Chapter 10

Raira, 14 Kedaa, 4401, Orthodox Calendar


Sunday, 6 June 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Raira, 14 Kedaa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


The White House, Karsa, Karis

It seriously could have been a lot worse.


Jason sat in his office, wearing a tee shirt and a pair of jeans rather than armor, while Shen stood with Dera by the door and chatted with each other privately.  The Consortium was completely routed, with only the ships still in the nebula left, and those were entrapped by the interdictor since they’d been in communications blackout since the attack there.  They had never received the missive that explained how to refit to jump the outbound interdictor waveform, and the Kimdori’s hyperspace probes had total coverage of the entire nebula.  No Consortium ship had come out since they destroyed their command center.  Because of that, he felt very, very relieved.  The threat they posed to the galaxy had been almost eliminated, with only an expedition into the nebula to destroy what remained of their fleet left to do.

He looked over the lists.  Virtually the entire KMS was in Kosigi for repairs, along with a couple thousand Confederate ships, parked in the cold air inside the moon while repair crews roamed around, getting every ship spaceworthy and able to jump back to other repair facilities.  As he feared, he’d lost four ship captains.  Drae, Gema, Leta, and Inaba had all been killed in action.  Hiae had been critically wounded, had lost both her left arm and leg and half of her pelvis when a Torsion bolt came right through the bridge from above and would have killed her if she was standing six inches to the left.  Pemai had lost her right leg below the knee, Jeya had to be peeled out of her armor after her right arm and shoulder were caught in an emergency door that came down just as she was thrown to the deck.


Commander Justin Taggart was looking at six months of rehab minimum after major brain damage, but Songa was optimistic that he’d eventually make a complete recovery.  The damage hadn’t destroyed the memory or autonomic parts of his brain, but the damage had all but crippled him, dealing damage to the motor control centers in his brain, almost as if he’d had a stroke.  His entire right side was effectively paralyzed.  It had also partially damaged his talent.  He still had his telepathy, but it was weaker than it had been.  But Songa had a plan for all of that.  She was going to use some experimental brain repair techniques to restore him, drawing on existing Faey medical technology and the use of spiders.  The Faey had the ability to clone brain tissue, but they had no way to surgically implant that tissue without damaging the surrounding brain tissue to get to it.  The Faey aversion to doing anything to the brain for fear of damaging talent had actually created something of a void in Faey medical technology where brain issues were concerned.  Songa was going to use spiders to replace destroyed tissue in Taggart’s brain, pinpoint internal surgery that would not disturb the surrounding brain tissue and repair the damaged sections of Justin’s brain.  Without that procedure, Justin would still make a recovery, but he’d never fly again.  If he wanted to keep his career as a fighter pilot, he’d have to undergo the procedure.


And while they were doing it, Songa was going to implant Justin with a cyberjack.  Since they had to repair parts of his brain anyway, the spiders were simply going to run the fibers as they traveled into Justin’s brain.  Justin had agreed to the jack implantation, and he would be that critical first experimental test subject, the first telepath willing to undergo the procedure.  Justin’s talent was still there, though it too had been damaged by his injury, and the two procedures would test two theories.  The first was if nanites and Faey medical science could restore damaged talent due to brain injury, and the second was to see if they could successfully implant a jack into a talented brain without damaging that talent.  If Justin lost his talent, he could still do his job as a fighter pilot, so he wasn’t half as worried about that as he was having the procedure repairing his brain enough for him to get back into a fighter.  Either way, they’d know in about three weeks.  It was going to take Songa that long to grow the cloned brain matter that would be put in to repair Justin’s brain, carefully rewiring all his neural pathways since Songa did have a synaptic map of Justin’s brain, part of his basic military medical file, and it was Songa’s hope that they’d repair all the damage, preserve his talent, and successfully implant the jack.

And then there was Zora.  She was at the Medical Annex at that very moment, having a cyberarm fitted to the stump just below her right elbow.  Somewhat surprisingly to him, Zora had opted for an endolimb, a cyber replacement of her right arm with tissue grown over it to conceal the fact that it was artificial.  She’d be in the hospital for about five days as they grew the tissue over her arm, and Jason was going to keep Sora while she was there.  He wasn’t sure why Zora had opted for the endolimb over a regrow or a cloned replacement, but it was her choice.

The damage to the fleet was bad, but the planet’s surface had come through with only minor to moderate damage, mainly from fires and impact caused by falling debris from enemy landers.  There were some holes in buildings in Karsa, and some grass fires out on the plains south and west of the city.  Most of the damage was to the west side of the city, around the Shimmer Dome, where the Consortium had landed to storm the complex and found that the Karinnes had been waiting for them.  Thanks to their plan to hit the Shimmer Dome and then try to escape with biogenic units, the rest of the planet had been left alone.  The Consortium hadn’t wanted to throw mecha and infantry away attacking Kosiningi, content to simply get biogenic technology and hide out until their massive second wave arrived, working to reverse engineer the crystals so they’d be able to produce them once their big exodus fleet got there.

KMS wide, the casualties had been far fewer than in the other militaries.  They’d lost 5,318 and had 6,559 injured, where if his people weren’t in Crusader armor, that figure would have been nearly triple.  In the other services, entire crews on ships were lost because the Naval personnel didn’t have self-contained armor systems that doubled as space suits if the ship lost pressurization.  The Faey had learned that fact from the KMS and had been equipping their crews with older self-contained armor or put everyone in an E-suit if they didn’t have enough armor to go around, where the Skaa had suffered horrific casualties.  The Skaa had a shocking disregard for casualties, based on the very high population that was one of their greatest advantages.  Those in power weren’t worried about losing 25,000 or 30,000 sailors, since there were a few dozen million Skaa waiting in the wings to take their places.  When an empire had a population in the hundreds of billions, losing 27,991 Skaa in the battle was barely worth a blink of their eyes.  They only cared if they lost high-ranking officers.


He skimmed through yet another report as he got ready to go down to the conference room and attend the first meeting with his staff since the battle.  The Confederate rulers were doing the same thing he was, assessing the damage to their fleets and getting repair materials and replacement personnel out to the ships, which made Kosigi one insanely busy place at the moment.  Dellin was managing that hurricane with his usual deft hand, however, getting everything organized, prioritizing repairs on ships based on need.  Since the Stargates were back, one linked to Terra and the other to Draconis, a steady stream of dropships and cargo freighters were flowing in, bringing in the replacement equipment and raw materials Dellin needed to get everyone’s ships back to jump readiness.

And while all that was going on, the Kimdori were watching everything like a hawk, making sure a damaged pulse drone or piece of wreckage holding a biogenic crystal didn’t happen to find its way into the cargo bay of some Confederate ship.  The sweepers had done a good job collecting up all debris and wreckage from KMS ships, isolating it and keeping it away from the other military branches.


Fuck, were the others pissed at Zaa at the moment.  Her jumping that surprise fleet in didn’t sit well with quite a few of them, and it irked Jason a little himself at first, but he’d just found out maybe an hour ago that most of those ships were only half-built.  Zaa had told her builders to put engines, power plants, and guns on them, then they sent them out, often with half the ship’s interior unfinished.  Many of them only had pressurized atmosphere on the bridge, with every other Kimdori in E-suits.


Things were busy on the surface as well.  With the battle over and the Confederation victorious, the summit was on again, and Yeri was busting her ass getting things ready for it.  The conference would start in two days, giving the Karinnes time to clean up and repair the damage to Karsa, but not everyone was going to wait that long.  Dahnai was scheduled to arrive tomorrow morning, and the Brood Queen and Overseer Brayrak Kruu were both going to arrive in two hours.  Sk’Vrae wanted to have some long talks with Jason about the Urumi systems, and the Overseer had some business with Kumi that had to be conducted face to face.  He’d just stay over until the summit began, since he had professed an interest in discussing allowing Moridon banks to open branches on Karis with Jason.  Jason didn’t mind; the Moridon were quite honorable, and their secrecy went both ways.  They kept their own secrets, but they also kept the secrets of others.  And since the Karinnes were a major source of banking profit for Moridon, Brayrak wasn’t about to piss Kumi or Jason off.

He finished up and stood up, then pointedly ignored Dera’s stern look and pointing finger, pointing at his armor on its stand.  “Push off, I’m not wearing it til I go home,” he declared, marching right by them and out the door.  “I’m going to the cabinet meeting, Chirk,” he said as he came out into the reception office.  Chirk was behind her desk, staring at her monitor, and Brall was also in, stacking up some memory sticks.  “You heading out, Brall?”


“Yes, your Grace,” he answered as he stuffed the sticks in his carry satchel.  “I’ll start at the Shimmer Dome and work my way down the checklist.”


“Good man.  Send me a report when you finish at each location.” 

“I’ll send them to Chirk’s terminal, since you might be busy.”

“I will inform you as they arrive, revered Hive-leader,” her monotone translator called.


So, has Kyva gotten over her temper tantrum yet? Shen asked impishly as they got into the hallway.


She didn’t have a temper tantrum, but she was rather irritated that she didn’t get to so much as fire a shot, Jason sent with an audible chuckle.  But I’m not feeling sorry for her.  There was no other place she needed to be but defending Cybi’s front door, as well as the bunker holding my family.

Truly, Dera agreed.  I’m still surprised they didn’t attack Kosiningi.


I guess they learned how impregnable it is the last time they tried, he replied.  So they went after the Shimmer Dome instead.  That makes sense when you think about it.  Capturing Cybi gets them a CBIM, which would have destroyed herself the instant she felt the cause was lost.  Going after the Shimmer Dome would have gotten them all the equipment they needed to build their own CBIM.  And that’s why we stacked so much defense there.


Myri is a clever vulpar, Shen smiled.


It was Navii who made that call, not Myri.


Well, her cleverness was never in doubt.


Amen.

Jason padded into the conference room and saw that his cabinet was already seated and waiting, talking among themselves.  They fell silent as he and his two guards came into the room, and Jason sat in his chair without a word.  “Alright, we only have about two hours before I have to go,” he said aloud for the benefit of his Makati and Kizzik cabinet members.  “So let’s get the big stuff off the table first.  Yeri, you first.”


She cleared her throat and touched her interface, bringing up a holo in the center of the table showing a list of assets.  “I’ve got everything organized for the summit,” she began.  “I have accommodations for the rulers in place and itineraries, as well as security arranged with Captain Zaa and Miaari.  What’s new, Jason, is that I was right about others wanting in.  Grand Emperor Shakizarr sent an official request to attend the summit about an hour ago.  I told him that we have to clear it with the Confederate Council first, but I doubt they’ll say no.  We’re going to be planning for the Syndicate, the Verutans know they’re coming, and they know just what kind of monsters they are.”


“The Verutans must have good spies at the Academy,” Jason said without much humor.  “We’ll have to send a ship for him, there’s no way he could get here in time.  It’s a sixteen day jump from the closest Verutan system to Karis.  Did you warn him he’d have to forego his usual ship and escorts and get here on a KMS ship?”

