Chapter 1

Raira, 10 Demaa, 4401, Orthodox Calendar

Tuesday, 27 April 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Raira, 10 Demaa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Foxwood East, Karsa, Karis

There was quite a bit going on today.

Jason was up early and downstairs, nursing a cup of coffee as the reddish-tinged blue sun of Karis rose and streaked light across the kitchen table, the atmosphere’s content and the angle of sunlight hitting it turning the sun red as it crept over the eastern horizon.  Nobody else was up yet, and the quiet gave him time to organize the day in his mind.  The most important thing, though not the first on his itinerary, was Miaari.  Denmother would be arriving today to take her cubs back to Kimdori Prime, which Miaari assured him would be quite easy.  Jason had seen a scan of the three tiny, tiny Kimdori within her, two males and a female, which to Jason’s surprise were not very developed, didn’t look like they could survive outside of Miaari’s body.  Their eyes looked to have no eyelids, which explained why their eyes wouldn’t be able to cope with bright light for another couple of months, but aside from that, they looked disturbingly like puppies with their heads mounted on their necks to accommodate a vertical base.  They would stay with the Denmother until Miaari had the time to care for them herself, which Jason fervently hoped would be very, very soon.

The second really big deal going on today was the arrival of the Iyaneri.  The ship was complete and fully operational, and as soon as it arrived, Admiral Haema Karinne would be taking command of it after a brief commission ceremony.  It was the sister ship of the Aegis, looked exactly identical now that the Aegis had a GRAF cannon installed, and that behemoth was going to make an immediate impact.  With two capitol ships, one could deploy to the PR sector while the other remained at home to play defense.


And up in Kosigi, the keel of the third capitol ship, given the interim designation Indomitable, was already laid.  Now that Kosigi had doors big enough to let the big ships in and out, there was no reason to hog one of the major stardocks around Kimdori Prime.  They had built a capitol dock, and now the Indomitable was under construction, projected to be completed in 7 months, 3 days.


On a related note, after a major setback in construction caused by an accident, the first carrier was also going to be commissioned today.  That ship had been assigned to Jaiya, sort of moving sideways from the Trelle’s Gift because she was considered by Navii to be best suited for command of a carrier, and thus far, she had kept her intended name of her new carrier a secret.  She’d spent almost every waking hour on the ship since she was awarded command, studying every aspect of its operation, poring over blueprints and design holos, and assembling her crew.  The command chairs had been shuffled a bit with the opening of a chair on a battleship.  After nearly two days of deliberation, and something of a surprise to Jason, the generals decided to promote Jeya Karinne to the Trelle’s Gift.  Jeya had some of the shortest time in the chair of a big ship, but when Jason challenged their decision, they showed him her scores since taking command of the Temeron.  They had improved vastly since she’d moved up from the cruisers, almost as if the bigger the ship, the better she commanded it.  They admitted they were taking something of a chance putting such a young captain in the chair of a battleship, but the House Karinne promoted based on merit, not cronyism.  Jeya’s command scores beat out the other big ship captains that were under consideration, so Jeya got the chair.  Her youth made them carefully consider that decision, but the numbers were the numbers. Other captains had better scores, but those captains were still settling into their own new commands, and Navii had instituted a minimum command time policy so as not to constantly upset the crews.  Jason had the feeling, after his long talk with Myri, Juma, and Navii, that Jeya was going to be just fine.  Every ship she’d commanded had had outstanding scores, and she was loved by her crews.  That created a series of step-ups in the command structure.  Koye Karinne had been promoted up from the cruiser Imai to replace Jeya on the Temeron, and Miya Foralle from the destroyer Cheyenne had been promoted up to replace Koye.  The destroyer’s chair was being taken over by its exo, a human telepath named Greg Masterson, who joined Pete Abrams as the second of the human male ship captains in the KMS.  Much like Pete Abrams and Justin Taggart, Greg had been a Naval officer before the subjugation, having just graduated from the Naval Academy two years before the Faey arrived.

The third big thing going on was happening all the way over at PR-371.  Things had more or less stalled over there as his girls got the system defended,  digging in on the heavy gravity, heavy pressure planet and taking delivery of more and more stockpiles of 3D toys, building up until they had sufficient inventory to start operations.  They were also waiting for the Kimdori to finish their surveillance as they used CMS equipped infiltrators and hyperspace probes.  The Kimdori would tell them where to strike, once they fully understood exactly what the Consortium and their subject race there, called the Imxi, were building.  It was a situation akin to the “Sitskrieg” at the beginning of World War II, where neither side was willing to move and the result was a lull in the fighting.  That situation was the same in the home sector, since the Consortium had given up every system they had taken except for Trieste, mainly because the interdictors made attacking anything dangerous.

They learned that lesson nine days ago, when a trio of Consortium destroyers jumped into the Skaa Republic system of Trazik to most likely conduct a sensor sweep of the defenses for possible future action, relying on their ability to jump in, scan, then jump out before the Skaa could respond.  The KMS and Kimdori had been monitoring, and as soon as they jumped, the KMS jumped an interdictor into the system with supporting Kimdori SCM ships within 90 seconds, and the Consortium ships found out the hard and brutal way that the KMS had come up with a counterstrategy to those probing actions meant to identify weaknesses in uninterdicted systems and follow up with an overwhelming attack fleet that would destroy all population.  The KMS countered those by interdicting those systems behind the invading ships, trapping them in there with the swarming hordes of Skaa defense pickets, virtually uncountable numbers of fighters and corvettes.  Those ships were old, virtually obsolete, but there were so many of them that even highly advanced Consortium ships were overwhelmed by the raw firepower that some 15,000 defensive picket ships could unleash.


Numbers were the Skaa’s advantage, and they knew how to use it.


The Consortium learned quickly that sending ships to any system meant that whatever ships they sent there were going to be lost, whether they accomplished their mission or not.  And at this point, the Consortium could not afford to throw away ships.


Since the probing action at Trazik that cost the Consortium three destroyers, not a single ship had moved from Trieste.


Myri and the generals were preparing a contingency plan for Trieste in case the spiders failed.  If they were going to just sit in Trieste, then Myri was going to pin them in there like collapsing the opening of the den of an angry bear.  They needed 6 interdictors to completely surround and entrap the Trieste system, placing the interdictors at strategic points so their interdiction fields overlapped Trieste, creating a minimum of .3967 light year void through which the Consortium could not jump, and that was at the tangential border of where two interdiction fields intersected.  The maximum was a 1.49999979917 light year journey across the diameter of the interdiction field, which was two light years across by diameter, one light year across by radius.  Syncing 6 different interdictors so their fields could intersect in common space without interfering with each other was no easy feat, requiring Cybi herself to write the governing algorithm to pull it off.


However, they couldn’t trap them in Trieste until they were sure that the Consortium couldn’t eradicate the civilian population there.  There were 127 Kimdori infiltrators in various positions in and around the planet killer that they were building, there to sabotage or prevent it from being activated, but what was far more important, there were now six different variants of Myleena’s spiders completely infesting the entire Trieste system.


The plan to send a cruiser shell filled with spiders had been a complete success.  They’d deployed that little trick 9 days ago, changing the plan slightly once Zaa made some suggestions.  They’d sent in the cruiser shell filled with spiders and carrying an entire hold full of Skaa antimatter bombs, which three Kimdori infiltrator ships had towed in from hyperspace and then released to allow it to drop into normal space on its own, also so as not to put engines on the ship that the Consortium could get their hands on if something went wrong.  The ship had dispersed its nanites well before approaching the planet, dropping out of hyperspace some 320,000 kathra from Trieste II, then a CMS ship already there picked it up and towed it enough to give it enough momentum to close that distance within 1.2 hours.  The ship had SCM on it to prevent the Consortium from scanning it and seeing the bombs, but they’d intentionally left enough holes in how it worked to make them suspicious…after all, the ship was just the decoy, and it had to do its job to hold their attention.  Much as they expected, the Consortium destroyed the ship after penetrating the SCM with a destroyer equipped with sensor pods, hitting it with gravometric missiles and making the thing go up like a supernova, thanks to all those antimatter bombs.  The Consortium knew then that their energy being had failed and that the Karinnes had tried to sneak a Trojan horse in on them, but they didn’t know that all that was just subterfuge.  About two days later, the spiders that the ship had released drifted into the Trieste system, and they did exactly what they were programmed to do.  They infiltrated 2,393 Consortium ships in orbit around the planet, they infiltrated 580 of the 1,317 Imperium weapon platforms the Consortium had taken from the Shio, and some spiders even managed to get down onto the planet via shuttles and dropships, and were slowly spreading out on the planet, seeking out the planet killer and the planetary operations center.  The plan for those spiders was for them to do nothing, at least for now.  They were going to be given time to get into position, spread to more ships, more weapon platforms, and when the time came to either attack Trieste or seal it off behind interdictors, the spiders were there to help protect the Alliance population at the mercy of the Consortium, who had no mercy.

Of only slightly less importance was that Rann’s birthday was coming up soon, and even more importance, Jyslin’s birthday was in five days.  In the Faey calendar, Rann would be turning six…well, actually, he’d be turning five if he wanted to be technical about it.  The Faey didn’t actually work on that system, however.  They added one year to the birthday because they believed that life started at conception, and that was the day that the Faey truly celebrated.  They also saw age not as a hard number, but as “the current year of your life.”  A newborn was one year old because of the fact they were conceived some 9 months prior, and they were in the first year of life, therefore they were one year old.  Faey gestation was very nearly a standard year, so they just rounded off for the sake of convenience.  A newborn was considered to be one year old, because they’d been alive before birth.  It really wasn’t exactly correct to call it a birthday, though that was the literal translation from Faey to English.  It was more correct to call it the anniversary of life.  It was a quirky thing they did that Jason did himself, since he was living in a Faey system and that was how the government did it…but God, to think of Rann—or any of his children—as a five year old was almost insulting to him.  He was so mature, so intelligent, so educated.  The Faey started teaching their kids literally in the cradle, so while Rann was almost five—six by Faey reckoning—chronologically, it was so easy to think of him more as a seven or eight year old.  When Rann turned six, many Faey would consider him to be starting his seventh year of life, and many of the ultra-orthodox old school Faey, like the Exiled, would actually consider him to be seven.

Not officially, though.  By official birth records, Rann would be turning 6 on 1 Kedaa, so they had some 16 days to prepare a party and buy presents.  Jyslin’s birthday was on 15 Demaa, and that was a bit more immediate, especially since he wasn’t entirely sure what to get her for her birthday quite yet.

She wouldn’t care that much.  Faey did celebrate birthdays, but they weren’t as important in Faey culture as they were in Terran culture.  A few congratulations, maybe a present from her parents, and that was it.  But Jason was Terran, and birthdays were serious business on Terra.  He’d gotten her nice gifts and thrown her a party every birthday, almost embarrassing her a couple of times, but this year, with the war and all, he just wasn’t sure what to get her this year.


Well, one thing he could do was get her family here.  Her parents had never visited Karis before, the visits always Jyslin going to see them, and she hadn’t seen them for over a year.  Jyslin was both always so busy and behind the secrecy firewall of Karis that she didn’t talk to her family as much as she probably should.  But with them being outed, the secrets of the Karinnes exposed by the Consortium, there wasn’t any real reason for her parents to stay on the other side of the line.  Jason had offered to bring them to Karis several times over the years, but for some strange reason, they hadn’t accepted, and back then nobody visited Karis that wasn’t a resident, and there were no exceptions outside the Kimdori.  Jyslin’s father was a factory manager and her mother was a primary school teacher, the reason Jyslin had one of the broadest vocabularies Jason had ever seen in a Faey, and Jason figured that they were too entrenched in their lives and responsibilities to pull up their roots and move to Karis.


He had to work on that, he supposed.  Her parents currently lived on Jerama III, which was a farming planet and the planet that produced the Faey with that sapphire-colored skin thanks to Jerama’s white star, having moved from that arctic moon when Jyslin’s father got his job managing a hovercar factory owned by House Duralle, one of the smaller minor houses.  Duralle didn’t own Jerama, they just had a factory there due to a trade agreement with House Shovalle, who did own the system.  Duralle supplied hovercars to the Jerama system at a reduced cost, and in return, got a discount on food produced on Jerama for Duralle consumption.


After just three years, Jyslin’s parents were very dark, a sea blue.  They’d tan nearly to the same color as the native Faey population, and if they stayed there and had more kids, most likely their grandkids would have the same pigmentation mutation as the other Faey natives by the third generation.  Humans, on the other hand, would sunburn within minutes of being on Jerama if they didn’t have sunblock.  Jerama’s atmosphere blocked the harmful UV rays that caused skin cancer, but barely blocked the UV spectrum that caused tanning at all.


That was a curious aspect of the Faey.  They genetically adapted to different environments very quickly, and would even demonstrate abnormal traits compared to other Faey after being there long enough.  Hara was the perfect example of that.  Her eyes were so adjusted to a nocturnal lifestyle that Karis’ sunlight effectively blinded her, forcing her to wear protective sunshades during the daylight hours.  Jerama’s sapphire-skinned Fay, the Faey like Hara, they were genetic variants of the standard Faey race, produced by adapting to different environments.


It just showed everyone that while Faey were virtually identical to Terrans, there were some pretty significant differences.


Ayama set a plate of waffles in front of him silently as he pondered, then set down nectar-honey produced by those Kizzik beetle livestock bugs and mixed with maple syrup, which was actually pretty damn good.  So quiet this morning, Ayama noted lightly.  What’s the matter?


Pondering what to get Jys for her birthday, he replied privately, so as not to tip off his wife that he was scheming.


And here I thought you were angry with me over the calendar, she sent playfully.  Ayama had bought a day on the calendar, and in typical Ayama fashion, he had no idea if she was serious about it or if it was some kind of joke.  He’d worked his ass off on Aya’s day, doing some of the hardest menial chores that that vicious bitch could think up.  Ayama’s day comes up, and when he went to finally find out what was on her mind about it, she handed him a keycard to a hotel room and shooed him off.  In the hotel room was a fully animatronic female sex doll, one of the robot sex toys the Faey sex industry manufactured, a bowl of oye fruit, a bottle of All Nighter! male enhancement formula, and a full sized poster picture of Shey on the wall wearing nothing but a smile, finally paying him back for all those times he’d talked to her without putting on clothes.  Shey had already paid for her part in that little joke, spending an entire shift at her console wearing a nothing but a sign on her back that read I will not tease my Grand Duke, but he’d let Ayama slide…because it was funny.

Revenge is a dish best served cold, and from complete surprise, he warned with a light smile.  Just ask the twins what happens when you get on the list.


It sounds like someone wants to have a month-long culinary adventure, she threatened, smacking him playfully on the wrist with a wooden spoon.


I’ll just make you eat everything first, he countered.  I do think it’s about time I had a food taster around  to protect me from poisoning.

She gave him a lilting smile.  Yes, let me cook the food I’m tasting, so I can prepare myself beforehand, she teased, which made him laugh.


Bitch.


Her Majesty isn’t the only one that loves it when you call her names, your Grace, she sent cheekily as she poured more batter in the waffle iron.  Rann, Danelle your breakfast is ready, she sent, adding power to get his attention.  Yours will be ready in just a couple of minutes, my Lady.

Okay, Ayama. I’m almost ready, Rann answered.


Whatcha cookin’? Jyslin asked.


Waffles.


