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Foxwood East, Karsa, Karis

It was more than his pride that was injured.

Jason woke up feeling sore all over, and with a particular throbbing in his butt and around his right eye…that was where Aya punched him.  He had little doubt that it was probably a pretty good shiner, since Aya was very strong, and he hadn’t had much chance to dodge or block with Imperial Guards hanging all over him.  But, there were a few guards that would be waking up or going to bed with some bruises of their own.

At least all the girls had had the foresight to remove their gauntlets, or those bruises would have been broken bones.


It had taken all 14 of them to subdue him and strip him out of his armor, then Aya administered the chastisement.  Usually Jason would have played around, given them their pound of flesh to keep the peace, but this wasn’t one of those times.  He occasionally had to remind Aya that her rulership over the strip sometimes had to be won in battle, that Jason wasn’t going to just roll over when he thought he was right.  Jason felt he did what he had to do, and Aya had to live with it.  And while they were able to physically overpower him and spank him like a toddler, they had to fight for that privilege.


Jason was easy to order around, but hard to control.


He left Jyslin sleeping in bed and used the bathroom, then checked himself in the mirror.  Sure enough, he had quite a shiner around his right eye, courtesy of Aya’s left fist.  But, to be fair to her, she only punched him because he punched her first.  He made it clear right off the bat that it was going to be a fight, and he struggled all the way to the bitter end.  But when it was over, they shook hands, neither side taking it personally.


Business was business.


Nothing that Songa couldn’t fix with her medkit.  Jason put on a robe and passed by a sleepy Surin in the kitchen, who was preparing to make breakfast, and headed over to Luke and Songa’s house.  Songa was up, as was Jari, Songa cooking breakfast as Jari watched on.  Luke was still asleep when he got there, having pulled some long hours over at 3D.  There weren’t very many new ideas being worked on over there because everyone was so focused on the war, going with what they had and just running with the current projects instead of starting new ones.  Luke had been working with Leamon on the CMS meson cannon, but now that that was more or less done,  Luke had been managing inventory production while waiting for a new project.  He didn’t feel he was ready to come back to 3D, since he didn’t feel that he had all the education he needed, but Luke was a member of the Legion, a critical member, and he knew his duty when the Legion was reformed.  Jason had been avoiding giving him his own major projects since he was in his last semester of the Academy, and had a lot of homework to do.

Why on earth did Aya punch you in the face? Songa asked as she inspected his eye, letting Jari mind the bacon in the pan.


We had a little disagreement over my restriction to the strip, he replied, his thought amused.


Oh, so this had something to do with me seeing her coming out of Myli’s house naked yesterday?


Mmmmaybe, he replied, which made her laugh.


And here I thought that maybe Aya and Myleena were having a tryst, she replied with a naughty smile, though she looked awfully angry.


I put her up there when she tried to stop me from leaving the strip, he explained.  Seriously, woman, come out of the annex from time to time.  You’re woefully behind on your strip gossip.


Believe me, sometimes I wish I could, she replied as she wiped her hands on the base of her apron.  If I knew how much paperwork it is when you’re the one in charge, I’d never have taken this job.

Liar, he teased as she went to her carry bag, which was sitting by the kitchen door.  He sat on the edge of the table as Jari carefully turned the bacon.  Songa returned with her medkit, her traveling first aid kit that virtually every doctor in the Medical Service carried in case they happened across an emergency.  She withdrew what looked like a metal pen, then stepped up and applied the tip to Jason’s face, over the bruise.  The touch of that device immediately produced a hot sensation in his skin, heat that quickly seeped into the flesh beneath.  I’ll leech out the pooled blood, so at least you’re not walking around with a black eye, she informed him, her thought focused as she paid attention to her work.  “Jari hon, I’m going to need a disposable hand towel,” she said aloud.  Jari hadn’t expressed yet, who along with Temika’s children were the only ones on the strip that hadn’t.


“Okay, Mommy,” she replied, hurrying over to the pantry.


Luke came into the kitchen, yawning.  He was wearing only a pair of boxer shorts, which showed off his wide-shouldered physique. “Oh, hey Jayce,” he said.  “What’s up?”


“Getting medical attention,” he replied lightly without moving.

“What happened?”


“Let’s just say that I had a spirited discussion with Aya over my travel restrictions.”


Luke chuckled.  “Why am I not surprised,” he said as he went over to the stove.  He put on his interface and checked the bacon, then stepped past them as Songa continued to use her device on his bruise.  The device was heating the pooled, half-congealed blood that had leaked out of the capilaries after he’d been punched, and would draw it out, literally making the bruise bleed out its color.  A bruise was nothing but subdermal bleeding that had nowhere to go, after all.


“How are the inventories looking?”


“Almost up to standard, which gives me time to study that stuff Myli keeps sending me,” he answered, tilting his head in Luke’s direction.


“Hold still, you silly man,” Songa chided, taking hold of his chin.  Jari returned with a towel, offering it up to Songa.  Songa went back to her bag and produced another probe-like device, then brought it up to his face.  “Alright, this might sting a little,” she warned.


It did sting, as she lanced the bruise with a needle to give the bruise blood a means of escape, then used the probe to massage the purple towards the pinprick, which caused the bruise to bleed out.  Jason held still as she drained the subdermal bleeding that colored the bruise, all but massaging the blood out using her medical device, wiping it away with the towel.  “Jari hon, get the small white jar with the blue cap out of my bag,” she ordered as she finished up.  Jason scratched his face, feeling a little tingly after Songa finished treating the bruise, then she came back with a little dollop of what looked like petroleum jelly on her finger.  It was a topical bio-accelerant that would stimulate his body to heal quickly, preventing the bruise from reforming and reparing the ruptured capillaries that caused the bruise in the first place.  She smeared the tingling gelatin all around his right eye, from eyebrow to cheekbone, and he felt the angry buzzing settle deeper into his skin, all the way to the tissue, as his skin absorbed the medical compound.  “You know what you need to do, Jayce dear?”

“Eat a hearty breakfast and drink a lot of water,” he replied as he rubbed his eye and cheek.  There was no greasy feeling there, because his skin and tissue had completely absorved the accelerant.  That was how the accelerant was designed to behave.


“Since you’re here, Jayce, mind explaining these wild rumors I’ve been hearing?” Luke asked.


“They’re true, and I’ll be going public with it later today,” he answered seriously as he looked down and tapped Jari on the nose, which made her giggle.  “The House of Karinne is declaring autonomy from the Imperium.  We actually kinda already did, but Dahnai didn’t take it very well.”


“I’m not surprised,” Luke said mildly as he removed the pan from the stove.  “That’s a pretty serious move.”


“It was necessary,” he replied simply.  “It’s the only way I can really combat all the spies Dahnai is sending here.  I have to protect the house, Luke, and this is the only way.”


“Well, if you say it was necessary, then it was,” he said as he dropped the bacon in a basket to drain.  “Just surprised you had to go to that extreme.  What’s going to happen with Terra, and all the other stuff?”


“We have a plan for all that,” he replied as Songa returned to cooking, shooing Luke away from the stove.  “Dahnai actually agreed with my plan to turn Terran into a neutral planet, part of the overall plan to keep the Confederation at least partially together after the war.  We’re going to turn it into a major trade hub, where the other empires can use Stargates to move goods.  Since everyone’s always honored the neutrality of the Karinnes, it kinda puts us in a perfect position to control the door everyone uses in and out of their home empires.”


Luke chuckled.  “So, you finally did it.  You got our home away from the Faey.”


“Sort of,” he replied with a smile.  “Terra will be a protectorate of the Imperium.  That means it’ll be like the Virgin Islands or Guam was to America.  A possession, a territory, sorta like a colony, but not part of the sytem.  The Faey will defend Terra in a military sense, but they’ll let Secretary Kim and the U.N. run the planet.  All we have to do is keep meeting the farming quotas, and Dahnai’s alright with letting Terra run itself.”

“There must be more to it than that,” Songa noted as she packed her medkit back up.


“Of course there is,” he replied.  “It’s a little hard to explain, but let’s just say that me and Yila showed Dahnai how a neutral Terra actually makes Dahnai more money than the way things are now.  Oh yeah, Kim’s supposed to be here in a couple of hours,” he remembered.  “I called him in to explain everything.  Denmother stayed over as well to sit in on the meeting.  Anyway, if Dahnai does things right, she can make quadruple off Terra what she’s making now, and all she has to do is let Terra run itself.”

“How?” Songa asked curiously.


“Trade,” he replied.  “With the Karinnes neutral and Terra a protectorate that’s technically not part of the Imperium, Dahnai can turn it into a trade hub, using the TES and Stargates to allow the other Confederate empires to move their trade through Terra, you know, sorta expanding the system we have with the Collective to the others.  As long as the interdictors are up, the Confederate rulers need some way to get access to their interdicted systems, and there ya go.  The neutral planet of Terra serves as a nexus for Confederate Stargates, Confederate governments get real-time access to their systems on top of being able to trade without having relativity delay, and the neutrality of the Karinnes keeps everything above board.  With us administering the trade hub, I have a good feeling they’ll go for it.  After all, we’re already managing the entire Confederate freighter system, piggybacking allied freighters with Karinne ships that can jump the interdictors.  This way, we just put a Stargate in the system instead and everything moves through it.”


“And Dahnai gets usage fees,” Luke reasoned.


“Among other things,” Jason agreed.  “After Yila literally drew her a flowchart showing her how she could make insane amounts of money off the idea, she actually went for it.”  He rubbed his face one more time, then stepped back a little.  “Anyway, I need to get going.  Thanks a bunch, Songa.  Now I don’t look like Jyslin is beating me.”

Songa laughed.  “Eat a big breakfast, and if you have any swelling, call me,” she replied as she dropped a slab of what looked like ham into the pan.


Jason did just that, going back home and raiding the fridge for what he could scarf down as Surin cooked pancakes, reading the reports as he drank his coffee.  Maggie was still wreaking havoc in the PR sector, so much so that Consortium warships were now trying to break up her little operation, but only one or two ships at every major hyperspace jump point.  Maggie could get around just one or two picket ships, so she was still annihilating virtually all Imxi freighter traffic, and that combined with capturing two critical Imxi systems was putting a major dent in the enemy’s war operation.  The reports from the captured planets was also favorable, for the Marine Colonel that was put in charge of each planet had done what Sioa had wanted, just barricaded the occupation force behind armor and hard shields and told the Imxi to go about their business.  There had been some attempts to attack those headquarters, but after the Faey mindstrikers demonstrated for the newcomers how silly that idea was, the Imxi stalked off and started worrying about their daily lives.  All three planets were either arable or food producing, so the interdiction wasn’t starving them, but the local Imxi officials had to figure out who was in charge with the Faey blockading the planets, then organize things so they could feed their people.  The Colonels weren’t settling in, that was for sure.  Sioa had made it clear to them that they were only there temporarily, that the Karinnes weren’t keeping the planets, so the occupying Marines were living out of their packs and were staying in mobility status, so they could evacuate back to the ships within 30 minutes of receiving the order.  The first wave of ships from the PR sector had arrived at Trieste, and according to the surveillance images, they entered close orbit around Trieste’s moon, Go’jur’mi.  So many ships, so many that the spiders in the area may not be able to infest them all.  The spiders weren’t programmed to self-replicate, to build copies of themselves, so they only had a finite number.  Jason frowned when he did the math, and realized that with just the first wave, they had more ships than they had free spiders floating around the space around Trieste.  The spiders wouldn’t be able to infect every ship.