“I did, and he’s alright with it,” she answered.  “The Grand Emperor is the first to make an official request, but I don’t think he’ll be the only one.  Kiaari warned me that the High Councilor of the Grimja Union is about to make the same request, and if the Verutans want to attend, you know the Haumda won’t be far behind.”


“Yeah, you should plan for the Haumda,” he nodded.  When Yeri didn’t say anything more, he looked to her left.  “Kumi?”


“Not much to really report,” she replied, brushing her hair out of her face.  “Just that nobody at this table should worry about cost when it comes to repairs.  Just send me the bills, I’ll take care of it.”


“Good.  Trenirk?”


“Since the Consortium focused on the Shimmer Dome, they literally didn’t touch any other complex,” he replied.  “We’re at 99% production capacity, and that’ll be at 100% in about three hours, when they finish cleaning up around the Shimmer Dome and fixing what damage was caused.”


“Outstanding.  Jrz’kii?”


“The freighter schedule is restored after the disruption,” her translator spoke for her.  “Supplies are back on schedule for our allies.  The Stargate linked to Terra will be relinked to Exile in seven hours, once the last of the Confederate supplies are brought in from Terra, and food shipments from the farms on Exile will resume.”

“Sounds good.  Bunvar?”


“Much like Trenirk said, we didn’t take much damage anywhere else because the bugs were focused on the Shimmer Dome,” she answered.  “I have all the Karsa damage on a timetable for repair.  Infrastructure wise, we came out of this without scraping our horns on the ceiling.  No damage to any major infrastructure.”


“I guess that overlaps in with you, Rund?”


The male Makati chuckled.  “We had some transmission conduit damage coming into the Shimmer Dome, but nothing we couldn’t fix since yesterday,” he replied.  “Planetary power is fully restored, the singularity plant is fully operational and running at optimum, and my teams are disassembling the temporary redundant feeds to the shield generation stations.”

“Sounds good.  Grik’zzk?”


“Due to the focus in Karsa, on-planet agricultural resources were undisturbed and on schedule,” the Kizzik answered.  “The farms on Exile report they are also on schedule, and all production is simply awaiting the relinking of the gate to be shipped and placed into the logistics schedule.”

“What about the test farms on PR-371?  Any reports yet?”


“Only one, and that is that they need more time before a more detailed report will be issued,” she answered.


“Alright.  It won’t be easy to farm there anyway, they’ll have to get all the inducers set up and find crops that can tolerate the air pressure,” he grunted.  “Any reports from the mining scouts, Trenirk?”


“I expect to get the first in about an hour,” he answered.


“Good.  Havann?”


“We’re still repairing the main communications array on Kosigi,” he answered.  “We’re utilizing the emergency backup array on Kosiningi until the Kosigi array is back in service.  The main broadcast power distribution center on the surface of Kosigi took some serious damage as well, and they estimate it’ll be up in about four days.  The internal system was undamaged,” he said as a holo diagram of the moon appeared, showing the damaged areas in blinking red.  “We also suffered damage to nine of our mirror transmission nodes.  I’ll have an updated repair schedule on your desk an hour after we’re done here.”

“Looks like the broadcast power system took more damage than the hardline system,” Jason noted.


“Because they attacked the external broadcast power facilities,” he answered.  “I guess they thought they were power stations for the ground batteries.”


“They do put out a serious energy signature on scanners.  Miaari?”


“Security is prepared for the summit, and the Kimdori maintain security on all damaged Karinne equipment over the planet.  We’ve had several instances of Confederate ships trying to pick up Karinne equipment from the debris fields, but we have everything under control.  Cybi is keeping careful track of every biogenic crystal from here to Kosigi.  If even one finds its way into a Confederate vessel, she will know.  We have extra clan in Kosigi to oversee security while the ships are under repair.”


“Sounds good.  Alright, Myri?”


“To put it delicately, we got our asses pretty heavily kicked,” she reported.  “We don’t have a single ship that didn’t take some damage, and between ship damage and casualties, the KMS is going to need at least a month to get back to some semblance of operational readiness.  We’re prioritizing ships based on the amount of repairs and operational requirements, trying to get the ship classes to form task forces up and running.  The most heavily damaged ships we can repair were the biggest ones.  The Iyaneri will be out of service for two months, it took severe damage, and the Aegis will be in drydock for 14 days.  The only large ship we have right now that’s fully operational and doesn’t look like it was dragged through hell is the Abarax.  I have no idea how Sevi managed to get through that with her ship more or less in one piece.  They sent nearly twenty ships after her to take her out.”

“Sevi’s legend continues to grow,” Jason said lightly.


“More like the new Abarax,” Myri grunted.  “The tactical battleships came through it with less damage compared to the other battleships.  I think it’s because of their design.  We should have all our tactical battleships back on the board in ten days.  The most heavily damaged was the Shikoi, it’ll be down for ten days.”


“How is Rinli?”


“Complaining about her missing fingers already,” Myri replied.  “She’s just going to go without them until they have cloned replacements ready.”


“I didn’t hear that Rinli was wounded,” Kumi said.


“She lost two fingers on her left hand to a Torsion rifle, when her crew was fighting off bug boarders, and Rinli wasn’t about to let her crew do the fighting for her,” Myri replied.  “She’s had worse playing bachi, but she loves to complain.” 

“Okay, that’s the basics.  Let’s get to the details.”


He discussed the rebuilding and repairs in more depth with the cabinet for the time that he had, mainly with Bunvar to organize getting all the repairs done in Karsa, then he adjourned the meeting and went down to the landing pad to greet Sk’Vrae and Brayrak Kruu.  They were on the same personnel skimmer, Aura of all people the co-pilot, and Jason didn’t feel the least bit underdressed in his tee shirt and jeans.  He’d warned them that he would not formally greet them, and Sk’Vrae knew him well enough to know what that meant.  The massive armored lizard and tall demonic being stepped out of the hatch and down the steps, and Jason stepped up to greet them.  “Brood Queen, Overseer,” he called, taking Sk’Vrae’s large, bone-plated hand.  “How was the trip?”


“Enlightening, your Grace,” Brayrak replied.  “There is still debris orbiting the planet, and quite a few dead hulks that were Consortium ships.  The ferocity of the battle is still quite evident.”


“It was fairly nasty,” he agreed with a nod.  “But luck favored us.  The Confederate Council is about to meet, and I have a conference room available where all three of us can attend.  If you’d follow me, please.”


“Lead on, Jason,” Sk’Vrae replied.


They went to the conference room just beside Jason’s office and sat down at the table as holograms representing the other members of the council appeared over the table.  Jason allowed Sk’Vrae, who had the highest rank, to sit at the head of the table, with him and Overseer Kruu to each side of her.  “I see you made it safely, Sk’Vrae,” Dahnai said as she adjusted her crown.  She was in her formal robes, meaning she had either just come from court, or would go to it after the meeting.


“It was an easy journey until we came out of the Stargate, then our transport had to literally fly around debris,” she replied.  “The space around Karis is still littered with the wreckage of Consortium vessels.”
“Better their ships than ours,” Dahnai said bluntly as the last of them appeared, Secretary Kim.  “Now, first things first.  Zaa, I’m gonna smack you when we get to Karis,” she said.  “Where did that fleet come from?”


“Directly off the docks at Kimdori Prime, and many of them were only shells holding engines and weapons,” she replied directly, staring at her camera unwaveringly.  “I had my dock workers only install what absolutely had to be in those ships to get them to Karis and allow them to shoot at the enemy.  That many of them didn’t even have environmental control systems was a fact that the Consortium did not have to know.”


“Well, it worked,” Grayhawk chuckled.  “And their arrival was quite timely.”


“Alright, that does answer that question,” Dahnai said, mollified a little.  “Alright, Jason, how goes it at Karis?”


“We should have everything at least cleaned up by the summit,” he replied.  “As the Brood Queen noted, we’re still cleaning up the debris fields and repairing the damage to Karsa.  Which was very light, thank goodness,” he sighed in relief.  “The Consortium only attacked one place on the ground, so the damage is restricted mainly to that area.  Before we get started, I have something to pass along.  I don’t know if you were told yet, but the Grand Emperor Shakizarr of Veruta asked to attend the summit.  We don’t have any objections.”


“Yes, we already know, and now that the Brood Queen and Overseer Kruu are in attendance, we can discuss the matter,” Magran nodded.


“I am merely a neutral observer, honored Speaker,” Brayrak said calmly.  “Much as the Kimdori, we are not part of the Confederation.”


“Still, your wisdom is appreciated at this table, Overseer,” the Colonist replied.  “As much as the Denmother’s voice is given great weight among us.”


“I don’t think there’s much to discuss about this,” Vizzie said.  “The Verutans are not someone we want to alienate.  They can cause us a whole lot of trouble if we offend them, especially with the Alliance weakened after the Consortium attack, and with the Syndicate coming, we may need their help.”


“That gets to the heart of it,” Assaba agreed.  “It only behooves us to have as many outside empires attend the summit as possible.  The Verutans, the Haumda, the Imbiri, the Grimja, the Prakarikai, even the smaller empires like the Farguut, the Ogravians, and the Aggjat.”


“Maybe even as far away as the Jun and the Morbods,” Dahnai grunted.  “Though I doubt that anyone at this conference would enjoy being in the same room with a Morbod.”


“We can issue invitations, as long as Jason doesn’t mind hosting them,” Kim said. “I can get word to them within the hour through the Academy.”


“It might be best,” Magran said.  “What’s coming concerns everyone in this galaxy.  Even if they don’t attend, we should transmit the conference to them on diplomatic crypto so they can see what we discuss and what decisions we make that might affect them.”


“That would be prudent,” Grran agreed as his fingers danced before him.  “Secretary Kim, can you arrange for it through the Academy?”


“Easily, Field Marshall,” he replied.  “The White House on Karis can set up a dedicated comm feed directly to the Academy, and we can transmit it out to the various embassies on the campus so they can relay it to their rulers.”


“Then we should discuss it before we vote,” Assaba declared.  “Though I think we can declare through general acclimation that the Grand Emperor Shakizarr will be extended an invitation?”  When everyone nodded or assented, he glanced to his left.  “Jason must arrange to pick him up from Veruta, they have no ships that can get here in time.”


“I’m already working on that, Emperor Assaba,” Jason answered.


After they discussed broadcasting relevant parts of the summit’s conferences and voted to do it, Jason got down to the other business.  “We’ve all but smashed the Consortium already here, but we’re not finished with them yet,” he told them as he brought up a holo of the PS, PR, and PQ sectors, which held the Imxi and the nebula where they’d built their command center, and the next sector over, which held the spacefaring civilization closest to Imxi territory.  “There’s still about 900 ships hiding in the nebula that we have trapped, that never received the instructions of how to jump the interdictors, so we can go deal with them when we have the spare time.”  He blew out his breath, then looked to Zaa, who nodded.  She knew what he was about to do.  “Our tap on their communications have uncovered something that is of utter importance to everyone at this table.  Hell, everyone in this galaxy.”