Ooh!  Be right down!

So, no ideas for Lady Jyslin? Ayama asked.

Nothing good yet, he answered with an audible grunt.  I am going to bring her family here for the party and make it a surprise, her parents, Lorna, and her uncle and cousins.


She’ll love that, she does love her family, Ayama nodded.


[Jason,] Cybi called.


[What is it, Cybi?]


She manifested her hologram, that nude silhouette without detail wearing the original Sora Karinne’s face, the hologram fading into nothingness just below the knees.  She put her hand on his shoulder and leaned over to look down at him.  [I need you at the 3D dock up in Kosigi after breakfast, my friend.]


[The string jammer?] he asked hopefully.


[Yes, they’re installing the last lattice arrays now,] she answered, then motioned towards the other end of the table.  Another hologram formed, showing the interior of the 3D drydock up in Kosigi where they were building the string jammer, which looked like an egg with a bunch of TV antennas stuck in both ends.  Much like the carrier, the string jammer had run into a snag that extended the build time, caused by the Shimmer Dome accidentally sending parts that were made wrong.  The lattice arrays, which were the “antennas” that produced the jamming effect, had been grown using the wrong lattice matrix that put so much feedback into the system that it caused an emergency shutdown.   It had taken them nearly six hours of troubleshooting to figure it out when they gave it its initial start-up test, and they’d had to wait three days for the Shimmer Dome to fix the problem and get time on the assembly line to produce the parts.


That was becoming a problem that Jason had ordered them to rectify.  The Shimmer Dome was running at 138% capacity, and Bunvar already had orders to go in there and expand the complex to give it more production capability.  The Shimmer Dome was now the biggest bottleneck in Karinne production, because all biogenic units and components were only built in that complex, for both the Karinnes and the Kimdori, and virtually all modern Karinne technology contained biogenics in one form or another.  Computers, interface control nodes, biogenic relays, translation nodes, sensors, it was all biogenic, and that meant that anything that was interface controlled had, at the minimum, a biogenic interface control circuit in it.  [I know it’s going to make the day even busier, but you did want to be here when we got it finished.]

[Well, I can at least come up and hang around until Denmother arrives, and I’ll be close by when she does,] he reasoned, checking the time using his gestalt, then accessing Zaa’s last report of the Iyaneri’s expected arrival time.  Zaa was arriving aboard the Iyaneri, just hitching a ride on it actually.

Amber jumped up onto the table and immediately sat down in front of her dish, yipping commandingly.  Jason had to pause and watch in amusement as Ayama carried over a small pan holding the vulpar’s breakfast, gana sausage, Terran eggs, and diced oye fruit all scrambled together, and scraped it into Amber’s bowl.  She patted the little vulpar on the head fondly and went back to tending the waffle iron, and Jason had to chuckle a little.  There was no doubt who ran this household.


[Yes, she’s quite the demanding one, is she not?] Cybi asked lightly, no doubt watching through one of the cameras.


“You know, Amber, you could say thank you,” Jason said dryly.  Amber flicked both of her tails in his general direction without taking her muzzle out of her dish.  “You little terror,” Jason added, reaching over and pinching one of those tailtips.  Amber gave a squeaky little growl, which made him laugh.  [When is the Iyaneri scheduled to arrive?]


[It is still at Kimdori Prime.  If there are no changes, it is scheduled to arrive at 12:25 local time.]

Accessing his gestalt, he saw that it was 07:48, so he had a little under four hours.  It was very nearly the solstice, which would be the longest day and shortest night of the year on Karis, the official start of what passed for autumn in the tropical belt.  In Karsa, the change of seasons affected weather patterns and precipitation far more than temperature.  As fall progressed, the weather systems would shift to come more out of the north, and since that meant that they had to cross the continent, it was the start of the dry season…though when they first got here, that also meant occasional dust storms as winds picked up the bare earth in the unterraformed northern tracts of Karga.  The entire continent was now at least partially terraformed to the point where dun grass carpeted the ground to prevent erosion, the Draconis-origin grass actually was a very tough plant that could grow in very hostile conditions.  There were some bare stretches too on the west side of the continent north of Karsa, where prevailing winds and the Karalla Mountains formed a desert environment.  Naturally, the Kizzik had colonized that area, for they preferred hot, arid conditions like the desert planet of their origin, and quite a few Makati had settled in towns on the edges of the desert, where the dry grassland reminded them of Makan.

[Well, you can relay a message to the Denmother that we’ll be there to greet her.]


[I would be happy to do so.  I will also send a message to Chirk that you don’t intend to come to the White House today.]


[Not unless I have to,] he agreed.


[I will see you in Kosigi then,] Cybi nodded, then her hologram wavered and vanished.

Jyslin wandered down, yawning, wearing nothing but a rather skimpy pair of lacy panties.  “Rowr,” Jason said aloud, which made her laugh and slap him lightly on the back of the head as she sat down.

Rann up yet? she asked.


On his way down, Jason answered as Ayama put a cup of oye juice down in front of Jyslin.


Syrup or nectar, my Lady?


Both, she replied as Ayama picked up a plate of waffles from the warmer, drizzled liberal amounts of both syrup and Kizzik nectar over them, then set the plate before her.  She attacked it immediately.  You’re gonna be in Kosigi today?


Yup, I’m not going to the White House before Zaa arrives, he nodded as he took a drink of coffee.  The string jammer should be finished today, and I want to be there when we test it.  Where you guys at on that Consortium flagship?


About halfway done.  We’re starting to tear through its sensor network now.  Their sensors are highly advanced, we’re actually learning a few things, she replied.


Nice.  I haven’t seen the report yet.

She nodded. You should have the report on your console over at 3D, if you’d go there, she sent lightly.


Hey, I’ve been busy, he protested, fetching his floating handpanel from the far side of the table with his power.  As in busy, not that light-assed playing around shit you and Myli are doing up in Kosigi.


Watch it, buster, she winked.


Rann hustled into the kitchen, wearing his armor.  Aya wouldn’t even let him go to school without the armor, especially since it had a tactical gestalt in it.  His helmet was locked behind his neck and shoulders in its resting position.  Morning Daddy, Mommy, he sent as he climbed into his chair, and Ayama brought over his waffles, already dressed with syrup and nectar just the way he liked them.

Morning, pippy, Jason sent.


Morning baby boy, Jyslin mirrored.  Did you have a good sleep?


Yeah.


Where’s Danny?


She’s coming, he answered as he started cutting his waffles.


Danelle! Ayama called.  Hurry up, you have school!


I’m almost ready, Ayama, she replied.  Danelle had been more or less a permanent houseguest for the last two weeks, since Myleena was so busy with the Consortium ship, the string jammer, and the 50 million other things clogging her inbox.  Jason certainly didn’t mind, in his mind, the clever little girl was his adopted daughter.  Daddy Jason, I think I may need you or Mommy, my armor’s not working right.


Come on down with what you have, pips, and I’ll take a look at it while you eat breakfast.


I got it on, it just won’t move right.


Disable the power assist, pips, don’t take any chances trying to come down the stairs if the power assist isn’t working right..


‘Kay.  Be right down.

Danelle hurried down into the kitchen and climbed into a chair, and Jason got up and got behind her, leaning down.  He jacked the handpanel into the armor using the neckport, at least after taking off her helmet, and interacted directly with the armor through his gestalt and handpanel, which was biogenic.  He had the armor run a passive diagnostic while Danelle got to work on the waffles Ayama put in front of her.  What’s the prognosis? Jyslin asked.


Definitely a problem, looks like with the motion sensors.  I’m not sure if it’s hardware or software.  This is a new one to me.


Me too, and I don’t remember seeing sensor issues in the bug list, Jyslin agreed.

Pips, where’s your backup suit?


Uh, it’s in my room at home.


Then go change into it before you leave for school and I’ll take a look at this one for you.


Aww, I don’t like my old armor. It doesn’t have the gestalt in it.


You shouldn’t be showing off using the tactical anyway, young lady, Jason sent lightly, amusement bleeding into his sending.


After breakfast, Danelle solved the problem of having to carry her malfunctioning armor back by taking it off right in the kitchen.  Jason found her solution to be both practical and amusing, especially when a naked Danelle hurried out the deck door and headed for her house…but that was Danelle.  Her solutions were usually practical to the point of being not entirely socially acceptable, but that was the mind of a six year old girl who was raised to believe that nudity was entirely proper.  Danelle had similar tendencies when asking questions.  She had very little tact.

After breakfast, Aya sent the guards out to escort Rann and Danelle to school, Jason picked up his own retinue of Dera and Suri, and they headed up to Kosigi in the Marine corvette Honor.  Jason had Danelle’s armor with him, troubleshooting it back on the tactical deck of the corvette.  Ryn had been going with Rann much more lately, since she was probably the most skilled telepath on Karis and she’d been privately tutoring just about all the kids on the strip both in school and after school.  Shen was her usual partner, so Jason hadn’t been paired with her for a few days either.  With the Dukal family so spread out now and more than one plot against Jason thwarted, Aya had been spending more and more time at the house, overseeing security from her office in the barracks behind the house and ready to dispatch the Rapid Response Team at the first hint of trouble.  That team was a unit of 6 Imperial Guard and 12 Marines in a corvette with two Wolf fighter escorts that stayed in the exact center of all Dukal family positions, minimizing the response time to any one of them as much as possible.  With Jason and Jyslin at Kosigi, Rann in school, Tim at work at the White House in the intelligence office, and Symone doing pusher duty over at the Gladiator factory, the RRT would be in orbit over Karis, right smack in the middle.

Jason had Danelle’s armor repaired and on its way back to her at school via courier by the time they docked at the 3D bay.  Cybi had wanted him at the string jammer, so that was where he went after dropping Jyslin off at the dock holding the Consortium flagship.  Myleena greeted him at the guarded entry into the contained dock, grinning brightly as she used her armor’s grav drive to move around in the zero-G environment.  Hey babes, we’re installing the last lattice array now.

Cybi told me, that’s why I’m here.  I’ll be in your hair until Zaa arrives on the Iyaneri.


I’ll just put you in the naughty box if you cause too much trouble.  This is my dock, she winked.


Says who?  I’m the Grand Duke here, not to mention I’m still the leader of the Legion..


Big whoop, I’m the one that makes everything work.  So that makes this my toybox, she sent smugly.


Someone needs to have her butt taken down a few pegs, Jason sent with a smile.  And what do you know, I outrank you.

She laughed.  You take my Duchess title, and you’re gonna wake up some morning with far more of a surprise than you ever bargained for, she threatened.  Aya won’t stop me from coming into your house.


Touché, he returned with a chuckle, rapping his armored gauntlet on her shoulder.


Jason rolled up his sleeves in a figurative sense and helped them install the last of the lattice arrays, enjoying something he rarely got to do anymore, which was build things.  The string jammer had eight arrays, four on each side of its ovoid central body, which held all the jammer’s circuitry and engines.  The jammer had its own hyperspace jump engines in it, why it took so long to build, so it could self-deploy, redeploy to a new position on remote command, and also remove itself from possible danger.  The jammer would be paired with an interdictor that the jammer would carry in an internal bay, which was one reason why it was so big, and give the string jammer powerful defense.  The jammer could deploy in real time and jump the entire distance in one jump like any other robotic device that had no living things in it, deploy its interdictor, and then pick up its interdictor and move if it was necessary.  For direct threat, such as an asteroid or some space object on a collision course, the jammer was armed with rail cannons and pulse cannons, and was equipped with the strongest Teryon hard shield they could fit in it without interfering with the jammer’s function.  They’d been forced to put the lattice arrays outside the hard shield else the Teryon shield would interfere, but the jammer wouldn’t be slugging it out with enemy ships.  Those weapons were defensive only and geared almost specifically for dealing with rogue objects, not a hostile ship.  If the jammer was under any kind of direct threat from a hostile force, it would pick up its interdictor and jump out…or just jump out and have the interdictor self destruct if it was a panic situation.  The jammers would be controlled by a console over at the military command center, allowing an operator to move the jammers if necessary.

Once the jammer was tested, they were going to deploy it.  After what happened at Raxxad and Pathrana, they were very wary of putting it in the home sector as first planned, fearing that the jamming of their long-range communications would incite an attempt to eradicate the population of Trieste.  They would sacrifice Trieste if they had no other choice, but they were going to try to avoid that if at all possible.  So, this first jammer was going to be deployed to Exile, in a position where it could jam all of the communications between Andromeda and the Milky Way due to the angular vectors that the intergalactic communications had to take to come from Andromeda to their galaxy.  That one chokepoint would jam any attempt for Andromeda to communicate with any part of their galaxy.  Once they had an idea of what to do about Trieste, the second jammer would be deployed in Alliance space not far from the Imperium border, which would allow that one string jammer to jam all Consortium long-range communications in the entire sector, as well as a whole lot of uninhabited space in the sectors surrounding them, and blanketing about 15% of the Verutan Empire and 12% of the Haumda Federation, which were in the next sector over.  From there, they already had a plan drawn up to completely destroy all Consortium long-range communications in the entire galaxy, which would require 26 string jammers deployed in a specific pattern along critical vectors, which would cripple any attempt for the Consortium to use string communications anywhere that it mattered.  String communications were, in a way, line of sight, meaning that if there was no “direct path” between the transmitter and the receiver, then the transmission would fail to reach the receiver.  The string jammers were designed to more or less put up a wall between the two, and their string jammer placement more or less choked off all the main transmission vectors.  What this meant was that a string jammer would disrupt all communications within its jamming field, but also disrupt any communications attempting to pass through its jamming field en route to a receiver on the far side.  An additional 138 string jammers would saturate the entire galaxy in a string jamming field and make it absolutely impossible to use string communications anywhere in the Milky Way galaxy.  That was the ultimate goal, but in the short term, preventing communications in critical areas was what mattered most.

Between the interdictors and the string jammers, Jason fully intended to render the Consortium as helpless as a slug on a salt flat.


Jason got so wrapped up in helping them build the string jammer that he was honestly surprised when Cybi told him that the Iyaneri was an hour out.  The Kimdori were planning a 45 minute jump, giving the crew a chance to rest since not all Kimdori had the same resistance to hyperspace that Zaa did, as well as pausing to inspect the jump engines, which would be the first time they were used when the flagship was fully operational.  Jason headed to the ops center and met Miaari there, then invaded Dellin’s command center to watch its progress on the board.  Down on the surface, Admiral Haema was forming up her crew, some 7,390 Faey, Terrans, Makati, Kizzik, as well as a handful of Shio, Bari-Bari, Jakkans, Shurai, and Beryans, some of the first Alliance races to graduate from the KMS training academy in non-training intensive PTS roles; their Primary Training Specialization, their “job” as it were.  Jakkans were scholastic in nature, so they would excel in the scientific departments, as would the Beryans, who were both highly intelligent and exceptionally cunning.  Bari-Bari, Shurai, and Stevaki were by no means dumb, but Jakkans and Beryans were more or less the scientific specialists in the Alliance.  There were no Stevaki in the crew, at least yet, but the Bari-Bari and the Shurai certainly weren’t hard to pick out of the formations.  Bari-Bari were highly intelligent, versatile, and adaptable, very human-like in that regard, and could be found anywhere in the Alliance, doing most anything, which meant that there would be Bari-Bari in most any department on the ship.  The Shurai down there, seven or so foot tall avioids with feathers, beaks, and taloned hands that only had three fingers and a thumb, were all fighter pilots, the first to rate on the Wolf fighters using an interface.  And holy fuck, were they nasty.  Shurai had reflexes almost five times faster than the average Terran or Faey, and they had flight instincts that made them holy terrors in the cockpit of a ship.  And when they used an interface, which cut down their response times even more due to not having to move to react, their reflexes shot up to nearly eight times faster than a Terran or Faey.  Those two traits made them almost born to fly fighters, but Shurai also excelled in any pilot’s position, even piloting a battleship.  Some of the best scores in the Pilot’s Academy were being posted by Shurai pilots undergoing flight training for big ships after passing basic KMS training.