They might have to do something about that.


Despite the recent storm between Jason and Dahnai, it didn’t stop the House of Merrane from doing their job.  Jason looked over the initial colonization force that arrived at QMC-202 from Exile just a few hours ago, Merrane commercial ships and transports towed in by Meya and Myra’s exploration squadron.  They had an interdictor there and had just turned on, and Meya’s report said that they were preparing to make diplomatic contact with the largest nation-state of QMC-202-2.  Meya included some images of the planet and some aerial holos of several native villages, which had very practical architecture that wouldn’t look out of place on Terra in the 1700’s.  The indiginous race on QMC-202-2 was classified as humanoid, but they were a bipedal canoid species like the Kimdori and Beryans, vaguely resembling jackals or coyotes, earth-toned shorthaired fur with narrow muzzles, where Kimdori resembled big, shaggy wolves and Beryans looked like small terriers.  Like Beryans, these QMC canoids wore clothing, where the Kimdori usually didn’t.  Then again, the clothes wouldn’t shapeshift with a Kimdori unless the clothes were made from the Kimdori, so they usually didn’t wear anything they didn’t form out of their own body mass.

It was kinda creepy to touch a shapeshifted Kimdori’s “clothes” and know that no matter how much they felt like wool or cotton or silk, it was actually made of Kimdori flesh.


The Merranes were already hard at work at planet 3. They’d moved into the perimeter that Meya and Myra had built in the equatorial belt, and had already anchored the first of the water replicators, securing it to the underlying bedrock, and they’d be activating it probably tomorrow.  They were setting up some modular hydroponic farms and ground-infusion terraforming bulldozers, which were farming tools that turned sterile soil into soil fertile enough for growing crops, most like tough crops capable of handling the 39 degree Celsius average daytime temperature along the equatorial belt.  Watering the fields wouldn’t be a problem, since they’d have the water replicator right there.  They were also bringing in mining equipment to get at those ore deposits under the initial site.


Outside planet 3, the Merranes were also hard at work.  Exploration and survey ships were fanning out to scan the other planets and moons, looking for usable materials or potential sites for other colonies. Odds were, they’d set up a dome colony on one of the subarctic moons orbiting one of the gas giants to mine the gas giant for rare heavy gas compounds, and there were several asteroids that had some usable ores in them, according to the preliminary scans.

Good, that was why he gave them the system, so they could do just that.  Jason sent a text message to Meya reminding her to get some samples of the indiginous food plants for the Karinnes as well, so they could see if they were worth growing.  Meya had 15 benkonn of simple undyed wool, cotton, and silk cloth in the hold of the Scimitar, period-appropriate trade goods they’d offer in exchange for food.  From the looks of the denizens of planet 2, they already had their own version of wool, and maybe cotton as well, so their cloth wouldn’t be too exotic.  The silk, on the other hand, that would be exotic.

He then looked up today’s schedule up at Kosigi.  Four Faey cruisers were being pushed out of the docks today, but a KMS ship was also being christened today, the next tactical battleship.  That ship was being handled a bit differently, because they didn’t have a crew ready for it quite yet.  So, Dellin was going to park it, and it was going to wait two days until a crew was ready to take it over, then it would be officially christened; in the KMS, a ship wasn’t christened until it was operational, and a ship wasn’t operational without a crew.  Juma and Myri still hadn’t decided on a captain for it yet.  They probably wanted Sevi to move up, but getting her to leave the Abarax was going to take an act of God.  They’d probably go with Ravai, who was the captain of the heavy cruiser Jefferson.  Ravai had been on the Jefferson more than long enough to satisfy the minimum duty requirement they’d instituted for ship captains, and Ravai was a damn good ship captain.  And of course, that would create the captain carousel as captains were promoted up through the ranks so each chair was filled, until they put a new captain in place in the destroyer’s chair that was ultimately freed up.

Looking ahead, he saw 5 more ships coming off the docks in the next three days, two destroyers, a cruiser, a tactical cruiser,  and the second carrier.  The next heavy ship coming off the docks was a full battleship, which was in four days, and the day after that, two more full battleships, a tactical battleship, two cruisers, and the third carrier was coming off the docks all in the same day.  That was going to be a very busy day for Juma, trying to crew those ships.

Looking even more ahead, he saw that by the time the leadres all arrived for the conference, they would have 7 full battleships, 3 tactical battleships, 2 cruisers, 2 carriers, and 14 destroyers coming off the docks.  Juma said she had crews in training for those ships, but he also foresaw a major shakeup in the command structure as so many big ships came off the docks in such a short time.  They’d be promoting a hell of a lot of people up the chain to get experienced commanders in those big ships, then replace them on the ships they left, and so on and so on.  They were going to have a large number of complete greenhorn captains in the destroyer fleet, as any destroyer captain with any experience whatsoever was going to move up to the cruisers to replace captains promoted up to the bigger ships.


Hell, at this rate, Jyslin might end up in a captain’s chair, because she had experience commanding the Sora’s Pride.


Right before getting dressed, he looked up the altered Gladiator production, which was now 216% what it was just ten days ago.  Sioa was really cracking the whip down on the production lines, and they’d shifted some Wolf production over to Gladiator production.  They were now at that point where they had more Wolf fighters than pilots to fly them, with some 4,500 sitting on a tarmac on the northern continent of Virga just waiting for a pilot.  They’d built them projecting the need to fill the carriers with fighters without plundering fighter squadrons from other ships.  At the height of production, there were 14 Wolf fighters coming off the production line every minute at the 26 different factories producing them.  There were only 12 factories producing them now, the other 14 retooled over to building Gladiators, building up their numbers in preparation for the Benga.


And Symone finally had something real to do.  All that time playing around in a Gladiator made her quite experienced, and with them needing so many riggers, Symone had been transferred from line testing to a spot in the military as a rigger instructor.  She was now a Major in the Karinne Army, had just gotten her bars yesterday, who would be training new recruits in how to operate a Gladiator.  She didn’t have to be an officer to pilot a Gladiator, but she was Jason’s amu dozei, sure was for fucking sure going to be an officer if she was entering military service. 

Given the KBB themselves trained Symone, and she learned frighteningly fast, Jason had little doubt she’d turn out some top-grade riggers from her training platoon.


Gladiator service was something of a fast track in the army, though.  All riggers were at least sergeants, so taking the path of the rigger was a guaranteed line promotion upon graduation.  It was even faster for Wolf pilots.  They didn’t require Wolf pilots to be Academy graduates, it was based on the ability to be a good pilot, but all pilots were at least warrant officers in the Marines and Army and full officers in the Navy.  If one could pass the qualification tests and become a Wolf pilot, it was a fast track to jump right over the enlisted ranks.  But the restriction was that they couldn’t ever leave the fighter service unless they did all the coursework and extra training to qualify to become full line officers.  It still didn’t require an Academy degree, but it did take about two years of classroom training, a minimum of four years of service in the KMS, and a recommendation from a commanding officer.  A Wolf pilot would stay a Wolf pilot until he fulfilled all other officer requirements, then he’d be eligible to transfer to another part of the Navy, like command or engineering or astrocartography, and retain his officer’s rank.


That was why Jason thought that Sioa had the better system with her warrant officers.  They could become officers the same as the Naval Wolf pilots by completing the officer qualification requirements, but until they did, they stayed warrant officers.  It wasn’t like a Warrant Officer 1 was paid any less than a Navy Ensign, they had the same pay scale.

That did make him a bit curious.  He jumped over to the Academy Annex and looked up the current crop of officer trainees.  They had a dedicated two year Academy course for officers, kind of like ROTC, and there were a ton of people enrolled in it.  There was an alternate version for currenly enlisted KMS personnel that had the same requirements as Naval line officers; enlisted had to serve for four years, academically qualify through testing, have an excellent record, and have a recommendation from their commanding officer to enter the officer training course.  The third version of officer training was the induction program for officers from other militaries who joined the house, which was much shorter since those officers already had the basic training and skills required to be a good officer.  The ROTC version was a two year course, the OCS Academy for enlisted candidates was a 6 month program, and the OCS program for new house members who were officers in other militaries was a 7 week course.  The ROTC course was one of the most popular satellite courses they offered.  The vast majority were Faey and Terrans, but there were a large number of Shio in the first semester class, the fresh enrollees, and there were also a bunch of Shio military officers in the induction program, which took officers from other services and trained them in KMS procudures, like Ensigns Javra Blackstone and Mikano Strongblade.  Both had been officers in the Federated Navy before joining the house, took the accelerated course as part of their basic training and PTS training, and graduated as officers in the KMS.

Those officers would also be on the fast track for promotions until they achieved the equivalent rank they’d held in their prior service.  Javra had been a Lieutenant in the Federated Navy, so his first two promotions would come quickly, until he reached the same rank he’d once held.

After getting into his armor, Jason kissed Jyslin goodbye and headed in to work, with a very smug-looking Ryn and Dera along with him, and Shen and Suri already at the office waiting for him.  The Marine Corvette Thunder landed at the White House, and to his surprise, U.N. Secretary Kim was standing at the landing pad waiting for him, nearly two hours early.  Chirk was also standing by the platform, which was very unusual, the large Kizzik and Kim in conversation.  Kim was a treasure for Jason, since he was highly intelligent, politically cunning, and he didn’t scare easily.  He greeted exotic-looking species all the time in his role as the ruler of the planet that held the Academy.  Emissaries came to the Academy all the time to look it over, check on their people that were taking classes, and with Ayuma restricted to Karis, it was Kim that was greeting them with Ayuma’s highest-ranking school officials.  Kim had probably met more species in his role as the Secretary General than Dahnai had as the Empress, since Kim interacted with governments far beyond the home sector, many of which avoided the Imperium like the plague, either due to the telepathic Faey or their infamous bent for conquest.


“Kim,” Jason said as he came out of the hatch, Dera and Ryn behind him.  “You’re early.”


“I know, your Grace, but I thought it important to get here as quickly as I could,” he replied, tugging a bit on the lapels of his very smartly tailored gray suit.  “I’ve been having a beast of a time since rumor got out over what happened between you and the Empress.  Many of the government officials are ringing my phone off the hook, because they can’t get any answers out of you or her.”


“I didn’t think of that,” he grunted.  “I hope they haven’t caused you much trouble.”


“They didn’t until the Brood Queen showed up in my office herself,” he replied.  “She can be very insistent.”


“Ouch,” he winced.  “Alright, I’ll call her as soon as we get to the office and grant her passage to Karis.”


“I will contact the Urumi Majestic Hive-leader immediately upon return to the office,” Chirk’s translator called.  “I will see to it she has clearance to travel here.”

“Good, thanks, Chirk.  Tell her I’m in conference with Kim or I’d have made the call myself.”

“Alright, Jason, tell me what’s going on,” Kim said in a much less formal tone when they got inside.  Kim’s Korean need for propriety slipped a bit when they were in private, because they were good friends.