All of them stared at him intensely, paying very close attention.  “Just as we feared, the Consortium already here were just the first wave.  We’ve intercepted communications that they’re sending a second wave to our galaxy, and this one is much bigger.  It’s not a military invasion force, friends, it’s a colonization force.  Unless they were intentionally sending false information to their commanders here, we’re expecting ten million Consortium civilians escorted by one hundred thousand military ships to arrive in the PR sector in five years.”


They all stared at him, almost unbelieving.


“I know.  I wasn’t sure about this either when they first brought it to me, so I’ll admit I’ve sat on this information for nearly a month until we could get some confirmation.  I didn’t want to bring this to the council only to find out that it was bad intelligence.  Well, we have confirmation now, thanks to communications we intercepted about two hours ago.  The Consortium in Andromeda are starting the exodus to our galaxy in twenty days.  They’ve sent orders to the Consortium here to prepare the PR, PQ, and PS sectors for colonization by the incoming force.  This is why I’ve been deliberately vague about what we’re going to do about the Imxi.  I thought about granting you right of passage through our outpost at PR-371 and allow you to divide up their systems among yourselves, rewards for the investment you’ve made, but you face the prospect of just losing those systems when this second wave arrives, if we fail to beat them back when they first arrive.  They’re jumping directly into the Imxi systems.  We even have their deployment schedule, as transmitted to their energy beings here,” he said, using his gestalt to add that to the map, displaying a table of dates and locations converted from Consortium location codes to Confederate standard location codes.

“I see little issue here, Jason,” Sk’Vrae said.  “We conquer and interdict those systems, dividing all resources up equally among all Confederate members, either by direct control or allowing the Karinnes to administer the entire Imxi territory and dividing profits equally among us.  The Consortium coming here do not know how to bypass the interdictors.  They will arrive and find themselves locked out of their intended arrival points, and if they do have that many civilians, they won’t have the supplies to last very long on those ships without a safe harbor of resupply.  And those large numbers of military ships will be unable to attack if they must defend their civilian transports.”


“Actually, this is part of what I wanted to discuss during the summit,” Jason said.  “I just wanted to give you advance warning and send you the data we’ve already collected so you can have your advisors and analysts go over it, and we can all be ready to tackle the problem with all of us having all the information before we debate it.”

“Still, this is most worrisome,” Magran grunted.  “And it is as we feared.  The Consortium intends to conquer our galaxy.”


“Actually, it is the opinion of my best analysts that the Consortium are retreating to this galaxy,” Zaa stated.  “They are losing the war with the Syndicate in Andromeda.  This is the first phase of a withdrawal from that galaxy to relocate to ours, and then recover and prepare for the Syndicate crossing over to our galaxy to continue the war.  It is our opinion that they are ceding Andromeda to their foes and fleeing to our galaxy with as many resources as they can.”


“That does seem to fit what we know,” Assaba grunted.  “Send us all your data, Jason, and I’ll have my advisors and intelligence officers study it.”


“I’ll send it out right now,” he said, slotting a memory stick into the panel on his desk and sending its contents over the crypto channel’s databand link.  “We’ll discuss it in detail during the summit, but I wanted to give you advance warning so everyone has time to prepare.”


“That will simply be added to our discussions about the Syndicate.  The Consortium may pose the greater threat in the long run, but the Syndicate fleet will be here in three years,” Vizzie said.  “We cannot lose sight of one battle because we worry over the one afterwards.”


“Yes, but since we need more information about the Syndicate, I am about to dispatch a brave band of Kimdori to Andromeda,” Zaa told them.  “We need information, and this is the only way we can get it.”


“That’s a five year trip,” Dahnai noted.


“We have a plan to get them there safely,” Zaa replied calmly.  “Those brave children will be our eyes and ears in Andromeda, sending us advance warning of what might come our way.”


“That is prudent,” Magran nodded.  “Though it’s a terrible burden on the Kimdori that are chosen to go.”


“I have more volunteers than I need,” Zaa said dismissively.  “The opportunity to go where no Kimdori has ever gone before is almost irresistible to many of my children.  We are explorers at heart, and this is the ultimate chance to explore what has never been explored.”


“If you need any Colonial equipment or assistance, you need but ask, Denmother.  We will support your expedition as best we can.”


“We have everything we need, Speaker, but thank you for your support,” she replied.  “What we needed most was a ship capable of making the journey and supporting my children while there, and a Karinne Scout Ship is ideal. They are built to operate for long periods of time away from a base of resupply.”


“We’re refitting three Karinne Scout Ships to do the job right now,” Jason added.  “Rigging them to be as self-sufficient as possible.  There won’t be any repair docks in Andromeda, so those ships will need to be rigged so they can repair virtually anything that breaks down without a repair dock.”


“I’d like you to keep us abreast of the mission, Denmother,” Assaba said, almost sounding like a request.  “And if you would, send us the scientific data they gather.”


“All scientific data will be sent to the Academy for archival and study, and I’m sure they’ll make that data available to interested parties, your Majesty,” Jason told him. 


“Excellent.  I find myself most curious about what might be in another galaxy.”

“Thus why so many of my children all but begged to be assigned the mission,” Zaa chuckled.


They finished up after about an hour more, mainly briefings from Lorna and reports from the battle, including quite a bit of viddy footage that Lorna showed as she described Consortium tactics and how they were defeated.  After they finished up, Brayrak was escorted down to Kumi’s office while Sk’Vrae returned with Jason to his own, and they sat at his desk and had a long talk about the four Urumi systems that the Karinnes administered, and how things would and would not change with the Karinnes becoming autonomous.  But Sk’Vrae demonstrated that she had her own ideas and plans about that, broaching a few trade agreements with the House Karinne that wouldn’t have anything to do with the Imperium.

He had Chirk arrange a proper escort for the Brood Queen to her suite at the hotel downtown, then he boarded the Marine corvette Lancer and headed for the Medical Annex.  He moved from room to room, visiting the injured, sitting at their besides and spending a few minutes with them, because they were the reason that the House of Karinne was still standing.  He didn’t just isolate himself to wounded KMS soldiers, either.  There were quite a few Confederate Naval personnel in the Annex, and he visited with them as well, thanking them personally for their service to the Confederation and their personal sacrifice in being injured protecting Karis from invasion.  He wanted to drop in on Justin, but he was in surgery when Jason checked, one of the pre-op procedures to prepare him for the experimental procedure that would repair his damaged brain and implant the cyberjack.  After nearly three hours of visiting men and women in hospital beds, he dropped in on the most important woman in the Annex, at least from his point of view.


Zora was sitting at a desk rather than in her bed, looking at a monitor as she leaned her head on her remaining hand.   Her other arm from the elbow down was dominated by the metallic endolimb, which was attached to her arm but had not yet been activated.  It was wrapped in soft protective gel with cloth around it, protecting the artificial muscles and datalines grafted to the ends of her nerves so she could control the limb.  She was supposed to have it in a sling, but it instead rested on the desk, her cyber hand unmoving.  The cyberlimb would weigh a little more than her old arm, so they’d also done a biotine treatment to the biceps and triceps of her right arm so it would be ready to take the extra weight, and part of her physical therapy would be both biotine and strength training in her left arm so she didn’t have disproportionate arm strength.  She glanced at the movement in the doorway, then gave a brilliant smile and jumped up from the chair.  Jayce! she sent happily, enfolding his armored body in a hug with her good arm. Just couldn’t stay away, could ya?


Of course not.  How was the attachment surgery?


I was out for it, no idea, she winked.  But I woke up with this new ornament here, so it musta went okay, she added, bending her right arm at the elbow to bring her metal-boned lower arm up.  I start the tissue process in the morning.  They said it’ll take about two days to finish.

So, why go for an endo?  Why not regrow or clone a replacement?


Hell, why not? she replied simply.  At least I’ll never break this arm, she added with a wink.  I don’t have to pay for the cyberlimb, so why not replace the old with something better than normal?

And I won’t be arm wrestling you anytime soon, he added lightly, sitting on her bed.  She sat with him, and he took her left hand between his own and held it.  I’m just glad that you’re here to make the choice, he told her.  I was majorly worried when I couldn’t ping your armor.  I wasn’t sure if you made it or not.


It was a little nervous for a while, especially after this happened, she sent, residual fear bleeding into her thought as she hefted her nonfunctional arm.


How did that happen?  I didn’t get the specifics.


Shot off by a bug.  They’d managed to penetrate all the way down to deck 16, and since the helm was dead, I fell back on my old job as an infantry girl, she replied.  I joined the Tarks and Marines and helped fight them off, and we pushed them back to section 12 before I was taken out of the fight.  That’s where I got hit.  I had no idea a Torsion bolt could hurt that much.


It’s something I sure hope to never experience.  I lost one hand, never wanna go through that again.  I’m just lucky, I don’t remember losing it at all, so I have no idea how much it hurt  So, they turned it on yet?

Of course, I’ve already had the first of my therapy sessions, they just don’t want me to use it outside therapy til they grow the tissue around it.  Afraid I’ll damage the muscle cords or datalines.  Kinda weird that they’re gonna grow flesh over it and I’ll be able to feel, she mused lightly, looking down at the artificial hand.

Well, I’m just glad you’re here, he sent again, leaning over and putting his forehead against hers and sharing a private moment with her.  Sora’s settling into the guest room, so don’t you worry about her.  She’ll be over to see you first thing in the morning.

She was here earlier today, she told him, patting him on the cheek, then she kissed him gently on the lips.  And that’s for being such a good friend, and a good father to our daughter.


Jason spent nearly an hour with Zora, then he went upstairs and checked in with Songa.  He got the latest updates about the wounded straight from her as she walked from one nurse’s station to another to look over patient charts and see if they needed her.  In a time of need, even the commander of the Karinne Medical Service did rounds.  She was a doctor. We’ve been transferring the stable Confederate wounded back to Terra, they’re being picked up and treated by their own medical organizations from the main medical annex at the Academy, she told him.  We have the medical knowledge to treat all Confederate races, but we’re pretty tight on bed space at the moment.  We’re keeping all amputees for limb replacement, however.  We send no one back less than whole.


I support that policy, he agreed sincerely.  The other empires’ medical tech isn’t as advanced as ours when it comes to limb replacement anyway.


Precisely, though doctors from the Medical Service have been teaching at the Academy.  I’m sure they’ll train up quickly.  Medical knowledge should be available to all.

No doubt Dahnai didn’t dare try to tell them no, Jason chuckled audibly.  Even Dahnai had the sense not to cross the shaishain, the Medical Service.


Nobody tells a doctor what to do, Jayce, she sent lightly, giving him a sly smile.