Zora had better look out, the Shurai were coming for her job.


Jason was actually a little surprised when Miaari and Tim came into the command center with a Beryan along with him, wearing the uniform of Miaari’s Intelligence Division. Miaari did say she was hiring some Beryans, and this had to be the first she’d brought into contact with him.  At first glance, Jason could see why the Kimdori had a fondness for Beryans, for both were canine races.  But where Kimdori were anywhere from five to eight feet tall, Beryans were only about three to four feet high, and had short, narrow muzzles that were almost vulpine, expressive eyes that were usually brown, yellow, or orange, and long, slightly shaggy tails with a artificially dyed, colored tip in colored bands that denoted the Beryan’s breed, and therefore their family lineage, which was a big fucking deal among the Beryans.  The banding of the tip was like the tartan of a Scottish clan, identiftying the Beryan’s family to all those around him.  Beryans were fully plantigrade, having no elongated feet, and their arms were slightly longer than normal in Terran proportions.  Not grossly so, but a Beryan’s hands hung just over their knees, where a Terran’s hands would hang just below the crotch.  What Jason found most curious and slightly disturbing about the Beryan race was that the females had permanently pronounced breasts, like Terran, Faey, and Shio women, but they had four of them.  This Beryan was a male, thank goodness, with mottled black, white, and brown fur where Jason could see it, and a tail banded with red, yellow, red, blue, black, and red, which marked him as Ng’grrah-breh, a member of the Ng’grrah family.  Beryans organized themselves by families, in a pack mentality, similar to the clan structure of the Kimdori.  There were only 17 Kimdori clans, but there were 296 different and unique Beryan families, and every Beryan belonged to one of those families.

Thank God for gestalts that could instantly supply that kind of information, so Jason didn’t have to memorize all of it.


“Kravakk, might I present the Grand Duke, Jason Karinne.  Jason, this is one of my recent hires, Kravakk Evakk Rahdeh Mragah Ng’grrah of the Ng’grrah-breh,” Miaari introduced.  “He has just been assigned to Tim’s analysis office.”

“It is good to greet the Highest of High,” the Beryan said, putting a clawed hand over his muzzle and bowing it.


“I have high expectations of you if Miaari deemed you worth hiring,” Jason told the diminutive canine.  “But the reputation of the Beryans fills me with confidence that you will be a worthy addition to her staff.”


“You honor me, Highest of High,” the Beryan said smoothly.  In that respect, Beryans were as charismatic as the Shio.  Beryans were glib and well-spoken, and excelled as merchants, politicians, and diplomats.  In the Alliance, the vast majority of embassy workers, diplomats, and ambassadors were Beryan, and as such, they were the race with which other empires had the most contact.

“Is this your first visit to Kosigi?”


“Yes, Highest of High.  I have only just completed basic orientation yesterday, and am still settling into the division.”  He looked Jason in the eye.  “If it more suits you to send, Highest of High, I am graced by Mrra-geh with talent.  It’s not nearly as strong as our Faey companions, but it is acceptable.”


“Wow, a talented Beryan?  How did the Alliance let you slip through their fingers?” Jason asked in honest surprise.  Only about 0.6% of the Beryan race was telepathic.


“High Miaari made me an offer I couldn’t refuse,” he smiled, showing off his little fangs.  “Let us simply say that my resignation tendered to the Organization was…abrupt.  I gave them no chance to try to talk me back into the fold.”


“He was one of their best,” Miaari smiled.  “But he found my offer far too tempting to refuse.”


How is he so far? Jason asked Tim privately.


Fuckin’ scary, he replied.  He doesn’t forget anything, and he talks as fast as Symone does when she wants something.

Jason had to stifle a laugh.  Better be careful, your job is on the line, Tim.

Don’t I know it, he agreed without much humor.


If he’s that good, odds are he won’t be in analysis for long, Jason noted.

Yeah.  I think she’s just giving him exposure to the different offices.



Jason chatted with Kravakk for a few moments as Miaari watched on, then she almost casually stepped up to him.  She didn’t say a word, she simply reached out and put her hand on his cheek, one of the few places she could make skin to skin contact.  Jason felt her reach out and connect to him in the way Kimdori could.  She imparted to him that while Zaa was here to take Miaari’s cubs back to Kimdori Prime, she was also carrying very important and highly sensitive information concerning the Consortium, and also the Syndicate.  Jason nodded silently when he processed that, then put a finger on his gestalt, which was becoming something of an unnecessary habit when communing with Cybi.  [Cybi, we’re going to the White House after we’re done here,] he warned her.

[Shall I warn Chirk?]


[Just tell her than I’m not coming to do any business.  This is a meeting, so if you could, have her prepare my office.]


[I understand.  I’ll have her prepare it for your arrival.]

Jason spent most of the time waiting talking with Miaari and Tim as Kravakk listened intently, and then the Iyaneri arrived.  It was indistinguishable from the Aegis except by the name painted on the bow in both English and Faey script, and the fact that the Iyaneri was immaculately clean.  After so much action, the Aegis had a few scars and smudges on it that they hadn’t had the time to attend quite yet.  Cosmetics were the last thing on their minds right now.  A holo of the bridge winked on in the ops center, and Admiral Dellin stepped up with Jason and saluted sharply when the Denmother Zaa appeared on the bridge.  “This is the Iyaneri requesting permission to enter the base,” she said formally.

“Permission granted, Denmother.  Telemetry instructions are being transmitted as per dock assignment as we speak.”


“Understood.  Navigator, access telemetry instructions and follow them.”


“At once, Denmother,” a voice replied off the screen.


“You are looking well, Jason.”


“It’s nice that you’re not visiting as the harbinger of doom this time,” he noted dryly, which made her laugh.


“Yes, for once, I am visiting for a happy occasion,” she smiled roguishly.  “Are you prepared to surrender your cubs to me, Handmaiden Miaari?”


“I am, my Denmother, at your convenience.”


“I have all prepared,” she replied.  “We will retire upon the transfer of the flag to your command, speak of several affairs, and then Handmaiden will deliver her cubs into my custody.”


“You’ll have to endure giving me a tour of the ship, Denmother,” Jason said.  “It’s my tradition upon the christening of any new ship.”


“At least you will know your way around,” she smiled lightly, then the image vanished.


“Dellin, I’m going to be busy with the Denmother, so delay the christening ceremony of the carrier until I have time to attend, if you don’t mind,” Jason ordered.


“I’ll see to it, your Grace,” he nodded.


Jason and Miaari went down to the staging area while Tim and Kravakk returned to work, and he chatted with Haema while they waited for her new ship to navigate to its assigned docking space.  Haema was middle aged as Faey reckoned things, her face showing a few age lines and her lavender hair showing a few strands of blue, which was the Faey version of gray hair, but she was sharp as a tack and still a handsome woman.  She was one of his Imperial steals, had been a cruiser captain before they stole her from the INS, and had worked her way up to the Admiral’s diamond and command of a capitol ship.  The entire crew stared as the massive Iyaneri melded into view through the gloom, a hulking monstrosity whose gravitational pull would have affected the core center of Kosigi and pulled it out of position were it not held in position by gravometric stabilizers and its physical support struts.  Jason, Dellin, Haema, and Miaari went over to where one of those miles-wide supports pierced the core and boarded an elevator, then rode up to a docking facility built right into the side of the support, which was but one function those struts served, forming permanent anchors for construction as well as providing elevator access between the inner core and outer shell.  The Iyaneri pulled up to the docking facility, and four different docking ramps extended from the docking array and connected to its docking ports on its starboard side.  Three of those ramps were for personnel, and one was for cargo and supplies.  The four of them walked down the docking ramp and reached the hull of the ship just as the docking doors opened, and a group of Kimdori led by Zaa stood inside the docking port room.  “Permission to come aboard?” Jason asked formally.

“Granted, and welcome,” Zaa replied.  Jason stepped up and put his armored hand on her neck, and she mirrored the motion in the standard Kimdori greeting.  “We deliver to you the Iyaneri, Grand Duke Karinne, and I pronounce it operational and ready for service.”


“Let’s take my tour as the crews transition and they onload the equipment and cargo, then we’ll handle the flag transfer.”


“Why Jason, do you not trust me?” Zaa asked playfully.


He laughed.  “I don’t now,” he replied with a smile.  “I better make sure you didn’t use shoddy materials to cut corners and pad your profits.”


Haema put her finger to her interface.  “Begin crew boarding and cargo onload, Commander Brenia,” she called, utilizing the gravband in her interface.  “We have been granted permission to board.”


“At once, Admiral.”

Zaa allowed one of the shipbuilders to conduct the tour for Jason and Haema, showing them all the major departments and explaining the differences in construction techniques they’d used with the Iyaneri since they’d learned so much building the Aegis.  Those learning experiences were already in use in the construction of the third flagship that was happening in Kosigi with Karinne builders and Kimdori consultants.  The Kimdori were training the Karinne shipbuilders in the technique, and it would translate to the third ship being built even faster than the second.  The new ship was exactly the same as the Aegis so Jason already knew his way around, but he found Gremaani’s discussion about improving the construction method sincerely fascinating, from one engineer to another if nothing else.  Jason was one of the few leaders in the Siann that understood all the technical jargon that the Grand Duchesses dismissed as irrelevant science talk.  Haema and Miaari listened quietly as Jason debated the construction changes, learned the guts of it as only an engineer could, and endeared himself to the Kimdori shipbuilder in the process.  By the time they reached the bridge, Gremaani was treating Jason like an old friend, a fact that Zaa found strangely amusing.  The bridge crew had already transitioned by the time they arrived, the Kimdori replaced by Faey, Terrans, one Makati, and a nearly criminally cute Shio female with shimmering emerald hair, to Jason’s surprise, who was sitting at the comm station with three of her other comm officers.  She had Ensign’s bars on her armor over Shio military rank of First Liuetenant, which was also a surprise that a Shio had come out of officer’s academy and training school that fast.  Then again, Javra Blackstone had graduated even faster, and was receiving very good reviews, from Pemai’s reports.  Jason just had to go over and make her uncomfortable.  She looked up at him in surprise, then stammered out a greeting in a very pretty, clear, strong voice that would make her a good choice to sit at the comm terminal.

But, it was an odd position for a non-Faey to hold, since the captain would often send to the comm officer to relay communications.


“Another Shio officer, it’s good to see,” Jason said with an earnest smile that made a little dark green creep into the young lady’s cheeks.  Shio had green blood, which was what colored their skin.  “What’s your name, Ensign?”


“Ensign Mikano Strongblade, your Grace,” she replied, her waist-length emerald hair shivering as her head bobbed.


“I added her to my crew personally.  I liked her scores in OTS and PTA,” Haema noted from the side.


“That’s some high praise if Admiral Haema thinks you’re worth her time, Ensign,” Jason told her.  “What brought you to comm?  That’s an unusual position for a Shio in the KMS.”

“I have talent, your Grace,” she replied, almost self-deprecatingly.  That wasn’t a complete surprise.  Every race around except the Kizzik, Jobodi, and the Kimdori did have some telepathic talent in their ranks, to varying degrees.  The Colonists had the highest percentages among their population, where some 50% of their population had some kind of telepathic or empathic ability, where the other races had a telepathic representation of anywhere between 0.002%-5.5%.  Even the Zyagya had telepaths, albeit maybe a grand total of 5,000 in their entire population.  Most telepaths ended up getting roped into jobs that made them deal with the Imperium, pitting telepaths against telepaths, since the only defense against talent was another talent.  Virtually every single ambassador, diplomat, and embassy worker in the Imperium had talent, from the Colonists to the Zyagya, and quite a few corporate executives as well that did business in the Imperium were telepathic as well.  They would be crippled in business negotiations if they didn’t have talent.

“Well, that does help when you’re on comm,” Jason chuckled.


“Another reason I picked her,” Haema agreed.  “I’m not prejudiced against the non-talented members of my crew, but the bridge is far too important a place to have a sending barrier.  Especially at the comm position.”


So, that told Jason that the Terrans here and the lone Makati were all telepaths.  It wasn’t a mandatory requirement on a bridge to have talent, but it was Haema’s ship, and she could staff it as she saw fit.  Nobody, not even Jason, had the right to gainsay her personnel decisions within the bounds of her own ship.


“At least here, I don’t feel, you know, different, your Grace,” Mikano blurted, something Jason could understand.  Faey had serious problems outside of the Imperium due to paranoia, since everyone knew that every Faey was a telepath.  The talented members of other races did tend to suffer the same paranoia from their peers if it was found out that they had talent, to the point where many kept it a secret if they weren’t in a job that required them to use it.  For a talented Shio, she was, in a way, among her own, among those who understood her talent and weren’t afraid of it, because they had talent themselves.


Jason could see the appeal for a telepathic Shio to join House Karinne, if only to be in a place where people weren’t suspicious of her or afraid of what she could do.  And here, she’d receive far better instruction in her talent, since the Faey had raised the training of telepathy to a science.  After all, they more or less had to, since the entire race was telepathic.  Faey middle school and primary school were the only schools in the galaxy where students had telepathy classes as part of their standard curriculum.  It was as ingrained into Faey scholastics as language, art, social studies, science, and math.

“Well then, do us all proud, Ensign,” Jason said, patting her on her armored shoulder and making her beam at him.


Jason and Zaa more or less stood to the side as the ceremonial passing of the flag was conducted on the bridge.  Gremaani had the honor of passing the flag as the representative of the building contractor, officially transferring the ship from the contractor to the recipient.  Haema kissed the flag and then passed it to her exo, and Jason stepped up and accepted the official charter of commission from an aide.  He offered it to her, and a floating camera pod took several pictures as they paused with both of them holding it, looking in the camera.  “Are you keeping the name Iyaneri, Admiral?”


“I am, your Grace.”


“Then I officially declare that the KMS Iyaneri is commissioned and entered into active service, under the command of Haema Karinne.  May he serve long and well.  Congratulations, Captain,” he stressed with a smile as the bridge crew applauded.

“Thank you, your Grace.  Note this event in the ship’s log.  Exo, place the flag and charter in the display case in my ready room,” she ordered.


“Aye, Captain,” her first officer replied, scurrying off to the hatch leading to Haema’s ready room.  “Comm.”

“Your orders, Captain?” Ensign Strongblade answered.


“Relay orders to complete crew transitions as soon as possible and begin duty rotations,” she said as she sat in her chair, then gasped, got up quickly, and pushed a laughing Jason into her chair.  “I almost jinxed the whole thing,” she complained, which made Jason laugh harder.


“This isn’t mandatory, you know,” he said, leaning on the armrest and grinning at her.


“It is to me,” she said.  She let Jason sit in her chair for about a minute as she issued orders, including a complete systems diagnostic of every major ship operation, then finally let him up and sat in it herself.
“With your permission, Captain, we have some things to deal with,” Jason told Haema.


