa?  We’re going to have some Gladiators up there mixed in with the fighters.”


“Gladiator shields aren’t as strong as a Wolf, but they’re still strong enough to take several hits from a Hrathari fighter’s ion cannon,” she answered.  “That’s why only the KBB and the Red Warriors will be doing free-space operations, their training will make them really damn hard to hit.  All other exomechs in the battle plan will be on the hull of a ship, firing from their bunker positions.  That way they have cover and concealment, and can retreat into a hardened position if necessary.”


“I’ve had Sioa embed the KBB in with the Ghost Squadron,” Juma said, smiling a bit.  “That puts our best riggers with our best fighter squadron.”


“That’ll be a nightmare for the Hrathari,” Jason laughed.  “Justin on one side and Kyva on the other?  I’d just surrender.”


“As usual, the Ghost Squadron is pulling the most difficult assignment in the operation for fighters,” Juma told him.  “Their job is to attack the enemy flagship and destroy its gun batteries so it can’t fire on ships close enough to grapple it.  Kyva and the KBB will be a definite help for them.  They’ll have to fly through a lot of flak to reach the enemy flagship, then take out as many of its weapons as they can while dodging enemy fighters and missiles.  They’ll have the KBB and four of our best Navy attack corvettes attached to them for the mission, as well as the Javelin.  The Javelin is going to strike first, and we’re thinking that it will draw enough fire from the flagship’s support vessels to let the Ghost Squadron and the KBB get to it with minimal threat.”


“That’s why they’re the best, Juma,” Jason said with a smile.  “They can do the job.”


“The operation should last no longer than 40 minutes,” Navii said.  “The only unpredictable element of the battle plan is capturing the enemy flagship.  We have little knowledge of the Hrathari’s defensive capabilities inside their ships, or how many of their crew have talent.  If they don’t have talent, it’ll be easy.  If they have enough talented defenders to protect their Marines from our boarding party, it may take our girls a while to take the ship.”

“It sounds like you have everything covered,” Jason said.  “What time will this go down?”


“A little after 04:20 local time,” Juma answered.  “So you can wake up and read the combat report, Jayce.  It’ll be over long before you wake up.”


“I’ll be awake.  There’s no fuckin’ way I could sleep while my people are out there risking their lives,” he said strongly.

“Don’t worry too much, Jayce.  We’re dealing with a technologically inferior empire here, we know they’re coming, and we can hit them before they know what’s going on.  There’s never a guarantee in war, but I’m confident that we’ll be able to defeat the Hrathari with minimal damage to ourselves.”


“Just don’t get cocky, Myri,” he told her, which made Juma chuckle.  “Alright, I’ve gotten everything done, even all my paperwork, so I’m going over to Dahnai’s palace for the evening.  Let me know if anything changes.”


“We will.  Enjoy your evening, Jayce,” Juma nodded. 