I’m tempted to prove you wrong, woman, he threatened, jabbing her lightly in the side, which made her laugh.  You need anything, you get in touch with Kumi, and she’ll take care of it.  Right now, every department more or less has a blank check, and I definitely want every man and woman in this annex to have everything they need to recover, ours and theirs.


I’ll keep that in mind, she sent with a wicked little look in her eye.


I’ll check your requisitions, woman.  If I see any pizza ovens on your request forms, you are so busted.


Come now, Jason, I’ve learned too much from Yila for you to catch me, she teased.


That’s it, Yila is banned from Karis, he declared.


After that, he went home, padding off the corvette after it moored to the wharf and walking heavily down the gangplank, his helmet in his hand and his guards behind him, with Aya standing at the edge of the gangplank with a sober look on her face.  She fell into step beside him and her interface queried his gestalt and offered a file.  I finished the security schedule for the summit and organized everything with the security heads of the various leaders so everyone knows what’s going on.  That’s the newest draft, she told him as he accepted the file.  I have four guards at Her Majesty’s suite.  Sometimes it surprises me that she comes here without her retinue, that her own guards won’t arrive until the day of the summit.

She trusts us, Aya, and that’s one way she shows it, he replied.  It’s an Urumi thing.  Remember when she came for the ritual combat with Dahnai?  Then she had her guards, because Dahnai was here, and she didn’t trust Dahnai.


But she’ll come in Dahnai’s presence without them now, Aya mused.


Yup.  She trusts that you’ll keep her safe before the summit, so she’s put her security in your capable hands.  They walked up the stairs to the low deck in front of his house on the beach side, and looking at it, he realized that with Sora in the guest room, he was out of available space.  Huh.

What?


I think I might have to talk to Red Horn about renovating the house, he replied.  With Sora staying over, I’m out of guest rooms.  Well, if we don’t count the nursery and the rooms already put aside for Siyae and Bethany.  If I have another child with Jyslin, I’ll be out of bedrooms.


They could add a third floor without much trouble, Aya speculated, looking at his colonial.  The armory and your home office just take up too much space, Jason.


That might not be a bad idea.  We can move all the kids up to the third floor and I can expand my home office, he sent cheekily, which earned him a tart look.


After taking his armor off, he ensconced himself in said home office and caught up with all the reports, both medical reports and recovery status reports.  Dellin was keeping him up to date without bothering to go through Myri, syncing a holo of the status board with his home office, and Jason could look at the holo plastered on the left wall and see exactly what Dellin saw when he looked at his own board…just not quite as clearly.  Dellin’s board was nearly twice the size of his wall, so he had to zoom in to read some of the writing.  But he could see the colored dots denoting ships, with the colors representing various Confederate navies, and the ones blinking indicating that initial repairs were complete and they were about to come off the docks to go back to their own territory for more extensive repairs.  Estimated repair times were attached to every ship icon, updated in real time since he was synced to Dellin’s board.


But the board didn’t show everything.  He looked over the repair estimates for the ships too small to appear on the boards, the gunboats, corvettes, and fighters.  Quite a few fighters had been damaged or destroyed in the battle, though the Wolf fighters had suffered far fewer casualties by percentage than other fighter models, and there had been Gladiators both up in space and on the ground that had taken damage.  Fighter casualties had been shockingly light given how many fighters were lost, thanks to the strong defensive systems in Wolves and the fact that the enemy’s main weapons against them were missiles, against which the fighter’s shields and armor made a significant impact in keeping the pilot and wizzo alive.  Some had been destroyed by dark matter or Torsion weapons, and it was those where the crews suffered disproportionately high casualty rates.  Justin’s fighter had been hit by a dark matter weapon, where if it had been hit by a Torsion weapon, Justin would be dead.  Dark matter weapons weren’t shield-piercing and didn’t go through armor the way Torsion weapons did, but a fighter hit by a ship’s heavy dark matter cannon wasn’t going to survive.  They were simply too powerful, so powerful that they’d even penetrate a compressed Neutronium carapace.

Myri already had the initial estimates ready for him.  They’d be at 65% operational capacity in three days, but that figure was based on yanking ships that hadn’t been fully repaired and putting them in the theater in case they had to fight.  It was going to take over a month to get every ship that was moderately damaged repaired, but it was going to take upwards of three months to get some of them back on the board.  There were 68 ships that were so damaged that entire portions of them would have to be rebuilt, the most notable one being the heavy cruiser Jefferson, which was going to have nearly a third of the ship rebuilt.  It was just on the very edge of being salvageable, because its engines and computer core were only lightly damaged.  Some, however, were just too far gone.  Those would be decommissioned, cannibalized, and then recycled for their metal, but their names would live on, assigned to new ships coming off the docks and placed into mothball rather than activated immediately.


And they’d have enough ships for that. He switched over to the long-term ship building projections that Navii, Juma, and Dellin had ironed out before the battle, and by the time the Benga arrived, the KMS would be fielding a fleet of 3,780 ships.  By then, they would have 10 command ships, 10 carriers, 165 tactical battleships, 223 battleships, 460 heavy cruisers, 796 cruisers, and 2,116 destroyers, following Navii’s plan of making the destroyer the backbone of the fleet that would fight off the Benga.  That was 2,116 particle beam projectors they could throw at the enemy.  And those would just be the finished ships.  By then, Dellin projected that he’d have 4,300 docks built inside Kosigi and capable of producing ships, so they could have that many ships in production at one time…and given they’d be facing 100,000 warships when the second wave of the Consortium arrived in five years, they may need them all producing warships.


The Karinnes weren’t the only ones preparing to ramp up production.  Every Confederate ruler was doing the same, and much of the summit was going to be about the simple logistics of them all managing to keep up with the demand.  They’d all need raw materials, equipment, workers to build them, money to pay for them, and they were going to have to cooperate to make sure everyone got what they needed to produce ships for the war effort.  Meya and Myra already had a long list of systems to explore on their desk, looking particularly for the heavy ores that made up the Neutronium alloy that most of them used for armor, as well as the extra ores the Karinnes used to produce compressed Neutronium carapaces. That was the strongest armor known to science…which didn’t mean much to a Torsion weapon.

Three years would be enough time for Jenny and Eraen to invent their own version of the diffuser.  When the time came, they’d be ready.  If they could protect themselves from Torsion weapons, then their compressed Neutronium armor would make a big difference, as well as their Teryon shields, the only shields known that could repel multiphasic weapons like phased ion and MPAC weaponry.

Amber waddled into his office and jumped up on his lap, purring in contentment as she laid down, and he absently put a hand on her soft fur, stroking it as he pondered the numbers.  If they could get the people to man those ships, they’d be in pretty good shape.  They were already opening the new recruiting offices, and Miaari’s clan was slated to arrive on Karis next week, after the summit was over, and move into the Kirgan city of Jaxtra.  The Kimdori and the Kizzik had met and talked it over, and the Kizzik were even now helping the Land Authority prepare Jaxtra for inhabitation, removing the plas shielding and installing the infrastructure links.  They’d establish their training schools over there, where Kimdori from every clan would come for training, and the rest of her clan would be assigned to protecting Karis from outside threats…and they’d need them to handle the huge workload of screening so many new applicants.  The Threxst clan would move to Karis and take over responsibility for it from the Kimdori point of view, and Jason would welcome them. Miaari’s parents would be moving to Jaxtra as well, overseeing the training schools personally, and Miaari intended to move there herself and commute back and forth to work.  Jason couldn’t blame her.  If his parents were alive, he’d live as close to them as he could himself.


“Don’t worry, girl, Rann will be home soon,” he murmured.  “So, I meant to ask.  How is it living with Shya?” he asked the vulpar absently.  Amber gave an indelicate little grunt, which made him chuckle.  “Just be patient.  Shya’s probably not used to vulpars.  I’m sure you’ll have her well trained in just a few more days.”  Amber gave a little yip, which made him laugh.  “It’s good to know you’re not having any serious problems with Shya,” he told her, patting her shoulders.  “I woulda hated having to put her in a doghouse in the back yard.”  He moved on to a report giving projections on finishing the repairs in Karsa, fixing the damage caused by Consortium landers and mantis mecha that were shot down and crashed in the city.  The worst of it was the stadium, which had taken a direct hit from a lander and had wiped out three sections of the seating on the press box side of the stadium.  Bunvar had estimated it would take about two weeks to finish all the repairs and get the stadium back in service…that meant that a few baseball games and bachi matches and one Shio shiziki game were going to be either cancelled or relocated to the Southside Sports Complex, which hosted the intercity bachi league and was much smaller, but could be converted to host baseball or shiziki.  Jason sent back a text note to her interface telling Bunvar to put more resources on getting the Karsa Sports Complex back up and running, repaired in time for the Bombers’ three game home stand against the Pinara City Blues, because of the morale boost the games provided to the city.  He wanted the complex fully repaired in a week.  Bunvar answered immediately telling him she’d have it fixed in five days, and as far as he was concerned, that matter was handled.  Bunvar would simply pull more workers from other jobs and focus on the stadium, and she’d have it fixed in five days.  Bunvar never made an estimate she couldn’t back up.

He worked through several more reports, from repair estimates to civilian injury reports from falling debris to reserve asset status, mainly their large complement of Raptor fighters they used as reserve fighters for the militia, and after nearly two hours, he leaned back in his chair and rested a moment, petting the sleeping vulpar in his lap.  After the summit, he reasoned, things would slow down.  They still had two major things left to do, destroy the last of the Consortium warships at the nebula and deal with the Imxi, but after that, they’d shift from active war footing to preparation, getting ready for the coming of the Syndicate.  Three years.  Rann would be nine, Shya eight, and most of his other children would be eight as well.  Bethany and Siyae would be two, coming up on their third birthday, as would Walter and Siyara.  In fact, there’d most likely be quite a few kids in their terrible twos, since several girls on the strip either were pregnant or were trying to get pregnant, like Symone and Kumi, now that they’d fixed the problem that was making it very hard for the women on the strip to conceive.

He needed a break.  He was almost burned out on reports, and he still had some 73 reports or communiqués to sort through before he cleared his inbox…and the silly thing was, he had asked for most of them.  He gathered up a slightly irritated Amber and carried her downstairs, where the smell of spices wafted from the kitchen, and set himself down in front of his piano. He needed to calm his mind, relax a little, and nothing did that better than a little musical piddling.  Ayama poked her head in from the kitchen when she heard him start up with a little light and easy jazz, warming up the fingers and filling his mind not with status reports and schedules and estimations, but notes and melodies and harmonies, the language of musical expression.  Jason moved from early 20th century jazz to several Enya pieces for the piano, Watermark and Cusum Perficio being his favorite, then delved into the pieces more suite for his skill level.  He started with Chopin, then he played a couple of pieces from Mozart and Beethoven now that he was warmed up.  He was back to jazz when Rann, Shya, Danelle, and Sora filed into the living room, playing some ragtime.  Maple Street Rag and The Entertainer were piano pieces that would test the mettle of any player.