“Pretty much what you heard, Duk,” he replied, using Kim’s personal name.  Jason often thought that with a name like Kim Duk Moon, he might have been teased a bit in school, but Kim had done all his schooling in Korea before the subjugation, and his name wasn’t that unusual in Korea.  Much like several other Asian cultures, in Korea, the family surname always came first.  “I’ve declared autonomy from the Imperium due to a bunch of crap I won’t go into in a public hallway,” he said bluntly.  “I’ll be making the public declaration later today to be played over all Karinne-held planets.”

“What’s going to happen to Terra?”


“That’s what you’re here to talk about,” he replied.


“What about the Terran people?  Are we part of this declaration?”


“No,” he replied.  “The citizens of Terra are subjects of Karinne, not members of Karinne.  But me and Dahnai are working something out for Terra I think everyone’s gonna like, Duk.”


When they got to his office, Jason sat Kim down and explained everything in detail, both why he declared independence and what they were trying to set up for Terra, and much as he expected, Kim did like that bit of news.  “If Dahnai changes Terra to a protectorate, it’ll make the U.N. the final governing authority for the planet,” Jason told him.  “That means that you’ll have to seriously expand the U.N. to start handling all those things that either the Karinnes or the Imperium handles right now.  Dahnai will be sending you a list of quotas, and as long as the planet meets them, Terra is independent.  That means you will have to handle diplomacy with the other governments, managing planetary security when the Imperial Marines leave, and you’ll have authority to make trade agreements for Terran goods.  The only thing you won’t have to worry about is military protection.  As a protectorate of the Imperium, Dahnai will be the one defending the planet if it’s attacked.”


“I…think I see what you’re after,” he said, tapping his finger to his chin.  “You want the current agreement with the Collective to go sector-wide.”


“Exactly.  We’ll be putting Stargates up all around Terra and leaving the TES as the only way in or out of interdicted space, which will mainly deal with outside governments not in the Confederacy.  Terra will be the new hub for most commercial traffic in the sector, if we can get the others to go for it.  But with Terra neutral and all Confederate governments allowed to park military assets in the system, I don’t think anyone will mind that much.  A neutral hub system might be the incentive the others need to sign on to the deal.”


“They might, depending on the concessions that Empress Dahnai is willing to make,” Kim said after a moment.  “The biggest worry for them will be the Stargates inside their territory.  That would theoretically allow Dahnai to link those gates to other gates where Dahnai could send her fleet in and take over a system.”


“Not when I’m the one controlling the interdictors, she’s not,” Jason snorted.  “She pulls that shit, I’ll shut off the interdictor at Draconis and all the systems of the government she attacked.”


“That’s just one of the things we’ll have to work out at the conference,” Kim said.  “I think it might happen, but it’s going to take quite a lot of discussion.  It will take a lot of concessions from Dahnai to make the others trust her with something like controlling the only way they have in and out of their own systems.”


“I know, that’s why I think the summit is going to be pretty lively,” he said dryly, which made Kim chuckle.  “By the way, consider yourself invited, Duk.  You’re about to become the executive authority of a neutral planet, so you have the right to sit at the table from now on.  That includes meetings of the Confederate Council.”


“I’m sure I can manage the extra meetings,” he chuckled.


Sk’Vrae barged into his office, and she looked pissed.  “Explain yourself, Jason Karinne!” she barked in hissing Urumi.


“I’d be happy to, your Majesty,” Jason said calmly, standing up.  “Chirk, can you bring a chair suitable for her Majesty?” he called loudly.  “Now that I’ve worked most of the bugs out of my declarations, I need your input on how we handle the four systems the Karinnes administer.  I had no intention of violating our agreement, your Majesty,” he said quickly.  “I’m not moving on Aurigae or the others unless you fully approve of those decisions.”


She looked quickly mollified, taking a seat in the chair Chirk quickly brought in, a reinforced one with a very low split back to accommodate Sk’Vrae’s heavy tail.  “Your Majesty, I’m sure you know Secretary General Kim of the Terran’s governing authority.”


“We know each other quite well, your Grace,” Kim said, even as he bowed gracefully to Sk’Vrae.  “It is good to see you again, your Majesty.”


“I’m glad to see you here, Kim,” Sk’Vrae said firmly.  “I respect your opinion on many matters.”


“I’m here for the same reason you are, your Majesty.  The Grand Duke Karinne is moving faster than the rest of us would like, and maybe a touch faster then he himself would like to go.”


“And here I am, trying to catch everyone and everything up,” he said dryly in agreement.  “But I couldn’t wait any longer.”


“Very well then, Jason.  Explain this to me.  Everything.”


And he told her everything.  Jason gave Sk’Vrae way more information than he’d give anyone else, telling her exactly what he did, why he did it, and going over all his plans for handling the Karinnes splitting from the Imperium.  “Me and Dahnai haven’t sat down and worked out the exact specifics of it yet, but one thing we both agree on is that a neutral Terra acting as a trade hub for all our Confederate allies benefits everyone.  The Imperium makes money, the Confederate empires gain a fast and efficient way to move their goods from system to system, and it creates a web of quick access points that Confederate ships can use to respond to any Consortium or Benga attack.  But those Stargates are going to be as much a worry for the others as they are a blessing.  You know, because Dahnai is the one controlling them.”

“I had my own share of reservations, enough to limit the installation of Stargates only at Aurigae,” she agreed.  “But your idea does have some potential.  If the others truly believe that Terra is a neutral planet, and that the Karinnes will not support any aggression that Dahnai incites, they might just agree to your idea.  My own trade revenues have increased by nearly ninety percent since Dahnai placed Stargates at all Collective systems.  The Entry Station has done everything that you promised that it would.  Our goods move quickly, and the interdictors combined with the Stargates make the Collective an impregnable fortress which our foes cannot breach.”


“For now.  They’re working on something to get around the interdictors, but their target will be Karis, not the Collective,” Jason told her.  “I’ve got my people trying to figure out what they’re up to.”


“Do not forget that the Benga are only three years away.  I do not, and neither does anyone else on the council,” she added.  “Because of them, your idea of a network of Stargates and interdictors has a great deal of potential to become reality.”


“Good, because we need a better system than piggybacking freighters with Karinne transports,” Jason said.  “It’s stretching my merchant marine fleet to its breaking point.”


“I am confident that the Shio and the Nine Colonies will accept your proposal immeidately, which should take some strain off your freighter fleet,” Sk’Vrae ventured.  “And the Alliance will accept the idea for all their systems bordering Trieste, which will give our combined militaries immediate response to any attack from the forces holding Trieste.”


“I’ve thought of that too,” Jason nodded.


“If I might interrupt,” Kim said politely, “I think Jason does have the right idea.  If we can convince Empress Dahnai to put control of the Stargates in Terran hands, putting a neutral planet in control of the link status of the gateways into our allied systems, they might be inclined.  The main fear that they will have is that Dahnai can use the Stargates to initiate surprise attacks.  If she has no control over those Stargates,” he trailed off.

“That has potential,” Sk’Vrae agreed.  “The Stargates would belong to her, but it would be the Entry Station that would have operational control of them.  That is how it already works at the Entry Station, as well as at Aurigae.”

“The trick will be convincing Dahnai to do that,” Jason grunted.  “Now, Sk’Vrae, how are we handling the four jointly held systems?”


“I am not backing out of our agreement,” she replied.  “As long as the Karinnes continue to administer the systems, I will leave things as they are.  Has Dahnai spoken of this?”


“A little, mainly hinting that she’d leave things the way they are.  Since it involves you, I think she’s smart enough not to get creative.”


“Urumi adhere to a treaty to the letter, and we expect others to do the same,” the Brood Queen stated.  “But with your house becoming an independent entity within the Imperium, new treaties must be made that reflect this change in status.”

“So, we dig up the old ones, replace house of the Imperium with independent house everywhere it shows up, then sign them again,” Jason shrugged.


“I was of a similar opinion,” Sk’Vrae nodded.  “You, Jason, I trust.  You have kept your word, and are well known among all in our sector cluster to be honest and fair.”

“If they only knew that I’m as much a scoundrel as the rest of them,” he said blandly, which made Kim burst out laughing. Even Sk’Vrae gave a little hiss of a chortle.

“Do you intend to keep the profit sharing system with the other houses, Jason?” Kim asked.


He nodded.  “I do that to maintain stability within the Siann,” he replied.  “With every house getting a cut, no house can complain.  If they do, the other houses will smack them upside the head.”


“I do love your local colloquialisms,” Sk’Vrae mused.  “I take it that means they would be angry?”


“A little bit.  It mainly means that the large pack of minor houses would move to block any house that tried to change the agreement.  For some houses, the stipend from the four Urumi systems is a significant piece of their yearly revenue.  Bellar is a higly profitable planet.”


“As I know,” Sk’Vrae agreed.  “I will be most eager to get it back when the time comes.”


With Kim and Sk’Vrae there, Jason had a seasoned politician and a sector ruler that could give him feedback on his public announcement.  He read it to them and they debated it, mainly over how much he had to reveal that caused him to make the move, and how much he should say about how it was going to change things.  Both of them agreed that he needed to be fairly descriptive about Karinne’s goals in making the move, as well as lay the foundation for the idea of a trade system that would be controlled by the neutral Terrans and overseen by the neutral Karinnes.  The main thrust of the announcement, however, was declaring all but in stone the Karinne’s desire and intent to remain aloof from the Imperium, even as they maintained many of their ties to it.


Chirk came back in and politely made herself noticed, then looked down at Sk’Vrae.  “My apologies,majestic Hive-leader, but the meeting of the Confederate Council is in fifteen minutes,” she told them.  “Do you require a room so that you may attend from here?”

“Actually, it would be best if we all attend, from this office,” she answered.  “The others are just as serious about learning what Jason intends.  They all know that he has declared independence from Dahnai.”


“Yah, they should hear it from me before I make the public announcement,” Jason agreed.


“Does Dahnai know this, Jason?” Kim asked.


He shook his head.  “And I’m not clearing it with her beforehand.  That’s all part of I don’t answer to you anymore that this is all about.”


Sk’Vrae gave that hissing chortle.  “This I want to see,” she noted lightly to Kim.


Chirk helped turn Sk’Vrae and Kim’s chairs around, then brought up the holograms after they all had something to drink.  The others appeared along the back wall, free-floating two dimensional holograms, with a rather surprised Dahnai in the middle.  Zaa wasn’t present, but that wasn’t completely unusual, for she was a busy Kimdori.  She had one of her aides sitting in, who would only listen, would not speak. “What are you doing there, Sk’Vrae?” Dahnai asked pointedly.


“Getting the truth out of the Grand Duke Karinne, personally,” she answered bluntly.


“Speaking of that, let’s get all that on the table right now,” Jason said as Kim glanced back.  “Yes, I have declared independence from the Imperium.  Me and Dahnai are currently negotiating over the finer points of that declaration, but the basics of it is that she has agreed that Karinne needs a degree of autonomy.”


“Autonomy may be too strong a word,” Dahnai stated.


“I have several reasons for doing this.  Mainly, it’s because Dahnai can’t keep her tits in her shirt,” he said, giving her an ominous look.  “She’s spent sixteen different spies to Karis to try to steal biogenics, exploiting the fact that she can get them here.”


Dahnai flushed just a tiny bit.