“Of course, your Grace.  You have my permission to disembark.  And thank you for delivering him whole and ready, Denmother,” she said, bowing in her chair to Zaa.


“It was our pleasure, Captain,” she replied regally.  “Come, cousin.  There are matters requiring our attention.”


Jason took Zaa and Miaari to the White House aboard his corvette, and as soon as they were in his office, he activated secure mode and sat behind his desk.  Miaari sat in one of his visitor’s chairs, but Zaa stood behind her.  She touched her memory band and caused the holo emitters to activate.  “If you would join us, Cybi,” she called.  Cybi’s hologram wavered into view behind Jason’s chair, and she almost immediately sat on the edge of his desk, as was her custom, leaning on her hand and regarding Zaa soberly.  “I have received several packages from our infiltrators in the PR sector, which were of critical importance,” she began.  The holos activated, creating a hologram of a strange spherical ship that had two mast-like projections from its top and bottom.  “My children in the main command center of the Consortium have finally managed to crack their computer security, with the help of Mahja Siyhaa.  She must be granted a bonus for her hard work, Jason,” she noted as she turned to face the ship.  “This is the standard ship that makes up the Syndicate fleet.  It is their mainstay destroyer, to put it in terms, with all other ship classes larger than this.  Jason, this ship is nearly the size of a KMS tactical battleship,” she declared.  “Their largest ship classes are significantly larger than the Iyaneri.  Their size equates them to small moons,” she remarked.

“What?  That big?” Jason gasped.


“That explains the Consortium’s complete lack of use of small craft and fighters,” Miaari breathed.  “Against a ship that size, a fighter has limited effectiveness.”


“It does, as well as their complete lack of tactical experience against civilizations that employ fighters as a core complement of their militaries,” Zaa agreed, touching her band again.  A shockingly human figure wearing a blue tunic and baggy leggings appeared, his skin a greenish tinge like a Shio.  “This is the primary controlling race of the Syndicate.  They are called the Benga.  As you can see, their resemblance to Terrans, Faey, and Shio is quite striking.  However, this race averages fourteen shakra tall.  Some are as short as eleven shakra, while others are as tall as seventeen shakra.”


“Holy shit, that’s more than three times as tall as we are!” Jason barked.  In Terran measurements, that was just a touch under 17 feet tall, or a little over five meters.


“Yes.  They are giants compared to most forms of life in our galaxy.  This also explains their preference for massive ships, since they are a giant race,” Zaa intoned.  “My children have managed to download basic technical information about Syndicate technology and capabilities, which they deemed so critical that they forwarded it to us as quickly as possible.  Further and more detailed data are to be sent later, as possible.  I have a file for your analysts to study, but in summary, Syndicate technology is slightly behind Consortium technology.  In fact, most of their technology was stolen from the Consortium.  Their weapons are primarily Torsion, as well as hot plasma.  As yet, they have not yet managed to acquire dark matter weapon technology from the Consortium.  Tactically speaking, KMS ships will be highly effective against the Syndicate,” she surmised.  “My children have run simulations based on this information, and even your Wolf fighters will have impact, due to the firepower of pulse weaponry.  However, their effectiveness diminishes as they come up against larger and larger ship classes.”


“I get it, they’d be a gnat coming up against their largest ships.  Small moon…that almost sounds like a fucking Death Star from Star Wars.”


“That is a fitting comparison, just without the planet-killing weapon,” Zaa nodded.  “The Benga are an enigmatic race.  Consortium information on them remarks that they are both skilled orators and deadly soldiers.  Theirs is a warrior society, much akin to your Romans, who employ commerce, diplomacy, and naked force with equal effect to continue their self-avowed mission to expand their influence over all inhabited worlds.  Their system of government is a corporate plutocracy, where the heads of the Syndicate’s mightiest mega-corporations form a governing council that directs all Syndicate activities.  Their entire society is based on these corporations.  Every citizen works for one, is actually owned by the corporation as chattel, whose contracts the corporations buy and sell among themselves as needed.  To say that it is a slave empire would not be incorrect.  The greed of the corporations drives the Syndicate to make war against all others, for they want to own everything everywhere.  Of important note is that they are also utterly ruthless.  Their answer to any challenge to their authority is the utter obliteration of the offenders, their families, their neighbors, and anyone even remotely connected to them.  Power within the Syndicate is similarly ruthless, where the ambitious move up the ladders of power by assassinating those above them while protecting themselves against those below.  Over the last thirty years, the Syndicate has decided that endless war with the Consortium is no longer profitable, and has resorted to truly ghastly tactics to defeat their adversaries, including the destruction of entire planets and wholesale genocide.  Our intelligence suggested that the Consortium are the honorable ones in Andromeda, and this information only confirms it.  The Syndicate is far more ruthless than the Consortium could hope to be.”

“Given what they’ve done here, I’m not inclined to agree with that,” Jason growled.  “They resorted to sinking themselves to the level of their enemy.  When they did that, they became their enemy.”


“Yes,” Zaa agreed with a nod.  “For the crimes they have committed here, the Consortium should not be bargained with, only defeated,” she declared.  “We just got back scans from long distance hyperspace probes.  The Syndicate fleets have just come into the very edge of our range.  We have counted them at approximately thirty thousand of various ship classes, though the bulk of their ships are of the destroyer class.  They felt that their smaller, more vulnerable ships would be capable of stamping out Consortium presence in our galaxy and beginning the conquering process.  They are on schedule to arrive in our galaxy just beyond Exile in three years, two months, and nine days by the Faey calendar, right here,” she said as she pointed at a starchart, pointing at the galactic edge very close to Exile.  “This is their first intergalactic troop movement, where the Consortium has been undertaking these actions for the last fifteen hundred years, even before they could jump hyperspace in real time.  Those crossings would take them centuries,” she said evenly.


“How?  A standard Faey ship would take nearly two thousand years to reach Andromeda from here,” Jason protested.


“They utilized a technology which Myleena has played with in the past, the hyperspace catapult,” she answered.  “It reduced the relativity delay in hyperspace jumps.  They would jump to another galaxy with all the supplies they needed to build a catapult on the other side.  We have located the ancient catapult they used when they captured the Karinnes, but it was completely destroyed.  It was struck by a meteor storm.”

“Oh.  Ohhhhh,” Jason breathed, nodding.  “Too bad.  That’s something we could use.”


“That technology is no longer used now that they can jump in real time, and we have no access to their archived data,” she replied, causing the hologram to shift again, focusing on the PR sector, while the image split and those curved arc sections they were building came into view in a recon image.  “We have also determined what they are building out here,” she said, pointing first to the smaller arced sections.  “As we suspected, these sections are for the quantum phase launcher they acquired from the Imxi.  Using phased Eretrium cores to agitate a bubble of space into a singular quantum state, they then launch the bubble at a speed faster than light.  Their plan is to build the device in stages in the PR sector, then jump them to Trieste and complete the device behind the bulk of their defenses, which then deploy when the device is complete.”

“Alright, that means we destroy them before they get the chance,” Jason nodded.  “What about the big ones?”


“Those are part of an augmentation array, to exponentially increase the size of the quantum bubble,” she replied, giving him a steady look.  “They chose Trieste for a reason, cousin,” she added as a new holo appeared in front of the others, one showing the local sector with Trieste on one side of the chart and Karis on the other.  “Their plans are quite ambitious, but also very clever.  As you know, Trieste III has four moons.  The moon of particular interest is this one, which the Bari-Bari who colonized Trieste named Go’jur’mi,” she said, zooming in to show the orbital tracts.  “Every twenty-three days, this moon reaches a perigee that, if it were knocked from orbit by an outside force,” she trailed off, then zoomed the image back out and traced a line away from Trieste….


And right to Karis.


“It is quite remarkable that this moon would consistently form a nearly perfect course to Karis were it dislodged from orbit at the right time.  Their plan, Jason, to put it in layman’s terms, is to throw Go’jur’mi at Karis like a baseball.”


“Well, I would say that I’d have to worry about it in about twenty years, buuut,” he urged.


“But, they are outfitting the moon with the largest hyperspace jump system I have ever seen,” she replied, zooming in on massive construction efforts, huge pits dug into the surface of the barren moon with a constant line of supply dropships entering and leaving.  “Should they jump the moon at the proper window and use the engines to refine its trajectory, it will be knocked out of hyperspace by the interdictor and then be on a direct collision course with Karis.”


“How big is that moon?”


“Roughly the same size of Terra’s moon,” she replied.


“Holy fuck, that big?  Can we do something about that?”

“Yes, it could be turned, but this is not a ship, cousin, built to withstand the stresses of hyperspace.  The moon will have so much inherited velocity and gravitational flux, the entire moon is going to shatter during the jump.  It will jump out whole, but jump in as a dense asteroid field as the stresses of hyperspace on an object of such mass that it carries its own significant gravity field interacts with the sheer velocity the moon will be carrying into hyperspace.  A single moon would be very easy to turn aside, but turning aside an asteroid field will be significantly more challenging.  Their plan is to jump this in front of their invading force, using it as both weapon and shield to make trying to attack their ships in transit significantly harder.


“It’ll be a year—“


“Jason, it will not.  We have further learned that the Consortium has completed its study and has determined that ships encapsulated within this phase bubble can jump hyperspace without disrupting the phase shift,” she said intensely.  “The key of it is for the ships to jump instantly when the bubble forms, before the ships have too much relative velocity to stably enter hyperspace.  As you know, both inertia and potential energy are saved while a ship is in hyperspace, causing the ship to re-inherit those states when returning to normal space.  If they do it exactly right, they form the bubble, jump their fleet, and then it accelerates to a faster than light speed after it hits the interdictor and drops into normal space,” she told him.  “Their plan is to form the fleet ahead of the moon, beyond its gravity, form bubbles around both the fleet and the moon, then jump the moon and the fleet separately.  They drop out of hyperspace at the interdictor’s edge, the moon shatters from the stress, then the fleet moves into the asteroid field to use it as protection, using their engines and towing beams to keep the debris from drifting to where it isn’t dense enough to protect the fleet.  And mind, cousin that this will all be moving faster than light, which will severely restrict our ability to fire on them.  They have also engineered a defense in case we find some way to launch our own ships at a faster than light velocity to attack them.  Just as our phased energy weapons can fire in, they can fire phased weapons out.  They have appropriated a phased ion weapon technology from the Imxi, and will use those to attack any ships that jump to attack that fleet while in transit.  As you know, ion weapons will affect ships using plasma energy, and with that energy being phased, that means that they would pierce the shields of any of our allies, but not Karinne and Kimdori Teryon shields.  Even if we find some way to achieve faster than light speed ourselves, chase them down, and engage them, we could only effectively attack those ships using KMS and Kimdori ships, which would be vastly outnumbered.” 

“Holy fuck,” Jason breathed quietly.  That was…fucking brilliant.  If they could build a bubble big enough to enclose an entire moon as well as the volume taken up by all those ships, then jump it,  they’d have fourteen days to get their fleet to Karis, and those asteroids would make getting at them much harder.  The only thing that could hit a phased object was multi-phased energy like pulse weapons or MPACs, plasma torpedoes, and objects or energy that was in the same phased state.  And if they had phased ion weapons they could use to fire out, it would make trying to ambush the fleet as it passed by at faster than light speeds really, really, really tricky.  Their only real plans for attacking that fleet if it got in was to refit a GRAF to fire a multiphased version of its resonance beam, which would significantly reduce its power, but would let it hit a ship phased into a singular quantum state. That weapon literally had no range limitation, letting them fire on the oncoming fleet and beat it down to make it much more manageable to take it out when it got to Karis.

But now, with that moon in the equation, it just got much nastier.  The planetary shield would be assaulted by those asteroids when it came out of phase and reverted to a normal state, which would most likely bring it down and do massive damage to the planet when it was bombarded by island-sized chunks of rock.  They knew that Cybi’s core could retreat into the mantle, which put the big prize they wanted safely out of harm’s way when those asteroids obliterated the surface of Karis and turned the planet into a hellstorm of fire and liquefied rock.  All they had to do was time the attack so Kosiningi was on the far side of the planet when the moon debris started falling.


“We can’t let them do it, Denmother,” he said in a grim, hollow tone.  “If the spiders somehow fail, even if it means losing Trieste and its entire population, we can’t let them do it.  If they manage to pull this off, they’ll get their fleet here, the debris from that moon will eradicate all life on Karis, and if Cybi isn’t captured, then she’ll be destroyed.”


“We have time, cousin,” she soothed.  “They do not know we know their intent, and we have the spiders in their system, and that gives us the advantage.  But, to consider the matter, the easiest way to foil this is redeploy our interdictors in a line from Karis to Trieste,” she said.  “If we interdict every shakra of space between here and there, they can’t pull off this little trick.  It shows our hand that we know what they intend, but we do have an option here,” she replied.  “But they are relying on keeping this an absolute secret, for they know we can counter this easily if we know their plans.  That is why they’re constructing the hyperspace jump system inside the moon deep under its surface, and have spread the construction of the quantum device out to hide its purpose from our spies.  They are all but hollowing out the moon to install the hyperspace system, pulling any available jump engine out of a ship that is too damaged to easily repair.  For the moment, let us put this aside and consider instead the Syndicate.  Their combat strategies differ from the Consortium, and as such, we must consider battling them after we have defeated the Consortium.  But, we also cannot ignore the Consortium as a threat.”

“We fight the current war with an eye on the next one,” Jason grunted, leaning back in his chair.  “I know you ran the sims, Denmother.  How effective is our current strategy of fighter-based tactics?”


“Against their smaller ships, very effective,” she replied.  “A squadron of Wolf fighters poses a sizable threat to their destroyer class vessels.  But they have too many heavy battleship, flagship, and even larger ship classes to rely solely on Wolf fighters.  I have already ordered an increase in the production of battleship class and larger ships.  I would highly suggest you do the same.”


“But we can’t shift away from the Wolf strategy because of the Consortium, the Wolf fighters are just too effective,” Jason grunted. “And if the Consortium has no tactics for dealing with Wolf fighters, then neither will they.  It sounds like they don’t even employ fighters.”


“They do not.  They have a mindset similar to the Urumi, cousin.  Big, powerful ships that can withstand battle damage and simply beat down the opposition.  The Consortium’s ships and tactics are designed around combating the Syndicate, and they are effective.  They use the KMS strategy, actually, employing smaller, highly mobile, very fast ships equipped with powerful weaponry.”


“That’s why they use such oversized engines on their ships,” Jason reasoned.  “To be more maneuverable than their enemy.”


“That is their strategy, and as I mentioned, it works.  In a battle between evenly numbered navies, Consortium ships win the battle more often than not.  They have a technological advantage, and they exploit it.”


“But we have the edge over them,” Jason said, to which Zaa nodded.


“The only technology the Syndicate employs that the Consortium has yet to truly capture or master is a technology that Myleena has been tinkering with in her spare time,” she said, causing a technical diagram appear on the holo behind her.  It was a Torsion shockwave generator, Jason knew that piece of equipment.  “Myleena has been tinkering with devices she calls Torsion diffusers, a concept based on a shockwave generator, which attempts to smooth out the Torsion effect and reduce the power of the beam, or completely nullify it.”


“I’ve read her reports on it.  It has some promise, cutting the penetrating power of a Torsion beam, but she hasn’t had much luck getting them to be effective enough to use yet.”