Hey kidlets, he called.  So, how was the trip?


It was okay, Rann replied.  They’d been on a trip with Maya to the Parri village to see the oye trees, both to give them exposure to the Parri and also to keep them busy and out from underfoot as things got put back to normal.  They’d be back in school tomorrow.


You were gone a lot longer than I expected, he noted as Amber reared up and put her forepaws on Rann’s armored leg, yipping demandingly to be picked up.  You must have really had fun.


We stopped in the mountains and Miss Maya let us go inside this big cave by a really pretty waterfall, Shya answered as Rann very carefully collected up his vulpar in his armored arms.


I think I know where she took you.  We just set that place aside as a nature preserve last week. So, she let you explore the cave?


We had our armor on, she said we couldn’t get hurt or lost, Sora noted, patting the breastplate of her armor.  The cave was really neat.


Armor…speaking of that, I think I’ll talk to Aya about letting you go to school without it after the summit, he sent musingly.


Once I’m absolutely certain that every last vestige of Consortium presence in our galaxy is eradicated, all of you can go without your armor, Aya answered that open sending.  So we’re not there quite yet.  It won’t be much longer, but not yet.


Well, that answers that question, he sent with a grunt, and the expression on his face made all four of them giggle.  But you four will be going without it for the summit.  Did they fit you for your new formal robes?


I don’t like formal robes, Rann complained.


They’re not half as bad as the ones I wore in the palace, Shya countered, looking at Rann.


They finished them, and they’ll be delivered tomorrow, Aya added.  And we have rehearsals for the greetings tomorrow at 1830, so make sure Chirk gets you home on time.


Yes mommy, he sent cheekily, which made Danelle laugh.


Now you four go get your armor off.  Sora, Ayama’s going to take you to see your mother after dinner.


Good.  That new arm looks so weird.


Well, when she’s back home, it won’t look any different from before, Jason told her.

I think it’s kinda neat she’ll have a cyber arm, Rann sent.  It would be like being Cyborg from the Terra TV show.  You know, being super-strong and having all those cool machines.


You’re already a superhero, pips, Jason sent dryly.  In the comic books, being a telepath and a TK was being a superhero.


Well, it doesn’t seem as neat as the TV show.  I mean, everyone here is a telepath.


It’s not so super when everyone can do it, Danelle noted.


Jason laughed.  That so reminds me of The Incredibles, he told them, then he started playing again.  Now get upstairs and change, I don’t want any scratches on my bench, he smiled.


After they changed, Rann came back down in a pair of shorts and a Faey boy’s top, which only had a left sleeve that reached his elbow, leaving his left shoulder bar.  He continued the family tradition, sitting on the bench beside Jason and getting yet another piano lesson.  Rann had honest interest in the instrument, always so amazed that Jason could play it so well, and just as Jason had with his mother, Rann had become quite determined to learn to play the piano himself.


Sometimes I don’t think I’m ever gonna get this, he fretted as he tried for the fifth time to play a simple song, one of the starter songs.


You’re better than I was at your age, son, Jason chuckled.  And besides, you’ll get better and better as you grow up.  You are gonna have something I never had, though, he said, looking down at him.

What?

A full 88 key keyboard with keys sized to your hands, he replied.  That way you can try to play anything I can without your hands holding you back.  I had to grow before I could play some of the songs your grandmother taught me.


Oh, neat!  When do I get it?


When I finish building it, he replied.  I’m just waiting on them to deliver the keys from the fabrication facility, and I can finish putting it together.


Oh, that’s what you’ve been working on down in the shop?


Yup, he replied. We’ll put it in your room.  It has a biogenic link in it so you can listen to what you’re playing without Shya complaining about it, he sent privately with a sly look.


Oooh, I could play the songs in my head and play them over the speaker.


You could, but that’s the cheating way to do it, Jason grinned.  I could do the same thing, but it’s more fun to play with your hands, not with your mind.  Not everything on Karis needs to have an interface control.

Shya scooted up onto the bench beside Rann.  She was wearing only a pair of panty-like swim bottoms, and she put her arm around her child-husband, almost possessively.  The two of them had settled into what Jason might call domesticity, getting used to living in the same room, Shya adjusting to the life of not an Imperial Princess, and actually liking it more than living in the palace.  Jason wasn’t surprised.  The life of an Imperial Princess was very restrictive, structured, with little chance for her to be a kid.  It was hard to have friends, hard to play in open spaces, and she had lessons after lessons after lessons about virtually everything, from how to stand to how to sit to how to eat to how to talk.  There was a hell of a lot of baggage that came with that title, so much so that little girls all over the Imperium that dreamed of being an Imperial Princess would probably not like it very much once they found out what it was like where the cameras of Courtwatch didn’t go.  Shya got to be a little girl in Jason’s house, got to play on the beach and squabble with her brothers and sisters-in-law and just be.  That was something that was hard to do when the weight of the entire Imperium was pressing down on her shoulders.


Jason did not envy Sirri one tiny little bit.  He actually felt sorry for her.


Sometimes I think you cheat, Daddy Jason, she sent seriously as she watched his fingers.


What do you mean?


I mean it doesn’t seem possible that it can make the sounds you make it make with just ten fingers.  You use your talent, don’t you?

Jason laughed.  You don’t know how many years I had to practice to make it sound like this, pips, he replied.  I’ve been sitting at a piano since before I was Rann’s age.


I do like it, she sent seriously, looking at the keys as Jason played Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata.


If you want to learn, I’ll teach you, Jason offered.  But it takes some dedication.  You won’t get really good at it for a while.


I’ll live here the rest of my life, she replied calmly.


Jason chuckled.  Not in my house you’re not, he smiled over at her.  You and Rann will move into your own house when you grow up.


I mean on Karis, she elaborated.


Since Rann’s going to be the next Grand Duke, you’d better be living on Karis, he sent lightly.  You two remember that you’re staying over at Mommy Dahnai’s house tomorrow night.


That should be fun, I really like Sirri and Maer, Rann sent eagerly.


After entertaining the kids at the piano a while longer, Jason got a visit from the lead builders from Red Horn Construction.  He discussed his house potentially running out of bedrooms, and they sat down with a panel and sketched out some ideas to expand the house without causing any major construction around the strip.  Adding another floor was the easiest way to go about it, but they could also expand the house some 14 shakra towards the beach without interfering with any other house or building, just shortening the beachside deck a little.  That would require them to all but rebuild the entire house, so he instead discussed adding another floor, and moving his bedroom and office up there then renovating the second floor to convert his current office and bedroom into bedrooms for the kids.  That would take a little doing, since they’d have to build his office with all the security protocols, but it would also let them build a third floor balcony that would open into the bedroom.  They could put two more bedrooms up there of any decent size, since his office and bedroom did take up a lot of room, but the idea of building a little suite style mini-apartment for Rann and Shya appealed to him, which they could then convert into double bedrooms for the twins when Rann and Shya moved out.

The architects that came to talk to him drew up a design, and Jason rather liked it.  The third floor of the house would have two major divisions.  The corner of the house closest to Tim and Symone’s house would have their bedroom, with his home office on the other corner and the middle taken up by a luxurious master bathroom, the armory, and a small utility room for holding some equipment needed for the security of the office.  The master bathroom would open to both the bedroom and the office, a different layout than his current one, but there would also be a dedicated hallway between the bedroom and the office that would run parallel to the main hallway coming up from the stairs.  On the front side of the house, facing inland, would be a large two room suite that would belong to Rann and Shya.  It would be laid out as a mirror of the master bedroom and office, requiring them to go through the bathroom or down the hallway to move from their living room to their bedroom, but that was so they could convert the living room to a second bedroom when Siyae and Bethany took over the suite after Rann and Shya moved out.  The living room would be just that, laid out as a living space, but since it was a fairly large room, they could put a guest in there as an emergency guest bedroom if they really, really had to…and Rann and Shya could host a slumber party in that room easily.  It would give the kids a little more space for their things, and since Rann was the Heir Apparent, he did deserve a tiny bit of luxury.  That suite would be it.


“How long would it take?” Jason asked as they generated some hard plans using an interface, one of the architects literally transplanting the plans in his mind’s eye into the panel using command thought.


“Something this easy?  Four days, and that’s mainly because of the extra precautions we have to take with the security when we build your office,” he replied.  “You can take a vacation, and when you come back, your house is finished.  You just call us and let us know when you want it done, and it’ll get done.  We’ll finalize the plans and get with Miaari about the security of the home office, get everything worked out, and at the soonest, we could be ready to start in five days or so.  I think we’d better also talk to Captain Aya and see if she wants any upgrades for the office,” he grunted, scratching his temple.  “Since we’ll be building it from the foundation, we could make any changes they want.”

“That’s probably a good idea,” he agreed.  “She’s over in her office in the barracks.  Lemme warn her you’re coming.”  Aya.


Yes, your Grace?


I’m sending a couple of Makati from Red Horn over to you.  They’re working out the plans to add a floor to the house, and they want to consult with you on the security for the new office.


And your bedroom, she added.  Send them over, I’m in my office.

“She’s in her office, guys, any guard can direct you there,” he said, then he shook the taller Makati’s hand.  “Send me the finished plans and an illustration of how it’ll look when it’s done so I can show to Jys, will ya?”


“We surely will, your Grace,” he replied.  “And like I said.  You call us and tell us when to start, and four days later, we’ll be finished.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” he said with a mild smile.


After the Makati left, he stood at the windows in the dining room and looked out over the ocean.  He had never regretted one second living on the beach, by the sea, and while it was a little too hot for his tastes here, the gentle ocean breezes never failed to cool the sub-tropical air and soothe his spirits.  The gentle rushing sound of the waves of the beach were blocked by the armored glass, but he could hear them deep inside as they lapped at the shore…almost as if he could hear them in his soul.


This was his planet.  This was his home.  And at times like this, he could feel it deep in his soul.


He had so much work to do, he could almost hear the desk upstairs rattling on the floor to get his attention and bring him back to being a responsible and dutiful Grand Duke.


Work…fuck work.  He headed for the deck door, fully intent on taking a long, relaxing, invigorating swim in the ocean.
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Foxwood East, Karsa, Karis

At least Dahnai wasn’t being a royal bitch about propriety.