“So, the main reason I made this declaration is so I can seal off Karis to prevent any other espionage,” he continued.  “The finer points of my declaration involve how much interaction we have with the Imperium and what to do about the five planets that the Karinnes administer within the Imperium.  But the main thrust of my intent it to turn Karis into an independent and completely neutral system where no one has any political authority but the Karinnes.”

“That much I’m inclined to give,” Dahnai told the others.


“Yeah, now you are after I found all your spies,” he replied waspishly.


“But I’m not just letting the Karinnes go.  They have duties and obligations, as well as contracts with the Imperium.”


“And there’s also the fact that the Karinnes are a major backbone of our current logistics system,” Ba’mra’ei stated.  “We need the Karinnes.”


“We’re not backing out of the ideals that created the Confederation,” Jason told her.  “To the contrary, I’m thinking about the Confederation by making this move.  The Karinnes just won’t be operating under the authority of Dahnai anymore.  We’ll still be managing and operating the logistics operations to keep the interdictors in place, we’ll still be offering those interdictors to anyone who wants one, and the KMS will remain a part of the Confederate military alliance,” he explained.  “The other thing that me and Dahnai agree about is what to do about Terra.  Both of us want to turn Terra into a protectorate of the Imperium.”

“What is this protectorate?” Grayhawk asked.  “What legal standing?”


“It means that it will be an independent planet being granted military protection by the Imperium, Grayhawk,” Dahnai answered.  “Secretary Kim there will become the primary executive in charge of the planet, and while the Terrans will be considered Imperium citizens and have passage rights within the Imperium, their planet itself will be independent.  They will be subject to no house and free to make their own laws, so long as those laws don’t violate the conditions of protectorate status.  They will be an independent colony of the Imperium, basically a ward of the throne itself.”


“Yes, that is how it was explained to me,” Kim nodded.  “I’m here on Karis discussing what the United Nations will need to do to take over operational control of the planet.”


“There’s a bigger reason behind doing this that all of you need to know about,” Jason said, turning his chair slightly and putting his elbow on his desk.  “The Karinnes can’t hold the current logistics system together much longer the way it’s going,” he told them.  “My merchant marine fleet is stretched almost to the breaking point, and we don’t even have all of our allies’ systems interdicted.  Jrz’kii estimates that adding just five more interdicted systems to the schedule is going to start causing food and supply shortages.  By turning Terra into a self-goverened planet whose neutrality is already established, due to the Academy, we can turn Terra into a hub for trade and logistics using Imperium Stargates to open into strategic systems in each allied government’s territory, and from those strategic systems, Jrz’kii can work out new logistics schedules that won’t push us to exhaustion,” he said, using his gestalt to open a holo image of the system that he had in mind.  “This is the initial rough draft of the idea me and Dahnai have been discussing.  We create a hub of Stargates at Terra.  These Stargates will be controlled and operated by the Terrans, not the Imperium, placing them under the control of a neutral third party.  The Stargate on the other end will be set up so it requires a command code to be transmitted by the government on that side, giving that government the ability to remotely link or delink the Stargate, giving you a key to the door, as it were.  From the hub system on the other side of the Stargate, we create a network of supply lines that services all systems surrounding the hub system, which is a much more effective usage of Karinne resources.  We create a hub of centralized supply lines and logistics at Terra that services all allied governments in the Conferederacy, but also offering these services to the Zyagya and the Moridon, since they already have Stargates opening from Terra to their respective planets.  In addition to being used for military purposes, Dahnai offers each government the use of the Stargates for all commercial traffic as well, for which you pay a modest transit fee for commercial traffic that would be equal to or perhaps even cheaper than trying to transport those goods by hyperspace, with the added benefit of being able to move your trade goods from source to destination in real time.  Military use of the Stargates will carry no fee, since free passage through all Confederate territory is part of the Articles of Confederation we all signed.

“I know this is asking several of you to invest a lot more trust in Dahnai than she may be worth,” he said dryly, “but part of this idea is to place the main control and oversight of this system in the hands of a neutral party.  The Terrans were conquered by the Faey some seven years ago, and let me tell you, quite a few people on my planet will do backflips of joy when they hear that the planet is being liberated.  Every one of you here has been to Terra, and you’ve seen how the Terrans are.  I think that all of you can agree that the Terrans can be neutral and objective, especially when their neutrality is the cornerstone of their independence from the Imperium.”


“Not independence, protectorate status,” Dahnai cut in.


“As far as the Terrans will care, it’s independence,” he retorted.  “The Articles will apply to Terra for all governments, my esteemed colleagues,” he added.  “All of you will have free right of passage to and from Terra for both civilian and military traffic.  So all of you can park your fleets in Terran space freely, and you will have the right to defend the Stargate leading into your territory just as the Zyagya and the Moridon have those rights. And I’ll tell all of you, right here, right now, that if Dahnai does anything that I think goes against the neutral status of Terra, I’ll ram the entire KMS right down her throat,” he said bluntly, which made her glare at him a bit.  “I know that the idea of the Imperium having Stargates into your territory might be a little worrisome, but with the Karinnes neutral, Terra neutral, and with me willing to sign individual dual protection treaties with all of you that will state that if the Imperium violates the agreement, the Karinnes will declare war on the Imperium, that I hope to convice all of you to seriously consider my idea.  A trade hub like Terra can bring all of us profit, and allow all Confederate forces the ability to rapidly deploy to any threatened planet or system.  I’m willing to put it in writing that I’ll keep Dahnai in check to the best of my ability, which is half of what me declaring independence from the Imperium is about.  I have so much hope for our sector, ladies and gentlemen, but we can only realize it if the Karinnes are an independent and neutral party.”

“What about the Academy, Jason?” Empress Vizzie asked.


“It remains exactly as it is,” he answered.  “The Academy is, was, and always will be utterly and strictly neutral, in all things.  It exists solely as a place to learn, open to any who has the desire to get an education.  The main reason I wanted Terra removed from the Imperium is to put that fact in stone, to use a Terran idiom, to make it inviolate and absolute.  The Academy is neutral, and it will be placed on a neutral planet whose only ties to the Imperium are the commercial contracts it has and the Imperium’s agreement to provide military protection if it’s ever attacked, which protects Terra’s neutral status.’


“The Moridon are willing to recognize Terra’s neutrality here and now,” the Overseer declared.  “The Academy’s status as a neutral place of learning is too important to all governments in the sector to risk.  The Moridon will pledge support for a neutral Terra, for it is beneficial to all of of us in the sector.”


“As wil the Jobodi,” Field Marshal Grran’s vocoder agreed, his nimble fingers dancing to produce his words.


“I think we all can stipulate to that fact,” Assaba nodded.  “The Academy is far too important to all of us, for it functions as much as a point of common operation as it does a place of learning.  The War Room is placed within the Academy, for example.”


“That will have to change, your Imperial Majesty,” Kim said apologetically.  “We cannot host a partisan military operation within the Academy and maintain its neutrality.  With the planet itself becoming neutral, we need to move the military command center out of the Academy.  I will consult with several Makati firms on Terra about building a Confederate military headquarters, where the current military cooperative effort can be centralized, yet remain on a neutral planet.”


“I think that’s a good idea,” Assaba agreed.  “Given we’re going to be cooperating until the Benga are vanquished, which is some years away, moving our combined military headquarters into a dedicated compound built specifically for that purpose is ideal.”


“I agree.  I put forth we provide funding for a new headquarters to be built by General Secretary Kim, with our military commanders supplying the requirements,” Dahnai said.


“We won’t require funding, your Majesty,” Kim coughed politely.  “The treaty of the Confederation states that the planet of Terra bears responsibility for all extensions of the Academy.  Since the current headquarters is within the Academy, this technically means that Terra is responsible for constructing your new headquarters.  The Academy will take care of it.”


“Then let us vote on moving the headquarters when the new building is ready,” Magran said.  They all voted, and it passed without objection.  “For one, Jason, I find merit in your idea,” he continued.  “As long as suitable safeguards were in place to protect the sovereignty of the Colonies, I would be inclined to recommend this idea to the Grand Master and the council.”


“I’ll need more information before I consider it,” Assaba said.


“I’ll have that information for you once me and Dahnai iron everything out,” Jason said, to which Dahnai nodded.


“We’re having a bit of an argument over just how independent the Karinnes are going to be,” she said dryly, which made Grayhawk chuckle.  “I do understand the need for them to have a measure of independence if this idea is going to work, I see what Jason is trying to do, but I don’t like letting him go.”


“What about the betrothal?” Grayhawk asked.


“That’s still in place,” Jason replied.  He wasn’t surprised that Grayhawk would ask about that.  “Rann has the right to choose his bride, and he’s chosen Shya.  That particular matter is out of both our hands,” he said with a chuckle.


Dahnai actually laughed.  “I’ll say. If I revoked the betrothal, Shya would tear out my hair.  And I have no intention of revoking it anyway.  If the Karinnes are going to be neutral, having our two families joined by marriage warns the other houses of the Siann that an attack against the Merranes will bring the Karinnes into the war on our side.”


The other rulers nodded, understanding the value of such an alliance.  “So, your neutrality will be more or less on paper,” Ba’mra’ei noted.


“No it will not,” Jason replied.  “The Karinnes will  be neutral, but I’ve already promised Dahnai that the Karinnes will maintain stability in the Imperium by acting as a sledgehammer that smashes any house that gets any ideas of trying to challenge the Merranes for the throne.  But that’s as far as it goes.  She’s right that with the Merranes becoming part of my family, I’ll fight for them if they need me.  But when they don’t, the Karinnes will keep to themselves and stay way out of Imperium politics.  If the Karinnes are to be trusted to run the logistics operations for the governments of the Confederation, our neutrality must be established and beyond reproach.  My allegiance to the Imperium will begin and end with Dahnai and her family, and keeping them on the Imperial throne.  If it doesn’t involve keeping Dahnai’s family in power, the Karinnes will stay the hell out of it.”


“I see the value of such an arrangement,” the Overseer of the Moridon stated with a slight nod.   “The Imperium finally achieves complete political stability, and all it costs her Imperial Majesty is releasing a house that is already mostly neutral anyway.  Quite clever, Dahnai, quite clever,” he said approvingly.

“That’s one of the very few reasons I’ve agreed to at least parts of this, Overseer Kruu,” she replied calmly.  “With the Karinnes being neutral, it puts me in a position where my throne will never be challenged.  The Merranes will hold the Imperial throne in perpetuity.”


“And we all want a stable Imperium,” Ba’mra’ei stated.  “Send me the initial draft of your idea, Jason.  I would like to read over the ideas you and Dahnai are developing.”


“I’ll have an initial rough draft ready in a couple of days.  Me and Dahnai have a few more things to hash over, and I need to talk to Jrz’kii and get her to generate a new plan of moving supplies with Stargates in place.  But, I’m putting it forward that Secretary Kim of the Terran United Nations needs to have a chair at this table from here on, since he’s the one in control of Terra, and Terra is the planet hosting a large majority of our coordinated interests.  He needs to be part of the Confederate Council so he can better coordinate Terran operations to host Confederate operations and activities.”

“I agree.  I put forth the motion,” Assaba said.  In a brief vote with no dissent, Kim was added to the Confederate Council.  “Welcome among us, Secretary Kim,” Assaba nodded soberly.