“This is a technology that the Syndicate has just mastered and installed on all their ships, according to the data that my infiltrators have sent back.  It reduces the power of a Torsion beam by nearly half, but the problem they have with it is that the diffusion effect works both ways.”


“Dampening Torsion weapons the ship uses itself,” Jason finished.  “In order to attack with their own Torsion weapons, they have to turn off the diffuser, same way we can’t run a shockwave generator and fire through the effect.  Myli’s been having some issues with the idea on any ship with a shockwave generator, because it diffuses the shockwave effect.  And the shockwave is far more important.  Our ships can take hits from Torsion weapons, but the shockwaves protect them from missile attacks that could wipe them out.  That’s why she’s not been too optimistic about it.  She’s only really tried using them on the Aegis, since she hasn’t miniaturized the idea far enough to fit it on a fighter.”

“This is why the war has turned against the Consortium,” she continued.  “These diffusers weaken their primary long distance weapon and force them to close in range to use dark matter weaponry, or force them to retreat and utilize missiles.  Neither of which are as effective.  At close range, the Consortium’s speed and maneuverability is less effective, given that Syndicate ships are larger and carry far more weapons, and the sheer size of the Syndicate ships makes relying on missile attacks uncertain.”


Jason could see what she was saying.  The Torsion weapons were the Consortium’s primary weapon against the Syndicate, and the Syndicate had developed a defense that weakened their primary weapon, and then used that defense as a battering ram to steamroll Consortium defenses over in Andromeda.


“How effective are these Syndicate diffusers?”


“Unknown, but it must be enough to let them take the upper hand in the war.  It also means that when the Syndicate arrives, our allies will not be effective against them.  They are adapting Torsion weaponry.”


“Then we need more information,” Jason grunted.  “We need to know if the weapons our allies already use will be effective.  I’m fairly sure that Faey MPAC technology would be effective, but I don’t know about ion and hot plasma weapons, or Colonial iso-neutron weaponry.”


“I have told my children to bring us that information,” she nodded.  “It again raises a tricky situation, cousin.  We need the Torsion weapons against the Consortium, knowing that that effort we invest in them is effectively wasted when the Syndicate arrives.  Unlike the Wolf fighters, who have value in both theaters, we are using up resources to fight one enemy, which will then put us at a disadvantage against the second.”


“Fuck,” Jason growled, leaning his chin on his hand and regarding the holo.  “I’m going to have to have a long talk with the generals.  And then I’m gonna have to tear out my hair.  I can’t equip the sector with Karinne weaponry, Denmother.  I took an oath.  And I’m almost positive that Dahnai wouldn’t just hand over MPAC technology.  Even with Torsion weapons, MPACs give her an edge.  Ounce for ounce, they’re even more powerful than Torsion weapons, and if this diffuser technology becomes mainstream, then the Imperium will have a major leg up on everyone else.”


“I know, but we have some time to consider a solution, cousin,” she nodded.  “What we need is more data concerning the Syndicate.  Detailed analysis of their ships.  Their tactics.  Their technology.  We must find the weaknesses much as we have done with the Consortium, and then exploit it.  I have tasked my children to this, and they will not fail me.  After all, this was but the first packet to be delivered, what they considered the most critical information to get to us.  But in the short term, I would highly suggest a shift in logistic planning.  Reduce your output of Wolf fighters and shift that production into larger class vessels, that way you have blanket coverage against all elements of the Syndicate fleet, yet all those resources will be viable against Consortium ships.”


“And Gladiators,” Jason grunted.  “If they consider themselves a warrior race, then they’ll definitely initiate ground attacks.  And a Gladiator is virtually the same size as one of these Benga.  I’d love to see one of them come up against Kyva,” he said with dark humor.  “But we can’t ignore the Consortium either,” he growled.  “If they pull off what they’re planning, fuck, they could actually win.”

“It is devious,” Zaa agreed.  “When will your forces in the PR sector begin their attacks?”

“They’re gonna start now,” Jason declared.  “We can’t wait for the rest of the equipment and supplies to get there now.  We need you to call in our strikes, Denmother.  Tell us where to point our toys.”


“I will see to it personally,” she replied with a nod.  “I will have my children prioritize on slowing down or disrupting the completion of the quantum phase device, which will lull them into belief that we don’t know what they’re doing at Trieste.  Theirs was a feint within a feint, causing you to believe they were pulling your eyes away from what they didn’t want you to see, look to the PR sector precisely when they didn’t want you looking at Trieste.”


“And I fell for it.  Again,” he growled.


“Patience, cousin.  You are relatively young in the chair.  With experience comes wisdom,” she soothed.  “Besides, you have us.  That permits you certain…growing pains,” she said with light humor.  “Our time grows short.  Cybi, I will download all relevant files directly to you, to distribute as necessary,” she said, looking to the hologram.


“I am ready.  Allow me access.”

Zaa touched her memory band, and then she took on a distant expression for a second.


“Files are copied.  I will place relevant files on the mainframes at 3D and the military command center,” she told Jason.  “All files are available on your home panel, Jason.”

“Alright.  Let me go talk to Myri and the girls.  When will you be ready to have your babies, Miaari?”


“Anytime I so wish,” she replied.


“I would speak with Miaari about personal matters,” Zaa said, putting her hand on Miaari’s shoulder.  “Though I am the foster, she is the mother.  Even my title as Denmother gives me no right to raise her cubs in a manner of which she disapproves.  She must make her wishes known to me.”


“Alright.  How about we meet back at my house in four hours?” he proposed.


“That is more than enough time.  I would enjoy Ayama making me some pizza for lunch,” Zaa said, licking her chops in anticipation.


“I will tell her,” Cybi said.


Dera, we’re going over to the command center, Jason sent into the next room, where his guards were waiting, probably chatting with Chirk and Brall.  [Myli.]

[Yeah babe?]


[Get everyone in the Legion together and be ready to have us all meet, probably in a couple of hours. I don’t have a specific time yet.]


[Sounds important.]


[It is.  What I want you to do is take your hands out of that Consortium ship and get together every single megastring of data you have on those Torsion diffusers and get it organized, and pick a team at 3D to take it over and work out all the bugs.  It needs to be viable now.]


[I’ve been trying—]


[You’re too busy to keep tinkering, Myli.  Package it up and get ready to hand it off.]


[You got it, babe.  I have to go back to 3D to do that.]


[Then do it.  I’ll explain later.]


[No sweat.  See you soon.]


“Diffusers?  What idea do you consider, Jason?” Cybi asked.


“If the Syndicate developed them to the point where they’ve turned the tide of the war, then they can help us do the same thing,” he replied.  “If we can develop a solid defense against Torsion weapons, then we can shift our production to start preparing for the Syndicate now.  We don’t have infinite resources, we have to use them wisely.”


“But our allies utilize Torsion weaponry.”

“True, but just like the Syndicate, our allies have other weapons that can be effective if their ships can survive long enough to get in range to use them,” he finished.  “Even Skaa ion and hot plasma weapons will deal damage if the ship is protected from Torsion bolts enough to get in range.  Dark matter weaponry has a far shorter range and doesn’t ignore armor the way Torsion weapons do.  We develop it and offer it to everyone else in the Confederation, stressing that using them diminishes their own Torsion weapons, and with the Consortium armor available to them, it will let them protect their ships.  We’ll let them decide if they want to use them or not.”

“Clever,” Cybi said with a smile.  “But it reveals our intent to move away from Torsion technology.”

“That can’t be helped,” Jason grunted.  “The others are gonna be majorly pissed off, though.  Torsion weapons were leveling the playing field, making any war too costly to wage, but with us developing the diffusers, we’re more or less putting things back the way things were when the Faey had the strongest weapons and everyone else built up to combat that advantage.  Not even Consortium armor can really stand up to MPAC weapons for long.  I’ll have to put a serious fucking leash on Dahnai,” he breathed.  “She might start getting expansionistic, especially with the Confederation.  She all but has this idea that she’s the one in charge of it.  It wouldn’t be a stretch for her to start thinking that she should be the Empress of it as well.”


“I will notify Jinaami to keep a closer eye on her,” Zaa nodded.  “Now, by your leave, cousin, Handmaiden Miaari and I must retire and speak of highly important matters of a personal nature.”


“Yeah, be my guest, Denmother.  And thanks for not being the harbinger of doom this time.”


She laughed.  “I am glad you did not start to consider my appearance on Karis to be akin to the angel of death.”


Jason stood up and beckoned to his helmet on the side table, causing it to float over to him.  He seated it on the back shoulders of his armor, in its locked resting position.  “Alright, let me go break the bad news to Myri and the generals,” he said.  “I’ll do my best to be back at the house in four hours, but I might be late.”


“We will be there, cousin,” Zaa nodded.


Jason opened the door and strode out.  “Chirk, arrange transport for the Denmother to my house at the strip, and warn Ayama and Surin they’re en route.  I’ll be over at the command center if anyone needs me.  Come on, girls,” he nodded to Dera and Suri.

“I will arrange it immediately, your Grace,” Chirk’s monotone translation sounded.  “Would you require refreshment while there is waiting?”

“I am content, noble Kizzik,” Zaa said.  “But the transport must arrive with haste.  We have little time.”


“It will be on pad six in four minutes.  If it pleases you, revered Kimdori-leader, I will escort you there.”

“Please,” she nodded.  “Until later, cousin.”


“Don’t eat everything in the house,” he replied as they headed into the hallway.


What goes on, your Grace? Dera asked curiously.


A change of plans, Dera, he replied, sending privately to his guards.  Zaa brought some critical information about the Syndicate, and it’s going to significantly alter our long-term strategy.


Ah.  Good or bad?


Both, he replied as the corridor doors opened, and the Marines stationed at the hallway intersection snapped to attention.  Jason nodded to them as he passed by, turning to the corridor that led to the tram that would take him from the administration building to the military command building.  Girls, send down the order that all Marine guard units in the White House will be carrying external pulse rifles or railguns  from this point forward, he sent back to them.  Make sure they’re the ones equipped with smartgun links.  And from now on, double the number of Gladiators on patrol on the White House grounds.


The order will be sent immediately, your Grace, the guard replied, and he heard her call out to her commander to relay.


Your Grace, might I ask why the increase in security? The White House watch captain, Gemai Doyalle, sent.


Just an overall general increase in security, he answered.  I’ll fully explain the reason for it in a report I’ll have sent down from General Myri.


Understood, your Grace.  I will call in the additional Gladiators immediately.  All guards report to the armory in standard shift change rotation to pick up additional equipment, effective immediately, her sending rippled across the White House complex.

Jason walked in on Myri and Navii poring over a starchart of Trieste and its surrounding systems.  He had them call in Sioa and Juma, then he sat down with them at the main holoviewer, a circular device set like a table in the middle of the main command center and brought up the images Zaa brought him, as well as thoroughly explaining everything she told him.  The entire command staff gathered around them, Dellin listening in via holo from Kosigi, and they all listened in attentive silence as he briefed them, then brought up the file that Cybi had transferred to Myri’s office vidlink.  “It’s all in this file, which you’ll need to study.  It lists everything about the Syndicate that the Kimdori was able to pull from the Consortium archives so far,” he surmised.  “What it means for us in the long term is that we have to shift our focus away from the Wolves.  They’re damn effective against the Consortium, but they won’t be as effective against those fuckin’ moon-sized superships the Benga use.  We’ll need more heavy weapons, and that means we have to shift our production to the bigger ships.”


“Not just the bigger ships, your Grace,” the venerable Navii mused, scanning the file on a handpanel.  “If the Consortium enjoyed tactical superiority utilizing smaller, faster ships that are heavily armed, that same tactic will work for us.  Yes, we’re going to need more ships from the heavy cruiser class and higher, but we should not ignore the value of our destroyers.  A particle beam is going to do damage, even to those megaships, and we can get more particle beams into the theater on thirty destroyers than we will with six heavy cruisers.”

Everyone listened intently to Navii.  Myri was the one that was in overall command of all house military forces, but Navii was almost legendary in the INS and now the KMS for her military expertise.


“How many carriers are on the board?” Juma asked.


“There are eight under construction,” Dellin supplied immediately.


“Fighters still have use, so we should complete those carriers,” Navii suggested.  “Possibly build one more to bring our inventory to ten.  That allows us to deploy five thousand fighters to any theater quickly, and even one of their moon ships will feel the bite of five thousand Wolves,” Navii said with a malicious smile.  “We should shift our resources to a balanced approach to our fleets,” she continued, bringing up a text list of all available KMS warships.  “We should pursue the idea of a task force able to employ all three major tactical assets to any theater.  Wolf fighters, ranged heavy weapons, and close combat support.  If the description of these Benga turn out accurate, then a major increase in the production of Gladiators is also advisable.  Our infantry will need heavy support against individual infantry elements the enemy can deploy that are the size of a Gladiator themselves.”


“Well, they’ll be easier to hit if nothing else,” Sioa grunted.  “Our infantry should be able to stand up to their assaults, since we employ superior ground weapons. Even though pulse rifle blasts don’t detonate on impact like MPAC and heavy mount pulse weapons do, they’ll do massive damage to a living being the size of a Gladiator.  Something that size will employ chubchaki tactics.  A frontal assault utilizing heavy armor as a spearhead. Something that big is not built for flanking and slashing tactics.”


“But, this report said they consider themselves a warrior race, so don’t assume they’ll rely only on their size,” Navii warned.  “Alvarian blood apes are even bigger than these Benga, but they move as fast as a scared chabi.  The largest of them can overtake a hovertank at full throttle.  We’re going to need more information from Denmother Zaa’s spies before we start making assumptions like that. I would wait until we have more intelligence before we start considering ground tactics to use against them.”

“Listen to Navii, girls,” Jason grunted, nodding.


“Oh, we do, Jason,” Myri chuckled, smiling at the elderly woman.


“Dellin, how does it look up there?” Jason asked.


Dellin glanced to his left, taking a handpanel from someone.  “I can manage a seamless transition to the altered ship projections,” he answered as he looked over his panel.  “We have six docks coming open within the next ten days, and we have twelve other docks under construction, all of which can build anything but a capitol ship.  I have thirty-six docks coming open within the next ten days capable of building anything up to a mark two cruiser.  We’re freeing up one of our big docks with the completion of the carrier, that one could begin on the fourth flagship.  We’d been planning to build another carrier in that dock, but we can shift to another ship class in two days.  I have all the major ship class keels in inventory and ready for use.”

“I would suggest you go ahead and build that carrier, Admiral, since you’re already set up to do so,” Navii said with a nod.  “Then shift that dock to building a heavy class ship upon its completion.”


“I’d have to concur,” Myri grunted.  “If he has everything laid out for a carrier, and we need one more, go for it.”


“I agree.  Go with that, Admiral,” Jason told him.  “We’re going to need you to update our board with most recent list of ship projects and estimated completion times.”

“I have it right here,” he said, holding up the panel.  “One moment, I’ll update your display with my most recent data, updated two seconds ago.”


“Good man,” Navii smiled at the hologram.


“I run a tight base, General,” Dellin replied with a smile and a nod.  “You’ve seen my board.”