Jason, his family, Saelle, Brood Queen Sk’Vrae, and Overseer Brayrak Kruu stood on the wharf by the strip watching the Marine Corvette Honor land softly in the choppy surf, stirred up by a storm a few kathra offshore, its dark clouds forming a striking backdrop for the corvette as it slowed to a stop with the hatch right by the dock.  The pilot put the engines in position-holding as two guards attached the mooring cables, self-annealing anchors that attached to the hull and were tied to hawsers on the wharf.  Dahnai had expressed a desire to keep things informal, which meant that she’d probably be coming out of the corvette in a bikini.  Even though she was here to work, she never treated her visits to the strip as anything other than a chance to let her hair down for a while.  Jason himself was being just as casual, wearing a pair of khaki shorts, a tank top, and no shoes, while Sk’Vrae wore a simple kilt-like wrap, and Brayrak was in a functional and rather plain Moridon robe of soft blue, a striking color compared to his dark red skin.  He had, however, polished his horns for the meeting.


The hatched opened, and Dahnai stepped out after two of her guards, both in gleaming white, brand new Crusader armor.  Dahnai wasn’t in a bikini, but she was in a pair of rather skimpy shorts and wearing a very Terran tee shirt.  Maer and Sirri were just behind her, Maer wearing only a half-shirt and a pair of soft boots, showing off his lover half, while Sirri wore only a pair of swim bottoms and Terran flip-flops, showing off her top half…which was normal for Faey children.  Kellin was herding them out, in a thigh-length casual robe that was somewhat lazily belted at the waist.

Jason stepped up and kissed Dahnai on the lips, not very chastely, then she moved down the line to greet Jyslin, Saelle, Tim, and Symone while Jason picked up Sirri and hugged her.  “Unf, you get bigger and bigger every time I see you, pippy,” he told her as she kissed him on the cheek.  “How are you?”


“I’ve been okay.  Is everyone okay after all the big war?”


“Mostly.  Zora, Sora’s mommy, she’s still in the hospital, but she’ll be home in a couple of days.”


“What happened?”


“She lost her arm, and they’re giving her a new one.  She’ll be just fine, and I’ll tell her you asked about her.”


“’Kay.  Ranny!” she said happily, hugging him once he put her down.


Maer stepped up and shook his hand, quite soberly, then he laughed and gave him a hug.  “I’m glad you’re okay, Uncle Jason,” he said.


“We’re all glad we’re okay too, Maer,” Jason smiled.  “Ready for a few days of vacation while your mother arm-wrestles with the rest of the Confederation?”


“I’m not arm-wrestling,” Dahnai protested as she hugged Saelle, then she stepped up to Sk’Vrae and offered her hand.  “Brood Queen, you look very well.”


“Life is quiet and refreshing on Karis, when they are not under siege, your Imperial Majesty,” the large Urumi replied blandly, taking Dahnai’s hand in greeting.


“I think we can go under council rules when I’m wearing this, Sk’Vrae,” she said with a disarming smile, plucking at her tee shirt.  “Overseer!  I’m surprised to see you here, but it’s a good surprise,” she said, taking the hand of the almost impossibly tall Moridon.  At a touch over nine feet tall, Dahnai barely came up to his chest.


“Organizing some financial agreements with the Karinnes, and Jason was kind enough to allow me to stay over for the summit,” he replied with a gentle expression.


“Are they buying out the banks, Brayrak?”


He chuckled.  “Actually, they have authorized us to open branch institutions on Karis,” he replied.


“Just ironing out the details,” Jason said as he clasped hands with Kellin.  “It’s great to see you, Kellin.  How has palace life been?”


“Same old, same old, as the Terrans say,” he smiled earnestly, clapping Jason on the shoulder.  “We saw the debris fields before we made our landing vector.”


“Yeah, there’s more than we estimated, and it’s spread out over such a large area, we’re not done sweeping the space around the planet yet,” he replied.  “We’re going to be recycling most of it.  Consortium armor can be melted down and recast without ruining its integrity.  That scrap’s going to be the armor on some Confederate ships in a few months.  May it protect them far better than it protected its former owner,” he said with a grim kind of smile.  “The shocked titanium they use for their internal superstructure, we can use that too.”

“You’re not here to talk business, boys,” Dahnai said chidingly.


“Oh yes we are,” Jason said, giving her a direct look.


“Kellin isn’t,” she corrected with a smile.


“And what is on the agenda, your Majesty?” Brayrak asked.


“Fighting with him,” she replied, pointing at Jason.


“We’ve already done most of the fighting.  We’re just going to finalize the language that splits the Karinnes from the Imperium,” Jason retorted.  “We hope to do the official signing at the start of the summit, in front of the entire Confederation.”


“Symbolic,” Brayrak nodded.


“More like a very direct point,” Jason replied.  “The other members have to trust us, Brayrak, so a little symbolism is going to be needed here.”


“I agree, and I also agree with your vision, Jason,” the tall Moridon stated.  “I see unparalleled profit for all parties if your idea for Stargate hubs is agreed upon.”


“Which naturally parlays into more profit for the Moridon,” Dahnai chuckled.


“We are merely the facilitators and the accountants, your Majesty,” he said with a slight smile.  “And for her Majesty’s future reference, a branch of the First Bank of Moridon will be constructed three city blocks from the strip fence, for the convenience of his Grace and his neighbors,” he said grandly.  “Might you consider opening an account with them, so you have easy access to financial experts for your vacations?”


“They certainly move fast,” Dahnai grunted to Jason, who chuckled.


“That is the official bank of the House Karinne,” he replied easily.  “But there’s going to be six different banks with branches here, to serve the citizens.  The First Bank of Moridon isn’t the best bank when it comes to a restaurant owner or a subway mechanic,” he smiled.


“And that is why we have many different institutions that focus on the needs of many people,” Brayrak declared in his calm voice.  “The First Bank is a bank for sovereign entities, noble houses, large institutions, and highly esteemed personal account holders, where Moridon Municipal Savings would be ideal for the common man.”

“Hell, I don’t mind.  We have our own banks here, but it never hurts to have competition, even when you’re competing against yourself,” Jason shrugged.  “Now let’s get off the dock and get some barbecue while your transport lands with your staff and gear.  Surin’s been slaving over the grill for two hours.”


“Oh hell yes,” Dahnai said eagerly, even using the English word for hell.  That startled Jason a little; it was the first time he’d ever heard her utter a word in English.  And naturally it was a swear word.


Dahnai’s staff set up her guest house as her guards worked with Aya to secure the strip, while they all ate barbecue at the picnic table on the deck.  They’d had to get a special chair for Brayrak, and Sk’Vrae creeped Tim out a little by eating the pork ribs bones and all, making a crunching sound as she chewed them up.  Jason had to tell the story of the battle from his point of view, and Saelle, Evin again at her side after he got off the transport, told the story of the defense of the Shimmer Dome, which Min and Sheleese elaborated when they joined them after getting off duty.  Ilia told the story of the fight around Kosigi when she got there, finding it almost funny that the short Dellin almost had to be held back to keep from joining the fight at the doors and in the upper corridors as bug infantry entered through one of the corvette bays and tried to establish a foothold.  They’d never expected him to be so eager to fight.  Sk’Vrae added to it with missives from her command staff and the captain of one of the Urumi flagships, which had been heavily damaged and was being repaired up in Kosigi.  “Oddly, the ship of the KMS that bears my name came out of the battle with only minor damage,” she noted.  “I find that a good omen.”


“The bugs focused mainly on the bigger ships, I guess they thought that they’d get more usable tech out of them than a destroyer,” Jason grunted as he picked up an ear of corn fresh off the grill.  “It was hairy there right before the wormhole exploded.  They’d massed up a huge force that we were in no position to do anything about, and I think they were about to commit them.  Then the wormhole solved all our problems,” he said with a dark chuckle.

“I remember the viddy of that,” Brayrak nodded.  “That explosion looked truly ghastly.  I’m amazed there was no collateral damage.”


“It was a Torsion explosion, Overseer.  If you’re not familiar with spatial physics, an explosion based on a spatial distortion dissipates quickly as it travels from its origin, because the energy involved is a special form of what you’d call higher dimensional kinetic energy trying to return to its natural state in the upper dimensions,” he explained, picking up the butter knife.  “It escapes out of our physical world quickly as it travels, and the faster it travels in our three dimensions, the faster it escapes into the upper dimensions of hyperspace.  That kind of energy doesn’t behave like energy in the manner in which you’re familiar, it has its own special rules.  If that hadn’t have been a Torsion-based explosion, the shockwave would have wiped out a huge chunk of our fleet as well, devastated the surface of Kosigi, and probably brought down the planetary shield.  But lucky for us, it dissipated about twenty thousand Moridon kurkrat from the wormhole’s location.”


“Then we can all thank our gods for small favors,” he said, opening his mouth and displaying those creepy black teeth, complete with fangs, which sank into a piece of chicken.


To his surprise, Yila Trefani strolled up to the table, staring hungrily at the large platter of barbecued chicken.  Anya had gotten her hooked on chicken.  “Your Imperial Majesty, Overseer, your Majesty, your Grace,” she said, nodding to each of them.  Yila was wearing a poncho-like upper garment that ended at her ribs, something he’d seen her wear before—just not that particular garment—and Yila being Yila, she had nothing else on but boots.  “I didn’t realize you’d have arrived by now.”


“Grand Duchess Trefani,” Sk’Vrae replied.  “I am surprised to see you here.”


“I have right of free passage to and from Karis, your Majesty,” she replied mildly.  “I came to discuss certain matters with Kumi and the Overseer, but I didn’t realize you’d be grilling.”


“Such a liar,” Jason noted dryly.  “Grab a seat, but if you touch those chicken legs, you die,” he warned, which made Sirri and Maer laugh.


“You allow this scoundrel free run of your planet, Jason?” Sk’Vrae asked.


Jason laughed.  “Oh, I keep a close eye on her, Sk’Vrae,” he replied with a sly sideways look.


“I am not a scoundrel.  I’m a pirate,” Yila corrected primly as she reached for the platter of chicken.  She knew the rules in Jason’s house, and that was she wasn’t going to be served at a barbecue.  If she wanted it, she got it herself.  “Jason says so himself.”


After a long and enjoyable lunch, Jason and Dahnai went into the house and up into his office.  Dahnai moved to pull her tee shirt off, but Jason stopped her with a hand as he passed by.  “Flashing your tits is not going to improve your bargaining position, woman,” he told her, which made her laugh.


“Then why stop me?  And why are we talking?” she asked as Jason sat at his desk, then activated the security for the room.


“Shya and Dera aren’t the only listeners on Karis,” he said bluntly.  “And my office security won’t stop talent.”


“Ah, so, the vaunted Karinne technology still hasn’t broken the telepathy barrier,” she said with a playful smile as she sat down in front of his desk.


“Give us a few years,” he replied dryly, which made her giggle almost like a schoolgirl.  He brought up a 2D hologram between them, nothing but text on a white background.  “Alright, here’s what we’ve agreed to so far.  Let’s go over that, then work on the last few points.”