“I extend the thanks of Terra and the United Nations to be granted a seat in this august body,” Kim said eloquently, standing up and bowing in the Korean manner, then he sat back down.


“Now that that business is out of the way, General Lorna Shaddale is ready to give the military update briefing,” Dahnai said dryly.


Jason drifted through the rest of the briefing, since it was all stuff he already knew yesterday, mainly since it was the KMS and the Kimdori that supplied most of that information.  While they debated the motives of the Consortium by moving all their ships to Trieste, Jason pondered the initial reactions to his idea.  In his opinion, it went better than expected.  He expected skepticism from the larger empires and cautious optimism from the smaller ones, but he was pleasantly surprised that Assaba seemed willing to consider the idea, as much as he expected the Shio and the Nine Colonies to favor it.  Grayhawk hadn’t given a solid opinion either way, but his facial expressions showed intrigue while Jason was explaining it, and that was a good sign.  Shio were so much like Terrans and Faey that it was very easy to read their facial expressions.  The Moridon were enthusiastic about it, and that was always a good thing.  The Moridon had a great deal of political clout in the sector, even if they didn’t even have a standing military.  They had all the banks, and that gave them considerable power.  If the Moridon liked it, they could convince the skeptics to support the idea.


After the briefing, Jason, Sk’Vrae, and Kim spent another two hours discussing his plans and the political ramifications that a neutral Terra would entail, mainly revolving around the Confederation.  Jason and Sk’Vrae went over that with Kim, since he was going to be the one that would have to hold his own against people like Assaba face to face, to deal with people with towering egos that would look at Kim like a fat yearling ready for eating.  After Sk’Vrae started to get tired, she and Kim took their leave, going back home, and they left him to finish revising his public declaration.  They had counseled him to be as open and honest as possible, and he decided that that was the best course of action.  His public declaration made it abundantly clear why he was breaking away from the Imperium, both because of the attempted espionage and to serve as a neutral party to manage combined Confederate operations like logistics.  He included the plans for Terra in his declaration, and once he was done, he sent it out over galactic gravband to all diplomatic offices.

His declaration to the people of Karis was done via video, from his office.  With Dera and Ryn standing behind him, he sat at his desk, in his armor, and addressed the people of Karis.


“Good afternoon.  As I’m sure many of you have heard through rumor, I’ve made the somewhat radical move of declaring autonomy from the Imperium.  These rumors are true,” he stated bluntly.  “The short of it is that I’ve caught the Imperium in several attempts at espionage, trying to steal biogenic units and schematics.  These acts just hastened what was going to be inevitable,” he said with a grunt.  His public addresses to the people of the house were never very formal.  “I knew this day was going to come eventually, but I didn’t think it was going to come this soon.  So, to protect Cybi, the secrets of the house, and after the attack on Saelle Karinne in an attempt to clone her, I’ve decided that the only way the house can protect the Generations and biogenics is to be independent.  It’s very simple, people of Karinne.  So long as Empress Dahnai Merrane can order us to open our doors and hand over the secrets we protect, the house of Karinne is not secure, nor is it safe.


“For the lay citizen of the house, not much is going to change.  We’re already independent in everything but name as it is, and this split shouldn’t cause any change in daily life on Karis.  Everyone will still have their jobs, we’ll all go to work, trade will continue to flow back and forth between Karis and our trade partners, and those members of the house who are from the Imperium won’t find Civnet cut to the Imperium or telegrav service interrupted.  What will change, and is already changing, is that all non-Karinnes are being moved off the planet’s surface.  They’ll be confined to Kosigi, where we can keep tight control over them, and a hell of a lot of job openings are going to come open for what those guest workers were doing.  They were building a series of factories on the unterraformed northern continent of Virga for the war effort, and we’ll take over building and operating those factories.  So, if you’re interested in taking those jobs, check the listings on the house employment agency site on Civnet and get your applications in quick.  They’ll be first come, first served.  There will be both factory positions and terraforming positions open.

“I’m going to release a much more lengthy written explanation about the specifics of what’s going on.  I’m not going to tie up the lunchtime viddy making you guys listen to me,” he said, which made Dera smile despite herself behind him.  “But I’ll go over the basics of what’s going to happen next.  First off, me and Empress Merrane are currently in negotiations over just how the house is going to split from the Imperium.  As just about everyone knows, I have a personal investment in the Empress, and the stability and prosperity of the Imperium is very important not just to me, but to every government in the entire sector.  The House of Karinne is going to remain as close to the Imperium as it can without being subject to it, and that means we do what we’re already doing now, keeping the Imperium stable and keeping Dahnai Merrane on the Imperial throne.  We’re also keeping all our military, commercial, and civilian contracts we’ve made with the Imperium.  We’re not backing out on our agreements.


“Now, the other half of what’s going on, outside of the espionage, is that I’ve kicked around the idea for a while of declaring neutrality to try to create a much more cooperative atmosphere within the Confederation.  Most every empire and government in our sector and the next sector over honor the neutrality of the Karinnes, despite the fact that we were at that time a part of the Imperium, due to the Academy and our policies.  Ever since the house was reformed, we’ve stayed as neutral as possible.  Well, with me declaring independence on behalf of the house, we’re moving forward with those plans.  With the Karinnes completely neutral, it’s my hope that we can act as the primary agent moving through the various governments of the Confederation, mainly through the planet Terra.  I’ve talked this over with Dahnai, and she agrees that we have a good idea with what we’re planning.  It’s my plan to turn Terra into a completely neutral planet, the system becoming a protectorate of the Imperium rather than a subject system, that acts as a trade hub for all Confederate empires much the way it already operates for the Imperium and Collective.T  Our hope is that Terra becomes neutral space where everyone has the same rights of passage, the planet acts as a trade hub to ship goods from sysem to system anywhere in Confederate territory, and it acts as a chokepoint to protect the Imperium, the Collective, and our Confederate allies from outside agents and enemy attack by forcing everything coming into Confederate territory to come through the Entry Station.  It’s our plan to interdict every system held by our allies in the Confederation and then put up a series of Stargates at Terra that open into all our allies’ territory, and allow them to use those Stargates to move trade goods and military warships back and forth to Terra, and from Terra they can go anywhere in Confederate territory quickly.  It promotes trade, it provides the fast movement of military assets, and everyone both makes money and has security.  Most of our allies would never allow this if it was the Imperium managing the system, but they might do it if it’s us who are holding all the keys to the doors.  Dahnai isn’t too happy that I’ve seceded, but she can smell the money that might be flowing into the Imperium with my idea.

“For the Faey and Terran members of the house.  I know you didn’t sign on with the Karinnes thinking we’d break away from the Imperium, and you have the right to make a choice about where you want to be.  I don’t have the exact specifics set up yet, but we’re going to allow anyone in a non-secret job field that wants to return to the Imperium to do so.  Clearly, if you’re trained in biogenics or other designated top secret technologies, you’re stuck here because you know secrets we can’t release.  But if you’re not and you want to repatriate back to the Imperium, you will be given that choice.  Just remember this, friends, and be warned.  That’s a one way trip.  If you repatriate back to the Imperium, you will not be allowed to re-apply for admittance into the house.  If you leave, you leave for good.  So think very carefully about what you want to do, and don’t feel rushed.  It’s going to be a while before we start that process, because I haven’t even ironed out all the details with the Empress and the Confederate Council yet,” he said with a slightly sour face.  “What I can tell you is don’t decide yet.  Wait for us to have all the specifics in place, see where the house will stand in the new system, then make your choice.  I want everyone to make a careful, informed, and well-thought out decision about what you want to do.

“Okay, I think that’s about enough of interrupting the winter league bachi match,” he noted, glancing over to the side.  “By the way, it’s six to four, Draconis Pirates leading in the first division,” he said idly.  “Everyone keep an eye on the official Dukal Civnet site and also your own in-boxes.  Some official declarations and more information will be sent to every vidlink and interface on the planet, and as always, if you have questions, get in touch with your local government information office.  They’ll always have the most current information available.  I’ll make a much more formal announcement at a press conference once I have everything finalized and we have an operational treaty in place with the Imperium.  So, that’s it.  Everyone have a good day.”


When the feed cut off, Chirk opened the door and looked in.  “Revered Hive-leader, consort Aura wishes to see you.”

Dera and Ryn smirked.


“Yeah, yeah, push off both of you,” Jason snorted, which made them give that wheezing, eerie voiceless laugh.  Aura padded into his office, wearing her armor which was now painted in the uniform code and colors of a personnel transport pilot, working for the Dukal government.  She’d just started her on the job training, flying in the copilot’s chair on the smaller civilian skimmers.  “Hey hon, what’s up?” he asked.

Nothing of importance, she replied with a smile, putting her helmet on his desk.  I just finished my duty assignment, and wondered if perhaps you’d like to go out tonight.


Afraid I’m a bit too busy to go out, but why don’t you come over and have dinner with us? he offered.


Am I staying for breakfast? she asked pointedly.


You are now, he sent immediately, which made her smile.


Well, that was easy, she laughed.  I wasn’t sure if you’d have time for me with everything going on I’ve heard.


We’ll talk about that.  I want a good idea of what the average citizen is thinking, and you’re ferrying them around.  I know you can hear them chatting.


Oh yes.  There’s all kinds of rumors flying around, she nodded.  Anyway, let me get home so I can change.  When should I arrive?


Whenever.  Jys is home.  She worked from home today, mainly talking over free agents with Frinia

Great!  I haven’t gossiped with her for a while, she sent brightly.  Aura and Jyslin were very good friends, something  Jason never failed to find a bit…weird, at least from a Terran point of view.  His wife was good friends with his mistress…that was so Faey.  I heard she’s the one running the Paladins?

More or less.  Frinia’s the one making suggestions, and Jys is taking her advice.

Then we have much to talk about, we had no bachi on Exile and I find the game absolutely fascinating, Aura chuckled aloud, picking up her helmet.  She came around his desk and gave him a kiss, then headed for the door.  Don’t stay too late, she ordered.


I won’t.

With actual plans waiting for him after work, and wanting to have a short day after all the stress of the last couple of days, Jason whipped up the initial in-house press release, going into more detail about his plans for Terra and how they’d be interacting with the Imperium with Karis being a closed, autonomous system, as well as his future plans for fostering cooperation among the Confederate empires by acting as a neutral agent.  He pushed it out as Shen and Suri called in a corvette to take him home, and the four of them walked with him through the halls of the White House, which now had many more guards at the hallway intersections, and they were all armed with external railguns or pulse rifles.  It was lunch hour in the building, so the halls were thick with Dukal employees, many of which bowed or waved to Jason as he moved towards the landing pad.  The Marine corvette Ranger landed just as he came out, the pilot skillfully parking the large ship on the pad in the only way it would fit, with its bow almost against the main building and its stern hanging over the perimeter fence.  The ship still gleamed, betraying the fact that it was built and commissioned only a couple of weeks ago, and its captain had but bow art on her ship, a depiction of the Imperial Rangers from ancient Faey history.  The Rangers were a legendary society of archers from the First Unification period whose aim was without peer, and had never lost any battle in which they fought.  The painting was a lithe female Faey, her hair tied back in a topknot, and an elegant composite bow in her hand, drawn and ready to fire.  Those composite bows, he recalled from Faey history, had been a technological breakthrough that gave the Rangers far more range and accuracy than other archers, and that attributed to their success.  The Rangers wore no armor as a taunt to their enemies, were adept at firing their bows from a mount, even firing while moving, and they wore only a loincloth or short skirt with a headband that had the insignia of the Rangers stamped on it.  All of them also wore a tight wrap around their breasts to bind them so they didn’t interfere with their draw…which the bow art accurately depicted.  Whoever painted that had gotten all the details exactly right.  Marine Colonel Jaxira Karinne appeared in the hatch.  She was the one of youngest command-level officer in the KMS, even younger than Jeya, having just earned her Colonel’s bar last month.