Navii chuckled.  Dellin’s board was his base layout board, where the location and progress of every ship being built as well as every parked ship already completed inside Kosigi was displayed.  Five base officers constantly monitored and updated that board in real time.  A change on a dock was reflected on that board within thirty seconds.  The command center had a similar board, but it updated every hour rather than in real time.  The board shimmered and reset, showing every ship under construction and estimated completion time.  Jason noticed immediately that Dellin had taken the carrier just completed off the list.  Navii stood up and walked over to the board, studying it for a long moment, as everyone remained quiet and let her think.  “I would suggest as a basic precaution that we focus in the short term on mark two cruisers and tactical battleships, at least until we have more detailed information.  Both carry more firepower than their sister class ships, in particular the tactical battleships and their multiple particle beams.  Bulldogs, I believe you call them, your Grace,” she said with a smile over her shoulder.  “An appropriate nickname if there ever was one.  We have found great success with that ship class, and we have few enough of them as it is.  They pair well with the carriers, and they are a generic asset that we can employ with equal effectiveness against both the Consortium and the Syndicate, if Denmother Zaa’s information is valid.”

“I’ve never known it to be wrong,” Jason noted.


“Me either, but a wise general never assumes anything, your Grace,” she said calmly.  “You believe what you can see with your own eyes, and take everything else with a fann of suspicion.”  She tapped the crystal of the board, bringing up a list of tactical battleships both completed and under construction.  There were two active and 18 more in production.  She then brought up the battleship list, with four active and 26 in production.  “We have enough battleships on the board, but not enough tactical battleships.  We were waiting to get performance reviews from the ones in service before committing assets to the ship class, and both have performed admirably.  We should turn around every heavy dock to produce a tactical battleship while our small docks rotate to mark two cruisers, build up those numbers, and hopefully by then we have more detailed intelligence to plan our next build rotation.  Juma, how is staffing?”

“As of right now, we’re just barely holding the line,” she replied.  “We have enough recruits in training to man the ships currently on the board, but if we increase production any more, we’re going to have more ships than we have crews.”


“That wouldn’t be a bad thing,” Navii said easily.  “Every navy needs a mothball fleet to draw upon in emergency.  We can put those ships in reserve and activate them as needs be, in case we lose ships.  We have very low casualty rates among our naval crews thanks to Crusader armor, so a reserve ship can just pick up the crew of a ship that is lost and get right back into service.  We will even leave them unnamed, so the captains can simply assign the name of their old ship to their new one to provide a sense of continuity,” she chuckled.  “It would also give us real ships to use to train our recruits, rather than simulations, without taking ships out of active service to do so.”

“That might be useful, General, since our newest recruit classes aren’t showing the kinds of scores I want to see on a ship,” Juma said seriously.


Navii and Dellin more or less hammered out a new build rotation after new ships were completed and the docks came available, which relegated Jason to the position of spectator…but that was fine.  These were the experts, and this was what he paid them to do.  They discussed the matter for nearly two hours, then Jason managed to extricate himself when they went past his training and understanding.  He walked out of the command center and almost knocked Yila over, who was waiting outside with Kumi, as well as four Marines escorting Yila around the White House as security.  What are you two doing? he demanded.


Waiting for you, babes, Kumi replied, falling into step with him as he walked down the hall, Dera and Suri behind him.  We need your authorization on a few contracts.


Contracts?  For what? he asked, giving the fox-faced Yila Trefani a glance.


Today it’s piracy, not general mayhem, she answered lightly, holding up a handpanel.  The Verutans want an increase in the metals we’re selling them.  I have the freighters for it, but you have to authorize the replication.  Trenirk wouldn’t do it without your consent.


He’d fuckin’ better not, Jason said with an audible snort.  I can’t okay this right this minute, girls.  We have something going on, and I need to talk to Trenirk about replicated material availability.  Get back with Trenirk tomorrow, and he’ll have the figures for you.


Sure thing, babes, Kumi nodded.


What’s going on, Jason? Yila asked privately.

I can’t explain yet, he replied.  I don’t have all the information myself, so I can’t move until I know more.


Ah.  Say no more, she nodded.


Kumi, I need you at the staff meeting.  Yila, feel free to go to my house and wait, we can catch up later.  Just to warn you, Zaa and Miaari are there.


Ah, no thanks.  Kimdori give me the creeps, she replied.  I’ll go shopping.  You have quite an interesting bunch of stuff in your shops down in the commercial district.  Not often that I can get Verutan silk in one store, and Colonial firepowder in the next.


We are a multicultural house, he replied lightly.  And go ahead, pay the house back some of those credits you swindled from us in the first place.

She laughed and gave him a darling smile.  I’ll do just that, Jason.  If I’m staying for dinner, mind if I bring Dara?


Still fishing for that betrothal, eh?


You know it.  I’ll cheat outrageously to get Zach.

Just to warn you, if Dara marries Zach, she moves to this house, he sent lightly.


She bristled a little bit.  Now wait just a minute! she protested.  Zach is the boy here!


He’s a Karinne, that trumps him being a boy, Jason answered immediately.  So keep scheming, just understand the consequences if you succeed, he sent lightly as he turned down a different hallway, leaving Yila alone with her Marine escort.

What do you need me for? Kumi asked.  You know I don’t sit in on staff meetings that often.


I don’t, I just want to know what she really wants.  I don’t even have a staff meeting.


She laughed.  Pretty much what we said.  We’ve arranged an increase in our replicated tungsten and titanium sales to Veruta, but we need the replication slots to get the metal.


And what about Zach?


She gave him a sideways, clever little glance.  She knows the truth about the Karinnes, Jayce.  She’s trying to get her claws in among the Generations, and what better way than to get her daughter married to one?


I figured.


I wouldn’t put my nose up at it if I were you.  It gives her a foothold in the house, but it gives you a foothold in House Trefani.  That works both ways, you know.  You know what the Trefanis are like, babes.  They’re much better allies than they are enemies.


I’m not sure my father ever dreamed I’d be considering allowing his grandson to marry into the mob, Jason sent darkly, which made Kumi laugh.


You’re a politician now, Jayce baby.  That’s worse.


Oh hush, you, he threatened with the back of his armored hand, which made her laugh harder.


He left the White house aboard the Honor and flew straight to 3D.  Everyone was there, and they settled down the chatter as he and his guards came in through the airlock-like main warehouse door.  “Everyone gather in, we have work to do!” he shouted as he handed his helmet to Dera.  Jason sat at the main conference table and regarded his Terran and Faey compatriots in 3D, which was the original Legion and the scientists and experts they’d recruited from the Imperium.  They all gasped when Jason brought up a holo of Trieste and explained what all the Consortium’s construction was about, then laid it out on the table.  “Alright, we know what they’re doing, and if the spiders fail, we have to stop them,” he said.  “Tom, what are the inventories like over at PR-271?”


“I think we have enough to do some damage,” he replied.  “We’ve been waiting for the Kimdori to finish their surveillance so they can direct our strike packages.”

“Well, we should start getting those strike targets anytime now,” he replied.  “We’re going to focus on the Imxi right now and let them think we don’t know what they’re doing at Trieste.  I want you and Bo to ride that bronco, Tom.  Jenny, Myli, what about the spiders?”


“They’ve spread to almost forty percent of the Consortium fleet at Trieste, as well as nearly sixty percent of the orbital platforms,” Myleena answered.  “You give the word, Jason, and we can fuck them royally with the push of a button.”


“Good, because we’re going to need it, and maybe sooner than we expected,” Jason replied.  “We haven’t tried their defenses over in the PR sector yet, and they might be waiting for us.  We can’t just assume that our strikes at their construction facilities will succeed, not with literally everything on the line.”  He turned a bit and looked at Gerann.  “How’s the broadcast power conversion going?”


“On schedule, Jason,” he replied.  “We should have a complete switchover of small-scale units by twenty Demaa, and the industrial applications should be online by thirty-two Demaa.  The planetary use interfaces are already completely converted, and I’ve included a subroutine that shuts an interface down if it leaves its permitted operational areas.  That should prevent the overly curious from wandering where they shouldn’t be.”


“Excellent, that’ll be a hardwired backup to our software protocols,” Jason nodded.  “Myli, did you get it done?”


“Sure did, babe,” she replied, holding up a memory stick.  “It’s all on here.  I’m putting Jenny and Eraen on the job.”


“What job, boss?” Eraen asked.  He was a steal from the Imperial Bureau’s Research and Development department.

Jason explained the diffusers to the group, and stressed how the Syndicate had used them to turn the war in Andromeda to their favor.  “So, we’re going to work up our own version of it.  Myli’s been tinkering with the idea for a few months now, but she’s too busy to pursue it seriously.  If she put you two on it, then you’re the best suited for the job,” he said, smiling at his fellow Legion member and eager young and brilliant scientist, whose specialty was spatial propulsion, producing better engines for the INS and now tinkering with Karinne translation engines to make them less of a power demand…and that made him perfect to lead a project dealing with Torsion.  “Myli’s had working prototypes, but they haven’t come close to cutting enough power off a Torsion bolt to make a difference.  That’s your job now, and you have the run of 3D until you finish it.  You have priority over everything but the implant project.  And how is that going?” he asked, looking to Olan.

“Much better than planned,” he replied, standing up.  “Doctor Songa has been of incalculable help. We’ve acquired three hundred volunteers here on Karis to undergo the procedure to do larger scale testing, and they’ve already been implanted with the devices and are in assimilation training.  Myleena’s spiders made the operation minimally invasive, they did much of the work laying the fiber from the inside,” he said nodding at a grinning Myleena.  “The only thing we really had to do was implant the jackport, behind the left ear.”


“How are the volunteers doing?”


“So far, it looks very hopeful,” he replied.  “They’re still in assimilation, learning how to control the interlink and the devices attached to it, and there have been only two incidents of side effects, which we were able to correct with secondary procedures.  After just twelve days, they’ve improved dramatically.  We’ve mapped out synaptic implant patterns for Terrans, Makati, and Shio so far, and are currently working on synaptic patterns for Urumi and Skaa.  We also have plans to map out implant procedures for any race that joins the house, just in case they wish to undergo this procedure once it becomes mainstream.”


“Do those implants interfere with talent?” Leamon asked.


“Used against them?  Not at all,” Olan replied.  “No telepath has yet dared volunteer for this to see if it can be adapted to use with talents.  And I don’t blame them one bit,” he said with a shiver.


“Amen,” Gerann agreed.  “No way would I risk that procedure damaging my talent.”


“Well, send Olan your ideas if you get any about the interlinks,” Jason ordered.  “In the meantime, I want you to get with Trenirk and get some factory space, Tom, and get more toys out to the PR sector.  And kick Myri’s ass to get some of our stuff back from the military.”

“I love yelling at Myri,” he grinned.


“Expect the first strike targets to come in over the comm within the hour, so be ready to back up our operators over at PR-371,” he added.  “I just hope Maggie and Jake are ready over there.”


“Imagine all that time in hyperspace,” Jenny shuddered.  Maggie and Jake were the two 3D engineers that drew the short straw and had to deploy all the way across the galaxy to manage the attack packages.


“Anyway, that’s about it.  I’m going to go see if they have the carrier ready for christening yet, then get back with the Denmother and discuss some things.”


Don’t forget, you have the daily briefing with the Confederate Council as well, your Grace, Dera reminded.  In three hours and six minutes.

“Oh joy,” he said blandly, which made a few of the telepaths chuckle.


Shall I warn the Honor we’re about to leave? Suri asked.


“Yeah, go ahead,” he nodded to her, then he turned back to his friends.  “Any questions?”


“Just one, Jayce,” Bo spoke up.  “When can we get a day off?”

There were some boos, and Bo was pelted with random pieces of machinery laying around, which made him laugh.


“Don’t worry, the party’s at my house when we drive the Consortium out of our galaxy,” Jason said as he stood up.  Dera handed him his helmet, which he seated into place.  [Cybi, get me Dellin.]


[Certainly.  One moment.]  There was a pause.  [Cybi said you wanted to talk to me, your Grace?]


[I have about a spare hour, Admiral.  Is that enough time to attend the christening of the carrier?]


[They’ve been holding it off until you had time,] he chuckled.  [Just go straight to it.]


[Thanks, Admiral.  Tell them we’re on the way up right now.]


[Will do, your Grace.]

The corvette Honor took them back to Kosigi, and they docked with the massive new carrier.  It was even larger than a battleship, but it was like a honeycomb inside, massive amounts of empty space to store, prep, launch, recover, and repair fighters.  The final design allowed a carrier to carry 500 fighters at full capacity, as well as all the personnel and equipment to operate and maintain those fighters.  The carrier would have a crew of 3,106, which included both ship operations and fighter support, not counting the pilots themselves.  Though it was larger than a battleship, it had been much easier to build due to the lack of heavy power systems and complex and power-draining equipment, like weapons.  The carrier was designed to be dependent on the escorting ships and its own fighters for its primary defense, always part of a task force of a minimum of 17 ships, from missile gunboats all the way up to escorting heavy ships, be them heavy cruisers, tactical battleships, or battleships.  Because of its size and purpose, the carrier looked unlike any other ship in the KMS.  Most KMS ships were triangular with stubby, narrow wings at the stern that ran along the back third of the ship, vaguely similar to the Star Destroyers from Star Wars, or more closely like the Jedi cruisers from The Clone Wars, but much less vertical.  They were more like flying pie wedges with flared hind ends, the bow 63% as thick as the stern, an angular design that helped deflect incoming fire.  The particle beams on those cruisers were installed in the bow and at the edges of those stern wings to provide maximum coverage.  The wing-mounted particle beams had full 200 degree coverage laterally and 220 degrees vertically, allowing them to fire at least one particle beam at any enemy from any angle, and usually get at least two beams on the target given the bow particle beam emitter had a 155 degree range.  But the carrier almost looked like a bloated whale, with a rounded, tapered bow that expanded radically to form the wide-bodied design that allowed the carrier to launch and recover fighters literally from all surfaces.  It was pretty fast despite its ungainly design, equipped with some hardcore fucking engines that would get it the hell out of there in case of an emergency.

Jason sat in the cockpit but didn’t fly as the pilot brought them into the main landing bay of the carrier, which was on the starboard centerline not far from the bow, the bay where visitors would arrive.  It was a small bay designed to be just big enough to hold a corvette, and the Honor’s pilot showed her mettle by swinging the corvette around and backing into the bay, since it was too small for the corvette to turn around.  Jaiya was there with two companies of her crew, mostly the higher ranking officers, who all snapped to attention as the corvette’s gangplank lowered.  Jason chuckled and ambled down the ramp and right into Jaiya’s arms, giving her a fond hug rather than a salute, which made her cough a bit uncomfortably.  The pink-haired Faey patted him on the sides.  Not in front of the crew, your Grace, she complained privately.


Jason laughed and kissed her on the cheek.  “Sorry to take you off your battleship, Jaiya,” he told her lightly.

“That’s alright, your Grace.  Bigger is bigger,” she winked in reply.  “I may not have the big guns on this boat, but I have lots of toys.”


“I’m glad you’re not mad at me,” he chuckled.


“Posh.  Now, we know you don’t have much time, so we should get going.”


“True enough.”