For nearly six hours, they worked out the last few points of the agreement, as both of them lamented the fact that their families were playing on the beach, swimming, and having an otherwise wonderful time without them.  Dahnai constantly tried to steer the negotiations to keep a hold over the Karinnes, but Jason shut her down every single time.  The only concession Jason made in that regard was that he agreed that the Karinnes would still have a place in the Siann, but only as a neutral observer, much as the Moridon and the Zyagya were neutral observers in the Confederate Council.  Saelle would serve as the emissary from the Karinnes in the Siann, but would have no legal rights or powers within it.  She was there to observe, nothing more, nothing less.  Jason took it further by making it clear in the treaty that the House of Karinne would not be given Highborn status when the child of Rann and Shya eventually took the throne of Karinne, and would not become a member of the Highborn Council.

At 2032, Jason finished writing the last version of the treaty and then sent it to the legal teams, both his and Dahnai’s, who would read it and search for any problems.  The treaty was quite specific and very clear in its language that made the Karinnes an independent entity that did not answer to Dahnai, but still had strong ties to the Imperium and many treaties that tied them together both economically and militarily.  The Karinnes would respond with military force if the House of Merrane came under attack by another house, and would answer a general call to arms issued by the Empress.  The Karinnes would maintain all current trade treaties within the Imperium with the assorted houses, which included the Merranes, the Surrales, and the Trefanis.  On the other hand, the Karinnes would have the right to reject the call to arms if the Imperium was going to war with an outside entity with which they had a separate peace treaty, and in that case, the Karinnes would declare neutral status and help neither side…unless such an act violated a mutual defense treaty the Karinnes held with another government.  That bit of language was in there so the Karinnes could step between Dahnai and some other government and threaten war with both of them if they didn’t stop being silly.  The agreement made it clear that no treaty the Karinnes held with the Imperium or the Merranes could supersede binding treaties held with other governments, and in the situation where separate agreements the Karinnes made conflicted, the Karinnes had the right to decide what to do in that situation.  The Karinnes would honor all treaties and agreements with both governments and individual entities within the Imperium, from the farms of Exile to the trade agreements with the Trefanis and the Merranes to the administration of the four Urumi systems currently held by the Imperium.  Also in the agreement was the right of the Merranes to hold an island that Dahnai had not yet chosen as sovereign Merrane territory on Karis to serve as a vacation house for the Empress, the one place she could go to have complete privacy and be able to truly relax.  The agreement also spelled out Raisha’s custody and status, giving both Jason and Dahnai rights and responsibilities concerning her upbringing.  She would retain the title of Imperial Princess until such time that she decided what she wanted to do, and it spelled out the duties and responsibilities of both the Merranes and the Karinnes to keep Raisha and Miyai completely safe.  Saelle was a part of that, but it also included the right of the Karinnes to have their own security and guards within the palace whose sole and complete responsibility was the protection of Raisha, Miyai, Saelle, and Evin when they were living there.  That security, comprised of both a detachment of Imperial Guard and security specialists from Karis—mainly Kimdori—would move with Saelle and her family as they moved back and forth between Karis and Draconis. 

And the most clear and binding language of all stipulated that the Imperium recognized Karis as the sovereign territory of the Karinnes, and Terra as an independent, self-governed system granted protectorate status within the Imperium.  It also made it abundantly clear that the Karinnes were an independent and sovereign governmental entity that answered to no one.

“I figure they’ll have their answers back in the morning,” Jason said with a yawn, then he stretched in his chair.  Dahnai had her feet up on his desk, playing with a few memory sticks by making them float in spiraling patterns in the air, maybe showing off a tiny bit.  Dahnai was a fairly strong and very skilled telekinetic, and on Karis, she could show that off a little.  “Why is it that whenever I’m with you, I’m almost never on my feet?”


“I see that as a good thing,” Dahnai winked.  “So, now that you’ve thoroughly humiliated me in that agreement, I think it’s about time you started making it up to me.”


“Humiliate, pft,” he snorted.  “I know you’re having the Merrane corps start moving.  You think the others are gonna go for it, so you’re getting your house corps in position to start making deals.  And they’d never go for it if we were part of the Imperium.”


“I know, I know,” she sighed.  “But I’m an Empress, babe, I don’t like giving anything up.  Especially not an entire noble house led by my amu dorai.”


“You can’t order me around anymore, such a shame,” he said blandly.


“I never really could in the first place,” she admitted with a sly smile.  “But that’s what makes you so fucking irresistible.  Faey women can’t resist a man who says no.”


“Don’t I know it, saying no to a Faey is what got me here,” he chuckled as he stood up.  “Alright, we’ve suffered in here enough.  Let’s go out and enjoy the sunset, enjoy a nice dinner, then just relax the rest of the night.  Oh, and Jyslin’s spending the night over at your house,” he added absently.


“She knows she has to give up the bed when I’m here,” Dahnai chuckled as she stood up herself.  “My staff should have brought my formal robes over, I’m just going to dress over here in the morning so we can start greeting the others.”

His comm beeped, then Shey’s face appeared on a holo on the wall.  “Sorry to disturb you, your Grace, your Imperial Majesty, but you wanted to be told when the task force was ready to depart for Veruta Prime.”


“I take it that the Verutans finally got back to us?”


She nodded.  “The Abarax is going to tow the Grand Emperor’s personal ship back to Karis.  The Verutans want us there early, I guess so they can try to scan the ships while they’re in orbit,” she said with a light smile.  “Emperor Shakizarr intends to stay on his ship for the duration of the conference and commute back and forth to the meetings.  All necessary security precautions are being set up to defend the Grand Emperor’s ship in orbit and escort his transport up and down.”


“That just frees up another suite for someone else.  Tell Secretary Yeri and let her juggle the accommodations,” he ordered.


“Already did, your Grace,” she replied.  “The task force will consist of twelve ships, led by the Abarax.  Myri felt that the Grand Emperor would be insulted if a ship captain was in command of the task force, so she dispatched Admiral Palla to the Abarax as a diplomatic officer.  Captain Sevi will command, but Admiral Palla will do the talking,” she said.

“Sounds good,” Jason said absently, watching Dahnai tousle her bronze hair idly, twirling that gorgeous hair around her index finger in little loops as she stared at the holo of the agreement, which had been shunted over to the side wall.  “Anything else?”


“Given how hard you’re staring at the Empress, I’m somewhat surprised that her Imperial Majesty is still in her clothes,” she said cheekily.  Dahnai gave a double-take at Shey, then burst out laughing.


“Shey.  What did I tell you about being bad?”


“To make it as entertaining as possible, your Grace,” she replied with a straight face.


“That made me laugh,” Dahnai said with a grin.


“Yeah yeah yeah, if there’s nothing else that matters, get off my holo, woman.”


“Of course, your Grace.  At once, your Grace,” she said with aplomb.  Her face then vanished as the holo image winked out.


“Well, you certainly have very brave officers on your comm stations,” Dahnai grinned.


“Sometimes I wonder why Shey’s still there,” he grunted.


“Because she does make it entertaining,” she winked.  “And if you were indeed staring at me that hard, well, I think it’s time for me to flash my tits.  Give you more to see,” she said with a sultry smile as she reached for the tail of her tee shirt.


“Save it for the beach,” he told her, taking her hand.
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Landing Pad R-16B (Restricted Access Pad), Karsa, Karis

Jason had to yawn a little bit.

Dahnai kept him up almost all night.  As was usual for her, the first night they were together after the long separations was…energetic.  Dahnai was a beast in bed, and she unleashed that primal energy on him last night.  The fact that it was fairly warm and he was in his formal robes also wasn’t helping his sleepy state.  This was the first day of the summit, and Jason would be greeting every ruler at seven different landing sites that were close to their hotel suites.  They would be given time to settle in and relax a little, then they’d be given guided tours of Kosigi and several other sites on Karis over the rest of the day. Yeri had everything all set up, all her people in place, and now it was just a matter of executing the plan.  And this was the first step of what was going to be a very long four or five days, depending on how things went.  Jason, Jyslin, Rann, Yeri, and Miaari were standing in a line to formally greet Speaker Magran and the Grand Master, who had deigned to travel to Karis personally, probably the only chance he’d ever have in his life to come to Karis given his advanced age.  They were the first rulers to arrive since Sk’Vrae and Dahnai had messed up the schedule a little bit by arriving early.  Dahnai and Sk’Vrae were in Karsa, Dahnai shopping and Sk’Vrae receiving a tour of some of the ruins of the original Karsa on the southwest side of the city that the Kimdori had left alone, as a reminder of the past.  It wasn’t their place to greet the others in this fashion, as the host of the summit, that was Jason’s responsibility.  Behind the receiving line was an honor guard of Karinne Army, Navy, and Marine units, and Kyva was in her Gladiator, standing at the far end as both part of the honor guard and as a very real and powerful defense in case something truly crazy happened and they were attacked.  Kyva’s rig was freshly painted, with the emblem of the Dukal Medal of the Champion on one shoulder guard and the nude Faey wielding a sword relief that was the graphic of the KBB on the other.  Those two images warned anyone who knew Karinne heraldry that the woman in that Gladiator was one of the most deadly warriors in the entire galaxy.

“A little sleepy, are we Jason?” Miaari asked lightly as he yawned again.


“I know where you live, woman,” he warned, which made Jyslin laugh.  He pulled at the collar of his interior wrap again, being reminded of how heavy formal robes were with their many layers and thick, heavy outer garment, causing Jyslin to step in front of him and help him straighten out his lapels and collar.  She finished just as their first guests became visible, a formation of a Colonial dropship being escorted by ten Wolf fighters and a Naval combat corvette, the corvette Broadsword.  The Colonies utilized spatial engines, as did every empire in the sector, but theirs was a slightly obsolete design by Faey standards that made Jason’s skin crawl a little from spatial flux as the long, sleek silver shuttle landed on skids just in front of them.  After a moment, the hatch opened, and ten Colonists wearing ancient, archaic uniforms of the Grand Master’s Guard filed out and drew sabers, then raised them in salute as a hoverchair appeared in the hatch.  The Grand Master himself was pushed out of the hatch by Magran, and dear God did the Grand Master look old.  He was venerable even by Colonist standards, having just celebrated his 224th birthday last month.  His gray skin was wrinkled, dotted with dark red age spots, and his face was gaunt, but his black eyes were still lively and darkly luminous.  He was covered in a soft blue blanket that rested in his lap, and above it he wore the white and red robes of the Grand Master.  The honor guard arrayed behind the Grand Duke snapped to attention and saluted, and Jason stepped up and bowed as Magran pushed his ancient ruler down the corridor formed by the guard.  He then took the emaciated, slightly palsied hand that was offered to him.  “It’s very good to see you again, Grand Master,” he said with honest warmth.  “I’m humbled that you would attend.”

“This is far too important a matter to simply receive Magran’s reports, though Magran’s reports are always thorough and impeccably informative,” he replied in a surprisingly strong voice.  “I shall be attending the meetings personally.  I have more than enough strength for a few days of activity..”