Hey Jax, nice ship, Jason complemented as he came up the stairs.


The paint isn’t even dry yet, she grinned, showing off her brilliant white teeth.  Jaxira didn’t look like a warrior, that was for sure.  She was short for a Faey woman, only around 5’5”, and had a slender, almost waifish build when not in her armor.  But her slender little body was almost obscenely strong and durable.  Jaxira ran a marathon a week and could do it carrying a battle pack that weighed half as much as she did.  She was also very pretty, pretty enough to easily be a face model…but not a body model.  Her short stature, slender build, and small breasts were not the ideal Faey build, not the Faey concept of ideal physical beauty…Jyslin was more or less the perfect example of what Faey found beautiful in a body.  That was for the best, because Jaxira, or Jax as she was more commonly known, was one hell of a Marine.  Highly educated, well trained, and with plenty of battle experience before coming to the KMS, Jax had been one of the girls captured in the Trillane attack on Terra six years ago.  She’d been at the end of her conscription then, but re-enlisted in the KMS after coming into the house and served four years in the Karinne Marines, went to officer school and worked her way up to Captain, then she retired to pursue her dream of starting and running a business.  But she rejoined the KMS when the Consortium attacked, barely four months after she retired.  She’d worked her way up from Captain to Colonel in a bloody hurry, mainly because they were in desperate need of capable corvette commanders.  She’d have easily made it there on her own the usual way had she stayed in, but they needed her on the bridge of a corvette, so she was fast tracked to Colonel.  Jax brushed her silver hair out of her face, which was thick, straw straight, and somewhat wild, giving her a primal kind of look, which was accented by her luminous amber eyes, eyes just like Pemai’s, but she didn’t have Pemai’s darker skin color that really made them striking for Pemai.  Now, let’s get our hooky-playing Grand Duke home for lunch.

That’s about the truth of it, Jason sent with a chuckle as he boarded the corvette, his guards filing in behind him.  I’ve had a stressful couple of days, so I’m gonna drink some wine, play a little piano, and have a nice dinner with my family.


Always good to keep things in perspective, your Grace, Jax smiled as her helmet floated over to her.  Jax was a telekinetic, and a fairly strong one…and like most Faey, she’d kept that fact a secret before she came to House Karinne.  Everyone knew she was a TK, but like many Faey, she concealed just how strong she was  Jax had gone to the Academy course for telekinetics to further refine her ability, taking dedicated training in it, and it had been very successful.  From what Jason recalled, Jax was capable of lifting upwards of 33 konn, or about 31 kilograms or about 70 pounds or so.  For a non-Generation, that was very impressive.  The training had nearly doubled her strength by helping her refine and focus her power, as well as learn advanced applications of it.  Jax’s natural talent was the use of her TK in short, powerful bursts, like a telekinetic punch, delivering a stunning blow at close range.  It was like being hit in the face by a barbell, and armor was no protection since she could focus her power through the armor to strike the flesh and bone beneath.  That was not easy to do, almost as hard as affecting liquids without resorting to manipulating the space they occupied.


For a Marine, being able to stun someone that couldn’t be telepathically subdued from 40 shakra away was an extremely useful little trick.


Jason took a seat back in the tactical center with his guards, and Jax sat with him as the pilots ferried him back to the strip, just catching up with her.  Jason knew most of the upper ranking officers in the KMS personally, and had long friendships with many of the girls he’d captured from Trillane that had stayed in the KMS.  She told him about her jeweler’s shop, now being run by her manager since she was back in the KMS, where she bought and sold jewelry from almost every race in the sector.  From Urumi to Shio to Faey to Colonial to Skaa, if it was meant to be worn on the body to accent or emphasize, she either had it or could get it.  She even had three craftsmen in her shop that did repairs and made custom orders, a Faey, a Terran, and a Shio, who oddly enough were the three races that had the greatest love of jewelry in the sector.

That made Jax a good woman to talk to about the commercial impact declaring independence might have on the planet’s businesses.  When he explained quickly what was going on, she pursed her thin lips and considered it, then leaned back in the chair at the sensor post, turned to face him.  Hmm, well, for me it won’t impact my shop very much, she told him.  The only problem I might have is getting offworld materials we can’t replicate, like Urumi trimetal.  The Urumi are the only ones that can make trimetal right, I wouldn’t buy it from anyone else.  If we’re gonna run everything through Terra, I do think it’ll cause a major bottleneck right at first, as the TES tries to deal with the massive increase in cargo going through it.
The TES wouldn’t be managing shipments within Confederate territory.


They’d better, she sent strongly.  It has to go somewhere where it can be scanned, especially if it’s coming here.  They’d put fifty spy probes in every shipment if it just comes in here uninspected.

Well, we were planning on using a series of space stations for that, one for each government.  If it goes through their Stargate, they have the right to inspect what’s coming out or going in.


Okay, that makes sense.  But that’s still gonna slow things down a little, especially at first.  Sounds like I’d better have Granall put in our orders now.

We’re about to land, your Grace, the pilot sent politely.


Settle in when we land, grab some mess over at the Imperial Guard barracks, Jason called back.  Jax, let’s talk a little more about this.


Sure.


 Jax ate lunch with him and Myleena, who was down from Kosigi to grab some gear out of her lab, and Jyslin and Aura were out at the shopping center just down the street from the strip.  He bounced ideas off of her as an entrepreneur and got her honest opinions about how things might affect the small business owner like her, an outlook that Kumi couldn’t really extend since she looked at the big picture.  Myleena listened in, just sitting down and getting some rest, and from the look of her, she needed it.  She was still tearing that Consortium battleship apart, learning the differences in technologies they employed in their big ships compared the the destroyer they’d captured, and she looked like she hadn’t had more than five hours of sleep in the last three days.  She yawned quite a bit, and Jason almost had to force her to eat the gral flanks and imi beans that Surin made for them.

I’ll have some detailed reports on the battleship ready in a couple of days, she told him as she spooned beans into her mouth, eating ravenously once Jason finally made her commit to the meal.  So far, it’s both what I expected and a little surprising.


How so? Jax asked.


She glanced at the Colonel.  Myleeena didn’t know the officers the way Jason did, but since she was at the table, it was clear that he trusted her with whatever Myleena might say.  Well, they upscale their tech very effectively, at least until you get to their power generation.  They use an entirely different type of striated power plant than they do in the destroyers.


That’s nothing like us.  We just scale our singularity plants for the power requirements, Jax noted.  Or use standard PPGs for low power applications.

Yup, Myleena nodded.  Their battleship plants have an entirely different configuration.  It’s not nearly as efficient as their destroyer class plants, because it seems they haven’t figured out how to manage the striation decay when striated output goes over six terrajoules.  So they just ramrod it by using fuckin’ massive plants and just outproduce the power loss from striation decay.  Majorly fuckin’ inefficient.


It’s the best they have, I suppose, Jax sent soberly.  We thought that metaphased plants were the combs in Trelle’s hair before we came here and saw singularity plants.


I’m not complaining, as long as they use striated, they’ll never crack the interdictors, Myleena sent with a slightly malicious smile.


Jyslin and Aura almost bounced in, both of them in their armor and carrying a few shopping bags.  Hey love, Jyslin sent with a smile.  Lunch, fantastic!  I’m starving.


Where were you two?


Buying Aura some Paladin fan stuff, she winked.  And some pretty sexy lingerie.  Gotta keep you interested, she sent with subtly erotic undertones…not for Aura, but at the idea of Jason getting excited seeing Aura wearing what they bought.  Lingerie was a Terran affectation, since Faey considered the nude body the pinnacle in natural beauty and thus were willing to show off what was under the lingerie, but it was starting to gain a foothold in the Faey romantic scene, as well as the stripping and prostitution scene.  Sometimes, teasingly hiding something was more erotic than seeing it, and Faey women were starting to latch onto that fact…but in a weird way.  Faey women had discovered that a man wearing male lingerie was strangely enticing, and “masculine lingerie” was spreading across the Imperium like wildfire.  The Terran art of striptease was also getting really popular in the Imperium, for watching a man, or woman, teasingly undress while intentionally trying to incite desire in the spectators wasn’t something that appeared in Faey culture, again due to the Faey love of the nude body.  Faey striptease, if it could be called that, had always been about the dancer already being naked when they came out and dancing for the crowd.  But some women did like to wear lacy, sexy bras and panties, Myleena particularly, so there was a market for what Jason would call more traditional lingerie.

Ah, so this is Aura, Jax sent lightly, giving Jason a sly look.  I’m Colonel Jaxiri Karinne, captain of the KMS corvette Ranger, she introduced.

Yes, I’m Aura, she nodded.  It’s nice to meet you.

You have good taste, Jason, Jax declared, which made Aura preen just a little bit.


You have no idea, he replied easily, which made Myleena grin.


Oh, I also got some steaks for the grill, I figured you’d want to barbecue tonight, Jyslin added, offering a bag to Surin.


You’ve been peeking in my head when I’m sleeping again, have you? Jason accused lightly.


Who needs you to sleep?  I own you, silly boy.  That pretty little head of yours doesn’t have a single thought I don’t know about, she teased with a smile.


Much as I’d like to hang around, I got a ton of work to do, Myleena sent, standing up.


You’d better be back down here for dinner, Jason sent empatically.


I will be.  I need to get my notes organized, and I do that better in my home lab.  Can you watch Danelle til I get home?


Don’t I always?

After he finished talking to Jax, she got back to her duties, and Jason deliberately avoided doing any work.  He sat at the piano and just doodled in a musical sense as Jyslin and Aura got rid of their armor and lounged around the house in shorts and bikini tops, Aura’s looking brand new, talking about bachi.  Aya wandered in and joined Jason with her tamirin, sitting on a stool made for an armored sitter, plucking at her old instrument with casually masterful proficiency.  Jason had found out that the instrument got its name because it was invented in the city of Tamirin, the capitol of Tamiri, which was Yila’s seat of power.  That was a surprise to him, since the instrument’s design hinted that it was ancient in origin, like a Japanese shakuhachi wood flute or old medieval lute.  In reality, the tamirin had been a mainstream instrument for only about 600 years and wasn’t included in most traditional Faey orchestras, much like many Terran orchestras didn’t include electric guitars…and 600 years wasn’t long at all in Faey history.  It was invented when the Faey were the most technologically advanced race in the sector, but its design was simple, basic, almost ancient.

It was really curious that someone in the Imperium “invented” something that seemed old by Terran standards.  But, that was life when one lived in a spacefaring culture.