Jason visited with the upper officers of the carrier in his usual way, stopping to chat as he was supposedly inspecting the troops, then Jaiya got him on the ship’s internal tram and showed him the ship’s vast interior.  The carrier used cargo trams as the primary means of movement inside, each of the six tram tunnels that ran from bow to stern large enough to put a Wolf on the platform and transport it to another hangar.  The ship had 9 major hangars were fighters were stored, utilizing the entire space by hanging fighters on wall and ceiling racks, a tenth hangar for fighters that required extensive repairs, holding specialized equipment.  The maintenance hangar was in the exact middle of the ship and had dedicated tramlines and elevators to all the other hangars for the fast movement of fighters from hangar to hangar, but they still designed the primary conveyer tramlines to be able to carry a fighter in a pinch…which was fairly foresighted in Jason’s opinion.  She then took him through engineering and crew quarters, then to the bridge, which was a huge affair designed to coordinate and direct its fighters, so it was a massive ops center.  Jaiya’s captain’s chair was in the front around ship control, but her ready room was in the rear of the center, with her personal quarters just behind it…and like all bridges in the KMS, it was actually in the middle of the ship’s bow section, close to amidships, between the two forward hangars and providing protection for the critical command staff.  There were no windows looking out in the bridge, but every wall was actually a monitor to display information along with consoles and display holos all over the bridge.  Jason sat in her chair for a moment as she smiled, then he got up and offered it to her, helping her sit down.  While she was there, he leaned on the arm with his hand and looked down at her.  “So, time to settle the bets, Jaiya,” he said.  “What name are we painting on the bow?”

“I’ve already had the honor of naming three ships, your Grace, as I have rose through the ranks, and it got me to thinking.  You are our Grand Duke, and you’ve never been given the honor of naming one of your own ships.  So, your Grace, the question is, what name do you want to put on the bow?” she asked with a smile.

He laughed.  “Nobody’s ever passed on the naming rights,” he smiled.


“Then allow me to be the first,” she replied cheekily.


“Well then, if I get to name it, I could make you embarrassed everywhere you go for the rest of your career,” he threatened lightly, which made her gasp and laugh.  “But I won’t do that to your crew.  Instead, how about we name this ship the Brian Fox, in honor of my father and his memory.  He was a fighter pilot, I think he’d have loved having a carrier named after him.”

“Then that is what he will be,” Jaiya smiled.  “This ship is named the Brian Fox.”


“Thank you, Jaiya, that means a lot to me,” he smiled.  “I hereby declare that the KMS Brian Fox is commissioned for active duty and ready for service.  May he serve long and well,” he declared in a strong voice.  The bridge crew applauded as his aide presented Jaiya with her ship’s charter of commission and its flag, which she cradled to her breast a moment before handing them to her first officer.


“Set these in their places in my ready room, Exo,” she ordered.  “Would you like to stay and oversee the boarding of the first squadrons of fighters, your Grace?” she invited.


“I wish I could, but I’m really busy today, Jaiya,” he replied, leaning down and kissing her on the cheek.  “And you’re busy, so with your permission, I’ll go ahead and head back home.  I have meetings scheduled all day,” he said with a sour face.


She laughed.  “Much as I enjoy having you at my mercy, your Grace, I suppose that I should let you get back to those dreadfully boring meetings instead of making you stay here and do something much more fun,” she winked.


“Bitch,” he accused, which made her laugh.


“You know it.  Now with all due respect, your Grace, get off my ship,” she winked.


The corvette took him back home and made a water landing, letting him and his guards off as they tied up and prepared to just wait until he needed to go out again.  He took off his helmet and carried it, waving to Ilia and Sheleese, who were splashing in the water of the beach further down.  Hey Jayce, you home for the day? Ilia called.


I hope so.  I have meetings, but I can do them from my home office.  What are you two up to?


Day off, we’re just dicking around, Sheleese replied.  Just got home from shopping.


Well, Yila’s on planet, so she might be having dinner with me, he warned.


We’ll tell Ayama to hide all the knives, Sheleese replied impishly, which made him chuckle.


Someday that might be necessary, he agreed as he started up the stairs leading to the walkway that would get him home.


Zaa and Miaari were in his living room, talking, when Jason stumped in through the deck door.  He tossed his helmet in the general direction of the side table and missed, and left it laying on the floor as he came in and flopped down on his recliner chair, which had been reinforced to handle him sitting in it in his armor.  Dera and Suri shut the door behind him and stayed outside, but Aya padded into the living room and leaned over, wordlessly taking hold of his gauntlet and pulling it off after he unlocked it.  “Thanks, Aya,” he said with a nod.  She knew he hated staying in his armor when he was home.  “How went the conference, Denmother?”


“Acceptable,” she replied.  “Miaari clearly has much skill and experience in the rearing of young.  Her wishes are what I would do myself.”

Miaari looked away modestly, a little embarrassed by Zaa’s praise.


“She does have practice, after six thousand years of raising kids,” he said lightly.


“I am not that old,” Miaari protested.


“Until you tell me how old you are, you leave it up to me to guess,” he replied with a grin as Aya helped with his other gauntlet.  “When are you going to have your cubs?”


“I already have,” she replied simply.  “It is not something I would do as part of a ceremony, my friend.  And it does require certain preparations.  I think that you would have found attending the event to be quite dark.”


“The newborns are very sensitive to light,” Zaa explained.  “She had need to bear them in a completely lightless environment.  They are currently on board the transport I had brought aboard the Iyaneri under the care of a personal attendant who has extensive experience in such matters.”


“Damn, I was hoping to be there,” he sighed.  “I hope you at least have pictures?”


“Of course I do, taken with a special low-light recorder,” Miaari said proudly, touching her memory band.  A holo popped up in the living room showing an extremely tiny little bundle of wet fur, looking strangely unformed, with barely recognizable features and eerie black eyes that didn’t even look to have eyelids…no wonder they were sensitive to light.  They looked premature.  Weirdly cute, but premature.  Two of them had the same color fur as Miaari, while the third had honey colored fur with black hands and feet, color not far from Jinaami.  She cycled through several of the pictures, then brought up a picture of all three nestled in a bassinet.  “This is Yemaari, this is Haan, and this is Maaleth,” she said, pride and motherly love rippling through her voice.  “My cubs.  My beautiful cubs,” she breathed, almost reaching out to them.


“They show much potential, Handmaiden,” Zaa said with a prideful nod.  “It will be both my duty and my pleasure to care for them until you can take up your duties.”


“Any time you need to go to Kimdori, Miaari, you just go,” Jason said as he unlocked his vambrace.  “I don’t want your babies to ever not know who their mother is.”

Miaari gave him a kind smile.  “Not that I ever need your permission to leave, but I am grateful for your sentiment, Jason,” she said.


Jason laughed.  “Damn Kimdori,” he grinned as Aya popped the seals on the sides of his armor.  “Now excuse me while I go put on something much more comfortable, and we can continue our conference up in my office.”


A few minutes later, Jason was in a tee and sweatpants, and the three of them continued to discuss Zaa’s information up in his office.  Instead of discussing the Benga and the Syndicate, they instead focused on the Consortium and the PR sector, studying many of the various Imxi systems and the massive construction efforts going on there.  Shipyards and production facilities were studied along with the construction of the quantum phase device.  Zaa had the most recent information, as well as the first strike orders sent from the infiltrator craft surveying the systems.  Maggie and Jake would take those orders, study the systems, and design strike packages of toys that would attempt to sabotage their efforts.  The one thing they couldn’t really use was spiders, since the Imxi systems hadn’t been converted to broadcast power yet, so the spiders would have no power source.  That meant that conventional automated weapons would be deployed, and they also had four solar collectors in their inventory to use as they saw fit.


“Have you tried to make contact with the Imxi, Denmother?”


She shook her head.  “They are willing allies with the Consortium, cousin,” she replied.  “They are a species much akin to the Faey, I fear to say, in that conquer and rule are their primary motivations.  They exist in an island of sorts of habitable planets in a cluster, with large tracts of uninhabitable systems surrounding them and separating them from their neighbors.  Those deserts isolate the Imxi from their enemies, but also make conquest nearly impossible given their tech level.  It is a two week hyperspace jump to the nearest neighboring enemy system, at least for them.  Their hyperspace technology has a worse relativity delay than this sector’s norm.”


“So they’ve barely just started developing hyperspace applications,” Jason surmised.


“The Imxi see alliance with the Consortium as the opportunity for conquest of their side of the galaxy, with the Consortium allowing them to rule it by proxy.  That was the price they exacted for their willing assistance, one the Consortium was willing to pay, given they have found a kindred species and even intend to use the Imxi as a safe evacuation point in case they must flee Andromeda.”

“Well, there’s no accounting for taste,” Jason grunted, leaning back in his chair.  “And if they’re willing allies, I see no reason for us to be nice,” he added.  “That means that any Imxi system is a potential target.”


His vidlink beeped, a timer reminding him about the upcoming meeting.  “That’s the ten minute warning,” he said.  “Do you want to sit in over here, or just stay quiet and let them think you’re unavailable, Denmother?”


“I will sit in here.  They know I visit Karis from time to time, Jason.  It is no secret.”


Cybi manifested and joined them as Miaari left his office to let them have their meeting, Cybi sitting on the edge of his desk on one side, and Zaa sitting on the edge of his desk on the other.  Cybi had been of the habit of attending these meetings in person in the last couple of weeks, as if to reinforce to the others just what she was, and a stark reminder of what the Karinnes were fighting for.  Dahnai liked to banter with Cybi, and Magran seemed to have a fondness for her, but it was Grran of the Jobodi that seemed most inclined towards the CBIM.  Their faces appeared near the far wall as a series of flat holograms, and Jason almost reflexively focused on Dahnai’s lovely face.  “Alright, we’re all here.  We were wondering where you were, Denmother, your emissaries simply said you were unavailable.”

“I am over for dinner, your Majesty.  I am ever fond of Ayama’s cooking.”


“You’re not the only one,” she said with an honest smile.  “Jason’s servant is one hell of a good cook.”


“I find myself curious.  Perhaps she might prepare something in the Skaa traditions and have it shipped to me,” Assaba declared.


“I’ll tell her, your Imperial Majesty, she would find preparing a Skaa meal fit for the Emperor to be quite a challenge,” Jason said earnestly.


“You’re in for a treat, Assaba,” Dahnai chuckled.  The other rulers had agreed to drop formal titles ten days ago, after nearly a week of wrangling over it.  They would fight over fucking anything, it seemed.  Since Jason wasn’t a ruler, however, he still addressed them with the respect they deserved.


“Let us settle in and discuss business, my esteemed friends,” Grran’s vocoder intoned as his dexterous fourteen fingers danced in front of him.  “I am happy to report that the factories on Joboda are retooled and already producing Torsion cannons bearing universal mounts.”

Jason listened only half-heartedly as each ruler brought up the day’s business, discussing production, troop dispensation, and infrastructure related to the war effort.  Jason knew that they’d probably really want to know what the Consortium was doing at Trieste, but Zaa had said that keeping it a secret was imperative, so he held his tongue.  They didn’t let him escape unscathed, however.  “You seem distracted, Jason,” Sk’Vrae noted.

“I have reason to be,” he replied with a grunt.  “I was going to tell you this after I had some information to pass along, but my forces over in the PR sector are going to be conducting their first attacks any time now,” he announced.  “I’m waiting for reports as we speak.”


“Finally.  What took so long?” Prime Minister Vizzie asked


“The kind of warfare we conduct requires a lot more intelligence to do effectively,” Jason replied.  “We were waiting for the Kimdori to conduct thorough surveillance and on-site recon missions to tell us where and how to attack.  We have that information now, so we’re gong to start moving.  When we do, it might provoke a response over here.  They may make noise to try to draw our attention back to this sector.”

“As we have discussed in the past,” Magran nodded, his black eyes shimmering a bit in the hologram.  “If the Consortium moves out of Trieste, we will be ready.”


“We have Trieste effectively surrounded and blockaded,” Ba’mra’ei Me’ber stated, “and Alliance sensor posts are tracking every move they make.  They seem remarkably unconcerned about allowing us to monitor them.”

“Having that many ships in one place makes them bold, and boldness can be a weakness to exploit in the proper circumstances,” Assaba stated.


“How is the food situation?  Are the transport schedules my transportation secretary drew up still working effectively?” Jason asked.


“Entirely,” High Prince Grayhawk answered.  “My people are well supplied as we rebuild, and for that, you have my eternal gratitude, your Grace.”


“The replicated food augments our shipments, but no Skaa goes hungry in the Republic,” Vizzie agreed.


“I am extremely impressed with your Kizzik allies, Dahnai,” Assaba told her.  “I had no idea they were so exceptional.”


“It’s the language barrier, Assaba.  They can be very…difficult to understand sometimes.  But we’ve never doubted their intelligence, or their capability.  They have been an integral and vital part of the Imperium for two thousand years.”


“Kizzik are just built to handle complex logistical problems,” Jason agreed.


“I find myself considering the possibility of seeking council with you to employ Kizzik logistics consultants, Dahnai.  They might help the Empire improve the efficiency of our own freighter fleet,” Assaba intoned.


“I’m sure we could come to some kind of mutually beneficial agreement, Assaba,” Dahnai said with a honeyed smile.  “They can be…well, let’s just say that you don’t have a conversation with a Kizzik like you would about any other sentient being.  They’re quite unique.  Intelligent, but unique.”

“As are we all in the eyes of our creators, my young Empress,” Magran said sonorously, as if he were quoting from Colonist religious texts.  “There is beauty in all life forms, it just sometimes takes study and an open mind to see it.”


“Speaking of rebuilding, we have received the next round of relief convoys, and have already restored the critical operations at Farroll.  We will be returning to the Allied Congress building within the week,” Ba’mra’ei Me’ber said, and they shifted back to boring reports that Jason didn’t listen to quite as attentively as he should.  He listened to the rulers discuss the rebuilding of the Shio Federation and Alliance, with the Moridon leader, Overseer Brayrak Kruu chiming in from time to time to discuss financing through Moridon banks.  The Moridon weren’t part of the Confederation, but they did sit in on the meetings to provide financial advice and also so they knew what was going on.  The Moridon were just as threatened as everyone else, they just fought their wars with money, not guns.


The council wound down, and it startled Jason with a request.  “I am of the notion that it might be time for another face to face conference to discuss certain matters in a more intimate and secure format,” Assaba said as they wrapped up.  “I also would like the opportunity to set foot on the fabled planet of Karis at least once in my life,” he added, looking at Jason.  “Would you object to hosting a conference of rulers, your Grace?”


“Huh?  Of course not, your Imperial Majesty,” he replied immediately.  “Our accommodations may not be up to your usual standards since we’re not used to hosting such nobility, but I’m sure we can make due.”


“I think that would be a good idea,” Brayrak agreed.  “There are some things that are best not discussed over galactic crypto.  It is a security threat.  Our most critical plans should be formed in a secure setting, and there are few places in the galaxy more secure than Karis.  Even Moridon is challenged by the House Karinne in that regard.”


“On that we do agree, Overseer Brayrak,” Zaa nodded.  “We must find a time that is optimal for all parties.”


“Let’s start with ten days from today and work from there, that sound good?” Dahnai asked, and they all assented.  “Okay, unless something changes, we will convene a meeting of Confederate Council members and our most trusted advisors among the Kimdori, Zyagya, and Moridon on Karis in ten days.  I’ve been there myself, my esteemed peers, and trust me, you’re in for a treat,” she smiled at Jason.  “Karis is a place unlike any other.”

Ten days…that was Rann’s birthday.  That was going to be a seriously busy day if the Confederate rulers were going to arrive, given he’d had several things planned for Rann.  It was going to steal a little of his son’s thunder, but he could still work around it.  If anything, one of his presents could be letting him greet all the different rulers.  He’d have to get the schedules as early as possible, work Rann’s birthday events into the day…somehow.  He couldn’t very well tell them to hold it some other day just because it was his son’s birthday.  He could make it work.  He’d find a way to make it work.