Jason and Aya basically just piddled for nearly two hours, Jason getting more and more relaxed as the piano worked its magic on him, and when the kids got home from school, he scooped Rann up and sat him on his lap and both gave him a lesson and let him watch Jason play.  Rann was professing early and earnest interest in the piano, and it looked like he’d learn the same way Jason learned, sitting on the lap of his parent.  Jason had learned the piano from his mother, who had been a professional concert pianist, first informally sitting in her lap, then taking more formal lessons from her.  Rann had started down that same path.  Memories of his gentle mother’s fingers dancing over the keyboard making that beautiful music were some of Jason’s earliest and fondest recollections.  He treasured them even more so because she died when he was so young.


He did pause in his revelry to read some reports sent to his gestalt, as Rann and Danelle carried steaks, hruga roots, and corn on the cob out onto the patio with Surin, preparing to grill.  Things over in the PR sector were getting…odd.  The Consortium and the Imxi were scaling back their defense of the hyperspace jump routes, and two more convoys of ships had left Imxi space en route to Trieste, nearly 2,300 ships by the Kimdori’s count.  70% of those were Imxi ships, being towed by Consortium destroyers and battleships that had been repaired after the mine attack at the start of the war.  Those ships were manned by Imxi, Zaa’s reports stated, replacing the insectoid crews killed by the mines.  That meant that those ships wouldn’t be nearly as effective in combat.  Zaa had made sure her infiltrators marked those ships so they’d be able to identify them when the attack came—not if, when—and either ignore them in favor of taking out more dangerous ships or wiping them out quickly so they didn’t do any damage, either way Myri and the generals wanted to take it.

Jason sat at the outdoor table, getting concerned.  If the Consortium had convinced the Imxi to abandon its territory….


[Myri,] he called using his gestalt, and the communion network connected him to her interface.  [Myri.]


[Yeah, Jason?]


[You read the last Kimdori activity report?]


[I’m reading it right now,] she answered.  [I’m getting a little worried, Jayce.]


[Me too.  When will that Stargate get to PR-371?]


[Fourteen hours, but I think I’m going to contact the towing team and tell them to take maximum jumps and minimum rest,] she answered.  [I want it in place and linked back to Karis fucking now.]


[You’ve got my blessing as far as that goes,] he replied, bringing up the galactic map.  It showed the location of the Stargate towing task force, a Kimdori battleship being escorted by the KMS Jendra and both Kimdori and KMS cruisers and destroyers, finishing a wide arc that sent them very wide of the Consortium’s sensor pickets along their convoy jump path, which was why it took them five days to get there instead of three.  The same Kimdori battleship that pulled the Stargate from that natural bubble of altered space around the quasar was currently towing the Stargate, trading towing shifts with the Jendra to reduce stress on both ships over towing something that big that far, but if both battleships had problems, the cruisers could team up and tow the Stargate in their stead.  That was why they’d sent so many support ships, Jason wasn’t about to risk losing that Stargate if its two towing ships both had breakdowns and left that very expensive piece of critical hardware stranded in interstellar space on the far side of the galaxy.

Natural bubble of altered space….


That had some possibilities.  He’d have to think about that a little bit, when he had the time.


[They haven’t gotten all their ships over here yet, so that gives us time to get our ships back before they finish moving their forces,] Jason noted.  [We can have the Stargate in place and linked in twenty hours if they go to maximum jump protocols.  Ten to PR-371, two hours to anchor and power up, then eight hours to link it back to the home gate.]

[Exactly.  I’ve already sent a warning back to the PR sector to expect an emergency recall at any time.]


[Good thinking.  How are you handling the ground occupation forces?]


[They do an emergency bugout,] she answered.  [It’ll tip off the bugs that we know they’re about to move, but that can’t be helped.]


[Yup.  Get in touch with the Kimdori and find out when the last ship convoys leave Imxi space.  When they do, recall our forces.  Tell the War Room, and warn Maggie too, tell her to have everything in place around the Stargate within half an hour of it arriving.]


[Will do.]

That done, Jason supplanted Surin at the grill and tended the steaks and wrapped hruga roots and corn cobs himself, listening to Rann, Danelle, Zach, and Kyri tell him about their day at school rather than worry about things he couldn’t do anything about for the next ten hours.  Jason watched Aura interact with the kids, saw how easily she talked to them and how much they liked her.  They knew exactly why she came over, however, knew that Aura was Jason’s special friend, but Kyri surprised him when she looked right at Aura’s muscular belly and put her hand on it.  So when will you give us a brother or sister, Aura?

Aura looked a bit surprised.  I’m not pregnant, pipkin, she replied.


Isn’t that why you come over?  Mommy said that Daddy had to have as many brothers and sisters for us that he could.  And Daddy certainly enjoys doing it, she added clinically.

Aura laughed, and Jason felt a tad embarrassed.  Kyri and Danelle happened to share that bad habit of speaking their minds. Well, we’re not trying, but if I do get pregnant, I’d be very happy to have another baby and quite honored that Jason is the father, she replied easily, showing her political skills by replying with a straight face and an honest flavor to her thought.

You have a baby?  Why haven’t you brought it to see us?


I’m afraid my daughter passed away some ten years ago, Kyri, she replied, a touch somberly.  Back on Exile, before your father found us.


Oh.  I’m sorry to hear that.  You must be really sad.


It’s okay, pipkin, she sent gently, patting Kyri on the shoulder.  Thank you for your kindness.

Jyslin gave Aura a speculative look, then glanced at Jason.  Oh hell no, get that right out of your head, he warned privately.


What?  Wouldn’t it make her happy? she protested in reply.


That’s between me and her, and you will keep your pretty little nose out of it.


She bobbed her head sharply upwards, which in Faey culture was akin to her sticking her tongue out at him.

After all the stress of the last few days, sitting around the outside table on a clear, warm, breezy afternoon, just hanging out with his wife, Aura, and a few of his kids, was exactly what he needed.  The anxiety of making his agonizing decision that started easing when he sat at the piano completely unwound as he enjoyed a good steak, good conversation, and a little harmless fun down on the beach after dinner, making a sand castle the cheating way as Jason, Danelle, Rann, Zach, and Kyri used their telekinetic power to build a massive sand castle that buckets and shovels could never hope to duplicate.  It was fun to do, and it gave his kids that weren’t Kyri practice using their TK in a very subtle, delicate manner, shaping walls, carving out little windows, forming passageways and packing the sand by compression, sculpting parapets and battlements, turning a six shakra tall pile of sand into a huge medieval castle, complete with little  penants at the tops of conical-roofed towers Kyri fashioned out of toothpicks and napkins. Jason dug a moat as a final touch and brought in seawater to fill it, and they stood around and admired the fruits of their labor…at least until Kyri laughed and made the whole thing explode in a spray of damp sand and cries of alarm and dismay from her brothers and Danelle.  They chased her all the way down to Temika’s house before they finally caught her, and the five of them wrestled and pushed as the others exacted their vengeance for Kyri ruining their creation.  Jason, Jyslin, and Aura just watched in amusement, letting the kids sort it out among themselves, at least until a huge column of water rocketed up from the nearby ocean, arced in a rainbow, and slammed into all of them.  There was much spluttering and choking as Jason stood up, about to go down there and find out who did that—that was dangerous, it was way too much water and applied with way too much force.

But Cybi beat him to it.  A camera pod that was observing from the walkway whizzed over and her hologram manifested, and she took all of them quickly in hand.  Doing something that they kept an absolute secret, she used her own form of telekinetic capability—not real TK but not far from it—to split them all up and spread them out.  She loudly and sternly barked that that was way over the line, pointing a stern finger at Zach as she did so.


Again, Zach was demonstrating far more telekinetic ability than his siblings.


She made Zach apologize, told him to never do that again, then marched them all back to the house, and as far as Jason was concerned, punishment was sufficiently meted.  All his kids knew to obey Cybi as they obeyed the adults on the strip.  Jason smacked Zach lightly on the bottom when they got back to the deck and addressed him with calm authority.  Don’t do that again, young man.


I won’t.  I didn’t really mean to, he replied in honest chagrin.  It just sorta, happened.


I think Ayama needs to accelerate your lessons.  I’ll talk to her about it.


‘Kay.

“Nice save, Cybi, thanks,” Jyslin smiled at her.


“A little late.  Jason, we really need to discuss some advanced and specialized training for Zachary.  His TK is developing far faster and more strongly than the others.”

“I know.  I’ll talk to Ayuma about it tomorrow.”


“You’ll be busy, Jason.  I’ll discuss it with her in the morning, and give you a report afterward,” Cybi offered.


“Sounds good.  I’ll let you handle it.”


Zachary at least had the modesty not to strut, since all the kids overheard it.  Kyri did look a tad miffed, however.  She was used to being the top dog among all the kids, in both telepathic and telekinetic ability, and now Zach was challenging her for a spot at the top of the mountain.  It would be interesting to see how she reacted to it, see if the lessons in grace and good sportsmanship both Jason and Yana were ramming down her throat were taking hold.


After that little adventure, Myleena finally joined them, as well as Tim and Symone as they got off work.  They all lounged around on the beach and just relaxed, caught up on non-work subjects after Jason chastised Myleena for not making dinner by dunking her in the ocean.  Symone was settling into her new job as a rigger instructor, and Tim was adjusting to the influx of employees in Miaari’s office…and he was already having a torrid in-office affair with Kini.  Tim just couldn’t keep it in his pants, and Symone seemed to take nearly perverted glee in allowing him to run rampant all over Karis.  Tim would stick his dick in any woman he could get to spread her legs, and Symone not just allowed it, she encouraged it.  Jyslin caught them all up on the transition to bring the Paladins to Karis, which was almost done, and they were already looking at next season.  The first activity of the new season, what Jason would call the draft, would be in just a little over a month, so they had a month to settle in the team, look over the prospects from the lower leagues, and also look over the current pool of free agents.

The IBL’s draft was a little different than any other sports league with which Jason was familiar.  They didn’t draft amateurs or college players, they drafted professionals playing in the lower pro leagues.  IBL teams had farm teams like baseball did, but they didn’t own those players.  Any player from any team could be drafted by any team.  the only advantage an IBL team had in lower league teams they owned and ran was that they saw those players in action much more frequently, so they knew much more about them.  The Paladin organization, which they now owned, owned the Paladins and teams from all four pan-Imperium pro leagues, Developmental or D League, AAA, AA, and A, scattered across three star systems in the Imperium, and some IBL teams owned interplanetary or inter-system local pro leagues.  When they sanctioned the Karis Planetary League as a draft resource for IBL teams, the Paladins would become consultants for the KPL to ensure the KPL upheld the standards required to retain its sanctioned status.  But any player from any pro team in a sanctioned league could be drafted after playing a full season at the pro level, and that included the pro planetary and intersystem leagues like the KPL.  Lower league pro teams did not draft, they competed with each other for bachi players from amateur development leagues and school leagues, all the way down to middle school.  A bachi player worked hard to earn a spot on a pro team somewhere because they were exempted from conscription if they were on a pro team.  And pro teams could take anyone as young as 18, the usual age a Faey graduated from middle school and entered primary school.  Many planetary leagues had in-house primary school tutoring so a player could earn her primary degree, an Imperium requirement, and still play pro bachi.  A girl could come out of middle school and go straight into a pro league, never spend a day in primary school, and end up a billionaire if she played her way up to the IBL and had a successful career.


IBL quality bachi players made pro baseball players look like paupers.


That was one of their weird rules.  Another was that no player could play in the IBL unless she was drafted into the IBL.  There were no “undrafted free agents” in the IBL.  They became free agents after they completed their rookie contract, and those were IBL rules.  The number of players drafted every year changed depending on the number of lower level pro league players, but was usually around 500 players allocated to the 64 IBL teams.  Given that a pro bachi team’s active roster was 31 during the season, that meant that a team usually had huge numbers of draftees, all of which they were allowed to keep.  A team signed a draftee to a three year standard deal at a standard salary, called the draftee’s contract, and if they proved themselves, they went on the free agent market and got a better contract with either their first team or another team.  Draft contracts were pitiful compared to free agent contracts, some D league bachi players made more than a draftee, but that was the price the IBL player paid to get the big credits.  IBL teams were allowed to have an unlimited number of draftee contracts, they didn’t count towards the player limit, but draftees on the active roster did count towards the player limit of 31.  The others were on practice squads or were farmed back out to lower leagues to work on their skills or rehabilitate an injury.  Most IBL teams had two full team roster practice squads comprised of draftees, some 100 or so players just on the practice squads, and the rest of their draftees were sent down to the minors to fill holes or work on this or that.

And after those three years, 95% of draftees prayed they got a call from an IBL team once their draft contracts were over, while the other 5% were picked up during signing week.  An IBL player never went hungry, though.  If they weren’t signed as a free agent, most were picked up by lower league bachi teams, and there they continued to practice their skills and hope for a call from an IBL team.

In a way, the D league, the highest non-IBL bachi league, was even more competitive than the IBL because those players were trying to play their way back up to the IBL.   The vast majority of the league were draftees that weren’t signed, and they worked hard to get the attention of an IBL team when they needed a new player.  D leagues drew just as many spectators as the IBL on the planets where they played.  The Paladin’s D league team was on Jerama II, the Jerama Mercenaries, and Jyslin was kicking around the idea of either moving the Mercenaries to Karis or forming a brand new D league team on Karis.  That wasn’t that hard, since there were 129 D league teams, and all it really took for an IBL organization to create a new D league team was to file some paperwork with the IBL organization, hire some coaches, buy or build some facitilies, rent some stadium space, hold tryouts for players, and negotiate matches with other D league teams; every D league team negotiated for opponents on its own to fill its 12 match schedule.  And with 128 other teams out there, it wasn’t that hard to find an opponent willing to play one’s team.  After 12 matches, the D league had a rather involved playoff system that took nearly 10 takirs to finally whittle the initial 24 playoff teams down to the D league championship.

That was the path that Dara was likely to follow.  She was very good, and unless Jason was mistaken, she’d be snapped up by a pro team ten seconds after completing middle school.  Hell, they’d compete for her, allowing her to sign with the team in the highest league and for the most money, and Yila wouldn’t have to lift a finger to make that happen.  She’d be in the pros at 18—which was more like 15 in Terran years—tutor for her primary degree while playing pro bachi, and would probably end up drafted into the IBL by 20 if she turned out to be as good as Jason thought she was.  In Terran terms, that was like a 16 year old being signed to a major league baseball team.  Then, after three years, she’d either make an IBL roster or play in the D league to try to play her way back to the IBL.

So, it only the best of the best of the best made it in the IBL, but if they did, they would make so much money that they wouldn’t be able to spend it all after they retired.  And that was what made the IBL so incredibly competitive and fun to watch.  Only the top .001% of bachi players made it to that level, and only 5% of those stayed at that level.  It was like watching the Superbowl every match, where every team was filled to the gills with players that would run circles around players from even the next lowest league down, the B, and that made IBL matches intense.  Even consistent basement dwelling teams in the IBL like the Paladins could totally annihilate the league champion teams from lower leagues.  It made it even more intense in that the IBL was much like the NFL, where every single match mattered, and just one mistake by one player could end a team’s hopes of making it to the playoffs and could end a woman’s IBL career.  There were no “trash” games in the IBL.

The IBL played a 20 game schedule in a rotation of a game a takir for ten takirs then one takir off, stretching the season to 22 takirs, or about two thirds of the Faey year.   Because of the 20 match season and the stakes being so high every single game both for a player and for a team, IBL players were some of the most intense and competitive women in the whole galaxy.  Not even an elite special forces soldier could hold a candle to an IBL player when it came to intensity, preparation, and training.

And that was the vast sea of hyped-up estrogen into which Jyslin was so gleefully wading.


I think you should just start a new D league team here, Symone sent as she braided Kyri’s hair.  We could use another bachi team in Karsa, and that puts a D league team right here so you can keep an eye on the talent..


Another?  We already have the Knights, the Wolf Pack, the Whips, the Avengers, and the Crew, Jason protested, ticking a finger off for each of the various local pro league teams that played in Karsa.

You can never have too many bachi teams, she replied airily, which made Kyri giggle.  What do you think, kidlet?


I dunno, I think a new team would be nice, she replied.  Our team is called the Paladins, so we could have our other new team with a name like theirs.  Hmm, Knights is already taken.  What about the Warriors?


The Paladins, Warriors, and Knights all playing in the same city.  Poetic, I like it, Jyslin mused.  Think I’ll talk to Frinia about it in the morning.  We could have the Warriors up and running before D league season starts in Kiraa.  Red Horn can build them a practice facility like that, and they can play over at Jeyalle Stadium.  It seats 100,000, that’s more than enough for a D league team.  And since it’s a D league team, all the profit is ours.  We don’t have to share it with Yila, she sent smugly.


I knew there was a reason for it, Jason sent lightly.  It’s up to you, hon, the Paladins are your baby.  And expect Yila to smack you on the nose for cutting her out.

That’s her problem, Jyslin replied with a grin.  She owns four D league teams, she can’t whine if we start a second.

I’ve found the game to be quite exciting, Aura sent as she took a glass of dark, hearty ale made by the Exiles, something Aura favored, from Ayama.  The Exiles that brewed it were making a killing selling their product, since it did taste very good.  Thank you, she nodded to Ayama, then took a slow drink.  We didn’t have bachi on Exile.  They invented the game after the Third Civil War, after we were stranded on Exile.  But we do play the old games, kinkai and juja.  Sad that they don’t play those the way they play bachi now.  Juja especially used to be wildly popular, all across the Imperium, but now it’s nothing but a primary school’s sport.

Times change, Aura, Jason sent soberly.  Besides, juja isn’t as physical as bachi.  Terrans especially love bachi because it’s so rough.  We’re into gladiatorial games, like football, hockey, and bachi


You mean we love watching hot women run around in tight shorts and sports bras, Tim sent with a naughty undertone to his thought, which made Jason laugh.  That and we really get into catfights, and that happens often enough on a bachi pitch.  Two girls fighting is hot, he sent shamelessly.

Doctors sure have their hands full every takir regrowing lost teeth, Jason agreed with a laugh.  Imagine what those women would look like if they didn’t have Faey medicine available.

Eww, Tim shuddered.  Nothing but scars, eye patches, and dentures.  Turn off.


Well, now I know how to cool your ardor, Tim, Aura teased.  Just wear an eye patch.


At first I was surprised that bachi players don’t wear pads or at least a helmet with a facemask, but then I learned what Faey medicine could do, Tim chuckled.


Yeah.  Anything the athletes break, tear, or lose on the pitch, the doctors can fix.  Most IBL players have cybernetic eyes anyway, though, he sent absently.  Guess after losing your fifth eye to a bachi stick, you stick with the one the techs can repair in a few hours rather than the one it takes two months to grow.


Meya says her cybernetic eye sees way better than her natural one.  Guess they keep the cyber eyes for the better vision.  That must help in a game, Aura noted

Jyslin laughed.  You should see the IBL rules for cybernetic replacements and implants.  They can’t exceed natural Faey ability.  Eyes can see with perfect vision, but no telescopic zoom options or natural glare reduction anything like that, she told them.  No cybernetic replacement limbs allowed, they have to be cloned replacements or regrows, and no artificial hearts or lung boosters or cyber muscle enhancement implants either.  The only full cyber replacements they allow are eyes and ears.


It’s too hard to clone an ear replacement anyway, Myleena sent.  It’s way harder than cloning an eye.


They don’t want the IBL players showing up with more cyber in them than meat, so they’re really strict on it.  And Trelle help you if you get caught with illegal implants, Jyslin chuckled audibly.


That’s not a problem most Terrans are used to.  Before the Faey showed up, the big scandal in sports were steroids, performance enhancing drugs, shit like that, not some guy with a cybernetic arm that was three times stronger than the average guy’s, Tim sent.


I think the NFL adopted the IBL’s rules about cyber implants, Jason sent musingly.  Else they’d have freakin’ cyborgs on the field.


You know, that’s something I’ve been curious about, Tim sent.  Why don’t the Faey use cyber limbs?


Because a cyber limb is considered really, really ugly, Jyslin answered.  It’s not natural, and that means it looks ugly if it’s part of our bodies.  Having a cyber limb while they’re cloning a replacement when your job requires you to have two arms or legs or whatever is fine, but when you can, you get rid of the cyber limb and replace it with what’s natural.

Faey image consciousness, Jason chuckled.  There are Terrans walking around with obvious cyber limbs.  Some of them think they look cool.

Why not just get an endolimb and let them grow flesh over it? Tim asked.


Some Faey do that, Myleena answered.  Because you can’t tell if its cyber or not.  I had an endohand for about a year, she said, holding up her left hand.  Lost it when my experiment got a little out of control, she chuckled, rubbing her hand.  I need my hands for my job but I didn’t want an artificial-looking hand, so I took a takir off and had an endo attached.  They grew the tissue over it, and I was back on the job in nine days.  I stayed with the endo because it was kinda useful, you know, being able to bend case metal and shit like that, at least until it malfunctioned on me after it got bathed in phased plasma from a broken conduit pipe.  About then I realized that a girl doing what I do shouldn’t have limbs that can be shorted out by phased plasma exposure, so I ordered a clone replacement and gutted it out with the repaired endo until it was ready.  The other guys on my team were so glad when I did that, she laughed.  Having a metal polymer hand covered by a layer of living tissue gave me a pretty nasty punch.  It’s like wearing those brass knuckles from old Terran mob movies.

Cool, I never knew you had your hand replaced, Tim replied.


That’s the beauty of the Faey Medical Service, babe, they can fix almost anything, long as you’re not already dead, Myleena smiled, wiggling her fingers.  If you wanna get technical, this is hand number three.  I lost my birth hand, ran with the endo hand, then had it replaced with this one.


Wish I could say that the arm I lost wasn’t because I was an idiot, Symone laughed.  I shot mine off in basic training during inscription.

Trelle, they never let you live that down, did they?, Myleena grinned.


Never, she agreed with another laugh.


Aura stretched, then she stood up.  Well, I’m going to go inside for a while.  I want to do a little reading and watch some viddy.  Come over whenever you’re ready, Jason, she told him.


Jason stood up immediately, which made the others laugh.  Yeah, wear him out so he actually sleeps tonight, Aura, Jyslin sent crudely when he hurried up to Aura, took her hand, and walked with her towards the pool house.