“I find myself quite eager to see its wonders,” Magran said.


[That is Rann’s birthday.  Aya is going to kill you, Jason,] Cybi noted lightly.


[She probably is, and I know.  I’d better wear my armor for the next month,] Jason said, which caused Cybi to chuckle.


“What did she say, your Grace?” Magran asked curiously.


“Just reminding me that my security chief is going to spank me for such short notice,” he said, which made Dahnai laugh.  “But don’t let that dissuade you.  We’ll have everything ready.  Not everyone is going to stay in a penthouse suite in a luxurious hotel, but we’ll work something out,” he said, frowning a bit.  “We don’t exactly have extensive facilities to cater to a galactic ruler.  Like I said, some of you might be roughing it in comparison to what you’re used to.  We’re actually a very humble house in that regard.  Pomp and circumstance are not things you find in any large amount on Karis.”


“We fully understand, your Grace.  Karis is a closed planet not used to a large number of high-ranking visitors,” Ba’mra’ei Me’ber assured him.  “And I am quite happy with average accommodations, as long as you find a bed large enough for me to fit in it,” she added, which made Jason laugh.


“I’ll have to rush order something suitable from an upscale Alliance furniture outlet, High Staff, but we’ll take care of you,” he replied.


“I can take care of that for you, your Grace.  I can have a bed fitting for the High Staff en route within the hour,” Cybi assured him.


“Then that’s your chore, Cybi,” he agreed.  “In fact, I think our esteemed fellow council members might appreciate your personal touch, my friend, so you get together with our Secretary of State and help her make the preparations.  Go kick some butts and get things moving.”


“It would be my pleasure, your Grace.  I will start with the hotels and procure any suitable suites available.  It will also let us arrange your personal matters that day as efficiently as possible.”

“You reveal yourself to the common Karisian populace, Lady Cybi?” Magran asked curiously.


“Of course I do,” she replied lightly.  “After the Consortium revealed my secret, there was no longer any reason for me to remain hidden.  Not all fully comprehend what I am, but they know that I am a member of his Grace’s personal staff, and afford me the respect due that station.”

“Personal?  What’s—Trelle’s garland, how could I forget?” Dahnai gasped.  “Jason, I’m sooo sorry!”

“What is the problem?” Sk’Vrae asked.


“That’s Rann’s birthday!” she declared.  “I totally forgot, or I’d have suggested another day!”


“It’s alright, Dahnai, we chose ten days, and we’ll work with ten days.  My personal matters don’t give me the right to inconvenience everyone else.  If anything, I can bring Rann with me when I meet all of you as you arrive as part of his birthday present.”


“I will ensure to bring a present for him when I arrive,” Sk’Vrae told him.  “That will ease the sting of his father being taken from him on his day.”


“Thanks, Sk’Vrae,” he said gratefully.


“If the anniversary of one’s birth is so important in Terran society, I would be remiss to ignore the custom myself,” Assaba stated.  “I too shall bring a token of cheer to raise the heir’s spirits on his personal day of celebration.”


“Just don’t go crazy,” Jason warned, which made Dahnai laugh.  “Rann is a very modest and intelligent boy, and he doesn’t need someone to bring him his own star yacht.  And for the love of God, no pets.  Rann already has a vulpar kit, and she’ll get intensely jealous if someone brings him another pet.”


“I can give you some suggestions, Assaba.  I know Rann very well, I know what he likes,” Dahnai offered.

“Well, I could easily see fit to bring young Rann one of the ceremonial swords of the High Prince.  And if Lady Cybi is overseeing our accommodations, I’m quite sure they’ll be satisfactory,” Grayhawk said, giving Cybi a smile.


“You might be disappointed, your Highness,” Cybi warned.  “His Grace was not being overly modest about our hotel situation.  We only have two hotels that are up to the task of hosting guests of your excellence, and luxury suites within them are few.  I would highly suggest being prepared for rude housing, and it would behoove all of you to limit your retinues to those that can handle a common hotel room with no luxuries.”

“We can work with what is available, Lady Cybi,” Assaba assured her.  “I am sure I can, as you say, rough it for a few days.”

Dahnai snorted.  “Don’t tempt him, you should see what he did to me the first time I visited,” she said, which made Jason laugh.


“A little humility is good for the soul, your Majesty,” he said with a slight smirk.


“I’m not that humble,” she shot back.


“Well, if I’m hosting this conference, excuse me if I drop out and start making the arrangements,” Jason said.  “There’s a lot to do.”


“Of course,” Magran nodded.


“Sit in for me, Cybi.  Denmother, my office is yours,” he said, standing up. 

Aya was not happy when he sent for her and told her what the Confederate Council wanted.  Ten days?  Ten days?  I barely have the time to prepare for one leader in ten days, let alone ten!  And that’s Rann’s birthday!  I’ll have all of his activities on top of this!

Eleven, the Moridon are coming too, he corrected, which earned him an ugly glare.  Cybi’s going to help Yuri handle the preparations, so get with them and arrange security.  We’ll put them up in the five big hotels in Karsa.  And I know it’s Rann’s birthday, you dink, you think I’m happy this is happening on his birthday?  Half the things I had planned just got axed, and now I have to work my son in around my schedule like he’s not that important to me, he bristled a bit. Get in touch with Yuri and make it happen, Aya.  And please, keep me informed as much as you can so we can at least get Rann’s party in somewhere in a block where I have the time to show him how sorry I am this happened on his birthday, he added.


Aya put a compassionate hand on his shoulder.  I will, Jason.  If anything, we can arrange a morning party for him and have Yuri convince the leaders to push their arrivals back into the afternoon.


That might work..  Make me proud, Aya.  It wasn’t my idea to hold it here, and seriously not my idea to ruin Rann’s birthday.  But I don’t have any problems with playing the host, since you can’t get much more secure than Karis.  If anything, maybe it’ll make them appreciate a little more just how serious we are about protecting Cybi.

Yuri rushed onto the Strip before he could even talk to her, since Cybi beat him to it, and she looked both frenetic and eager.  “We’re hosting the entire council?” she asked breathlessly.


He nodded as he looked through the fridge, as Ayama was busy preparing dinner.  Cybi told you?


Of course she did.  What do you want me to do?


I thought state was your job, Yuri, he winked.  I’m entirely confident that your preparations will be everything I hope for.


She gave him a huge smile.  I won’t let you down, Jayce.  So, I have permission to step on toes?

You can even wear spiked boots, he replied as he fished a bottle of oye juice out of the door.


She laughed.  I can do that.  Not often I get to flex my diplomatic muscles, she winked.


Cybi’s going to help, so get with her and hammer out a plan.  I assigned her to the project, mainly to give her something worthwhile to do.  Sometimes she gets a little bored.


I’ll be overjoyed to have her along, Yuri assured him.

Remember one thing, Yuri, he sent.  That is also Rann’s birthday.  I want you to try to arrange things so I at least have four or five hours for Rann’s birthday party.  Try to get the rulers to arrive later in the afternoon so we have the morning.  Keep Cybi and Aya as updated as possible so I can arrange my schedule that day.


Of course I can, your Grace.  Don’t worry, I’ll get you more than enough time for Rann’s party.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a fuckload to do and not much time.


Go get ‘em, Yuri, he smiled.


She grinned in reply, then rushed off almost at a dead run.


Zaa came down into the living room almost the same time that Yila and Kumi knocked on the deck door.  Aya escorted them in, and Yila looked a little unwilling to hang around with Zaa in the room.  However, she came over to Jason and put her hand on his neck.  “The meeting is finished, and I have a precious cargo to return to Kimdori Prime,” she said, glancing at Miaari as she came down the stairs.  “By your leave, Jason, I will return home.”


“Of course, Denmother.  Thank you for coming.  It was good to see you again,” he said, leaning in and kissing her on the side of her muzzle.


“Attend, Handmaiden.  There is one final thing I wish to discuss.”


“Yes, my Denmother,” Miaari said, following her towards the kitchen and the deck door.


Thank Trelle, Kimdori give me the creeps, Yila sent in relief when they left, flopping down on his couch.  She’d changed into a bra-like haltar top that had a left sleeve that ended at her elbow and a pair of hot shorts, much less formal attire.  She put her feet up on his coffee table, and then accepted a glass of oye juice from Surin after he scurried in.  So, can I stay for dinner?


Of course.  Dara coming?


She’s at home waiting for a ship.


Aya, can you organize that, please? Jason sent.


I’ll have a ship dispatched immediately, your Grace.

Where’s Zach? Yila asked.

Still at school, but he should be home any time now, he answered.


What are we having for dinner? Yila asked.


Broiled grall, Terran corn on the cob, ruga roots, imi beans, five spice bread, and jhru pudding for dessert, your Grace, Ayama answered.


Zyagyan pudding?  Brave.


Don’t complain til you try it, it’s pretty good, Jason retorted.


Do you know what’s in it?


Nope.  I don’t care, he replied.  I learned long ago not to ask.


Coward, she winked.


You’d be a coward too if Ayama was your cook.


I heard that, your Grace, Ayama sent tartly, which made him laugh.


Then you won’t be ashamed when I tell Yila that you make up ingredients when I ask what’s in something, he shot back.  I happened to find out that krammaki eyeballs are not an ingredient in Fremga stew.


They are in my cookbook, she replied teasingly.


There are two rules in this house concerning food, Yila.  First is you never tell Ayama whatever when she asks you what you want.  Second is you never ask her what’s in what she cooks.


It keeps you on your toes, your Grace, she sent shamelessly from the kitchen, which made Yila and Kumi laugh.


Bullied by your own servant.  Such a man, Yila teased.


I put up with it because Ayama’s one of the best cooks around.  Temperamental, erratic, and obnoxious, but sometimes you just work around the thorns when you enjoy the rose.


You are so getting a special meal now, your Grace, Ayama threatened.


If I eat it, you eat it, he retaliated.


I’m not afraid of spicy food, she teased in return.


Rann and Danelle all but skipped into the living room from the kitchen with Daila, one of the morning shift guards, behind them.  Hello Miss Grand Duchess, Danelle sent, bobbing her head  in a little bow.


You can call me Yila when we’re here on Karis, little pippy, she smiled, sitting back up and holding her arms out.  Come give me a kiss, Rann!


Hullo, Miss Yila, he greeted, coming over and kissing her on the cheek.


How was school?


Boring, but okay, he answered.  Is Mommy home yet, Daddy?


Afraid not, little man.  She’s up in Kosigi right now, we had a meeting that slowed her down today.  But, I think she’s worked long enough, lemme get her home.


Good.

Jason put a finger on his gestalt.  [Love.]


[Hey baby, what’s up?]


[You about done?]


[I’m boarding the corvette right now.  I’ll be home in about twenty minutes.]


[Sounds good.  Just to warn you, Yila and Dara are coming for dinner.]


[I don’t mind, I like Yila,] she replied.


“She’ll be home in about half an hour, pippy,” he replied aloud.  Now go get your armor off, both of you.


‘Kay, Danelle sent in reply, heading for the stairs.


Ilia, mind if you and Zach come for dinner?  Yila’s here, and she’s bringing Dara. Jason sent, casting out enough to reach Ilia’s house.  She’s doing a rather poor job of trying to throw Zach and Dara together, hoping for a betrothal.

That sounds nice, I’d like to get to know this little girl a little bit.


Then come on over.

The ship is on its way, your Grace.  Dara should be here within an hour, Aya reported.


Sounds good, thank you Captain, Yila replied.


Ilia got to know Yila and Dara as they sat out on the deck to eat dinner, enjoying the breezy, warm Karis afternoon.  Dara made sure to sit beside Zach, talking with him as Yila talked shop with Jason and Kumi, discussing some additional metal sales she was trying to arrange with the Haumda.  They made room when Myleena came over, still in her armor, and she plopped down in a chair at the far end of the table.  “Man, what a day,” she said aloud.


“Busy?” Yila asked.


“Since when am I not busy, Yila?” she replied with a grunt, causing a grall flank to float up off the platter and onto a nearby spare plate, then the plate came over to her.  Yila didn’t react, mainly because she knew that Myleena and Jason were telekinetic.  How was school, pips? she asked Danelle.


We learned about fractions today, she replied.  And we went to Karsa on a field trip, to that new museum that has all the bones in it.  It was really neat.


Sounds like you had a fun day, Myleena smiled lovingly.  Gather your things after dinner, my girl, I’ll be home for the next few days.


‘Kay.


Aww, I like having Danny in my room, Rann complained.


She does live in her own house, son, Jason sent, a bit amused.


I heard that you’re pregnant, Myleena.  Congratulations.


Aww, thanks, Yila, she smiled.  It’s his, she added, pointing at Jason.  We put aside our mutual not-attractiveness for each other and did the deed.  He’s my best friend, I owed him the chance to father one of my children.


She’s probably the only woman on the strip that isn’t attracted to Jayce, that makes her defective, Kumi teased.


Hey, different people have different tastes.  I’m not offended, Jason chuckled.  Mainly because I’m not attracted to her that way either.  It’d make it awkward if one of us was and one of us wasn’t.


True, Yila nodded.  I had that problem when I was younger.  I was lucky enough to have a rather handsome attractive young man be very attracted to me, but I didn’t have the same attraction for him.


What did you do?


You think I’m crazy, Kumi?  I laid him every chance I could get, she replied, which made Kumi laugh.  A girl doesn’t pass up an opportunity like that.  I’m not stupid.


So, you led him on as long as possible to get everything you could out of him, then crushed his hopes and dreams without a second thought, Jason teased lightly.


Damn right I did, she replied shamelessly, which made Jyslin and Myleena burst out laughing.


At least you’re an honest pirate, Jason sent, amusement tinging his thought.


Raping and pillaging is no fun if they don’t know who did it, she winked in reply.


Jason laughed helplessly.


I did have a request, Jason, she sent privately.

Oh, here it comes, he sent cheekily.


Hush, she shot back, which made him grin.  I would like to come to Rann’s birthday party, both me and Dara.  Is that alright?


Actually, that’s just fine.  Rann likes you and Dara, and the more the merrier when it comes to a party.  Just remember, only you and Dara are invited.  No entourage.


Well, can I at least bring my son?  He’s ten, he’s young enough to enjoy a birthday party.


Well…okay, that sounds alright.


Who else is invited that I know?


Dahnai, her family, and Anya, he answered.


I’ll find a good present for Rann.  Something nice, but not extravagant.  I don’t think you’d let me get away with that, she sent lightly.


I already laid down the law on the Confederate Council when they talked about bringing Rann gifts, he told her, which made her laugh.  The others gave her a curious look, then shrugged and went back to the public conversation.  Nothing outrageous, and no pets.  Amber would throw a complete temper tantrum if we brought another pet into this house.

Vulpars are like that, Yila nodded, glancing at the tiny vulpar, who was sitting on the table beside Rann, her own little dinner plate and water dish before her.  Well, thank you, Jason.  I appreciate being allowed to come.


Don’t worry, I’m sure whatever it is you’re scheming is going to fall apart on you, he replied, which made her grin impishly.


Posh, I’m not scheming.  I’m just coming to his birthday party.


Riiiiiight, he answered, which got him that same smile in return.