“We’ll make sure you have complete comfort during your stay here, Grand Master,” he said earnestly, stepping back.  “I’d like to present my wife, Jyslin, and my son, Rann,” he said as they stepped up.


“Ah, you are even lovelier than the last time we met in person, Duchess,” he smiled as he took Jyslin’s hand.


“It’s good to see you again, Grand Master,” she replied in a vibrant voice.  “Rann,” Jyslin urged.


Rann stepped up and bowed, something he had to practice almost every day.  “It’s an honor to meet you, Grand Master,” he said in a voice that was only slightly nervous.


The wizened old Colonist chuckled.  “And it’s very good to meet you too, Duke Rann,” he replied in a gentle voice.  “Your parents must be very proud of you.”


Rann blushed a little, but said nothing.


“May I present Secretary Yeri Karinne of the Department of State, and Miaari Thresxt, the Kimdori ambassador to the House of Karinne.”


“It’s good to meet you face to face, Madam Secretary,” the Grand Master smiled as he took her hand.


“I’m honored, truly honored to meet you, your Eminence,” she replied smoothly.  “And your presence here will supply suitable weight to these proceedings.  If you are here in person to attend, then the others will take them with the seriousness they require.”


“Yes, I hoped to make that point, Secretary Yeri,” he said with light candor.  “I would be honored to accept the Kimdori greeting, Handmaiden,” he said, looking at Miaari.


“I would be honored to give it, Grand Master,” she replied in her steady voice.  She stepped up and leaned down, then put her hand on the side of the old Colonist’s neck.  He reached up and mirrored the gesture, smiling as he patted her furry neck and shoulder.

“Welcome to Karis, Speaker Magran, it’s good to see you again,” Jason nodded.  Colonial etiquette was fairly clear and strict when the Grand Master was concerned, which required Magran to take a fully silent and subservient position.  He was the Speaker, he led the Colonial Council, but when he was with the Grand Master, Magran was little more than his servant…but that was the highest position of honor a Colonist could attain outside of becoming the Grand Master himself.  Jason would address only the Grand Master in matters of importance unless the Grand Master brought Magran into the conversation, but since he knew Magran, he did have the option to at least say hello without causing an incident.

“It’s good to be here, your Grace,” he replied as he put his hands on the back of the Grand Master’s hoverchair.


“At your convenience, Grand Master, Secretary Yeri will escort you to your rooms.”


“That would be best, your Grace.  For a man my age, even the short trip to Karis was a long and tiring one.  I would like to rest a bit, but I will be most eager to tour Kosigi.”


Jason smiled and motioned with a hand.  “If you would follow Secretary Yeri, she will escort your retinue to your quarters.”


Yeri stepped up and bowed again.  “If you and your retinue would follow me please, your Eminence, we’ll get you where you can take a rest as quickly as is suitable for you.”


He nodded, and his honor guard sheathed their sabers and took up a formation around his chair.  The others stepped back and bowed again as they started to move, the honor guard snapping to attention and saluting.  Jason and Jyslin stayed in place until the procession disappeared into the Karsa Grand Hotel, then Jason sighed and nodded over his shoulder.  The honor guard finished their salute, then they were put at ease.

“One down, three hundred million to go,” Jason grunted, which made Miaari chuckle.


“No, only eleven,” Miaari corrected.  “The members of the Confederate Council not yet here, the Leader Hraga of the Zyagya, the Grand Emperor Shakizarr of the Veruta, the High Archon Gau of the Haumda, and High Councilor Kreel from the Grimja Union.”


“I can’t believe the Grimja asked to attend,” Jason grunted.  “They have their own problems right now.”


“After selling them those replicators, I think the rulers of the Grimja would give you anything you wanted, Jason,” she chuckled dryly.


“Why do they call the Haumda leader that?” Rann asked.  “Isn’t he an emperor, like Dahnai?”


“He is, kitling,” Miaari answered with a nod.  “It’s a very old Haumda tradition to call him the High Archon instead of Emperor, dating back to the time when the Haumda believed that the Emperor was the direct agent of their gods.”


“Oh, kinda like how the Urumi believe that their gods told them that Queen Sk’Vrae was the queen,” he replied.


“He does learn quickly,” Miaari said with a smile to Jason.  “And not Sk’Vrae herself, Rann, but her family.  The Urumi Brood Queens rule through what we call divine providence.”


“I remember that term from the lessons Miss Aya gave me,” he said, looking up at Miaari.


“Then Aya has taught you well, young friend,” she replied, reaching down and patting the shoulder of Rann’s formal robes.


That was the first of what Jason almost felt was a blur of formal greetings.  Each empire had its own rules and quirks which changed each ceremony.  Some were intimate and somewhat informal, such as the greeting of Hraga, Leader of the Zyagya.  The Zyagya didn’t hold water to ceremonial displays of military prowess, so there was no honor guard to greet him when he got off a Karinne dropship, just Jason, Jyslin, Rann, and Yeri.  Grran of the Jobodi, on the other hand, required a parade of 10,000 soldiers in dress uniforms and a formation of 100 Gladiators to satisfy the Jobodi customs, of a ruler showing another ruler the might of his army.  It was purely ceremonial since Grran was actually pretty good friends with Jason, but this was a formal situation, so all the formal customs had to be observed.  And Grran had honestly enjoyed the parade; Jobodi loved parades.  Yeri had thoroughly researched the customs of each visitor and had prepared a proper welcoming ceremony, and after the ceremony, they were taken to their quarters or got back on the dropship and returned to their own ship, as was the case of Assaba, who had landed his yacht in the harbor and would stay there for the duration of the summit.


The quirkiest ceremony had to be the Grimja one.  Grimja were a very informal, rough-and-tumble lot, almost chaotic in their behavior, for theirs was a race that was a little irreverent.  In Grimja society, it was what someone did that mattered, not some fancy title in front of their name, and they showed little decorum or respect to anyone they didn’t personally know.  They didn’t show much decorum even in situations where it was required, were often almost shockingly direct, honest, and outspoken, but those who knew the Grimja understood this and didn’t hold it against them too much.  Grimja just weren’t that big on pomp and circumstance, and found others trying to impress them with pomp and circumstance to be suspicious, if not a bit silly…and that was why the Grimja and the Prakarikai were so much at each other’s throats, since the Prakarikai took ceremony to the ultimate level and got really offended when others didn’t treat them with the respect they felt they deserved.  High Councilor Kreel ambled off the KMS dropship wearing a pair of loose-fitting gray knicker style pants and a sleeveless black shirt with no adornments, definitely not the kind of clothes that any other ruler had worn.  He grinned broadly, taking Jason’s hand and shaking it with surprising strength, showing off his slightly bucked front teeth that were significantly longer than the others in his mouth.  Kreel was almost weirdly cute in a chinchilla kind of way, with dusky gray fur, large round ears poking out of an unruly head of black hair, a black button nose, and whiskers to each side of his short muzzle.  “It’s nice to finally meet ya face to face, Jason,” he said in pretty good Faey.  “Oh, and this must be Jyslin!  You’re quite a handsome young lady even to us Grimja, Jyslin,” he said, shaking her hand and making her wince at his grip.


“That’s so nice of you to say, High Councilor,” she replied.


“Kreel, Jyslin, Kreel!  Grimja aren’t that big on silly titles,” he replied energetically.  “You don’t call a guy dressed like this High Councilor,” he added with a wink.  “By the way, Jason, you really saved our butts with that replicator agreement,” he added, looking back over at him.  “By Imjirki’s whiskers, this must be Rann!  My, what an impressive cubling!” he said with a start, as if he just noticed Rann.  Rann looked a little scattered when Kreel swooped down and picked him up, then bounced him a few times in his arms.  “Nice and sturdy, you’re going to be a fine man, Rann!” he said, giving him an earnest smile.  “So, you bored with all these silly greetings yet?” he asked, giving Rann a smile.

What do I do? Rann sent almost desperately.


Tell the truth, Jason replied easily.


“A little,” Rann said.  “I’m not used to it really.”


“Just a warning, little pup, I have talent too, so don’t say anything naughty about me where you don’t think I can hear it,” he grinned and winked slyly.  Rann blushed, then he gave a helpless little laugh.


“Somehow I’m just not surprised,” Jyslin laughed.


“I worked for ten years in a Union Textiles branch office in Dracora before I went into politics,” he told them.  “Anyway, enough of this standing around.  Let’s go get a beer and talk a bit before you have to go impress the next stuffed robe waiting his turn to land,” Kreel announced.


Jason laughed.  “How about you drink the beer, I’ll drink some coffee, and there’s a very good bar just a block from here.”


“Then what are we standing around here for?  There’s beer to be drunk and songs to be sung!  Let’s get a move on!” he boomed, turning and walking towards the edge of the pad with Rann still in his arms.


And that was a typical Grimja.


The last meeting of the day was the Grand Emperor Shakizarr, who did take ceremony seriously.  Jason met him with a large honor guard and alone, since it was Verutan tradition for a ruler to meet a ruler alone with their armies at their backs.  If Jason brought his wife and son, it would be an insult to Verutan traditions.  The Grand Emperor padded off his personal transport with his own guard, who assembled into ranks behind him until nearly 200 Verutans in gleaming gold breastplates were arrayed.  Jason just had to admire Shakizarr from a physical standpoint.  He was seven feet tall and very muscular, with the same green fur with black stripes as all Verutans, and he wore a simple vest with gold thread woven into the borders, the symbol of the Verutan Empire embroidered on the breast, and slightly baggy black cloth pants with no shoes.  Shakizarr was one of the rare male Verutans with hair, a head full of black hair that was thick and poofy.  Most Verutan males were “bald” as a Terran would think of it, with only fur on their heads.  It was usually a trait of femininity for a Verutan to have hair, so male Verutans who had hair usually kept it shaved to the same length as their fur and dyed most of it green to give the appearance of fur.  But nobody was going to accuse the Grand Emperor of being girly, so he wore his hair long almost as a badge of honor.  The Grand Emperor did take notice of Jason’s glance at his black locks, and he chuckled and smiled, showing off some impressive fangs.


“I’m trying to change that old custom,” he admitted candidly, speaking flawless Faey.  Shakizarr would speak the language of his host, and would expect those visiting him to speak Verutan.  That was an old Verutan custom.  “If the Grand Emperor isn’t afraid to display the fact that he has hair, then other Verutan males shouldn’t either.  But it will take a while.  Verutans are very attached to their traditions,” he chuckled, then he offered his hand.  “The Grand Emperor speaks with the voice of all Veruta, and accepts the invitation offered to visit Karis.”


“The Grand Duke Karinne speaks with the voice of all Karinne, and bids the Grand Emperor Shakizarr welcome upon Karis,” Jason reciprocated, clasping Shakizarr’s wrist and squeezing hard, just as Shakizarr did the same.  “It would be my honor to inspect the finest of Verutan warriors.”

“And it would be my honor to inspect the finest of Karinne warriors.”


That took over an hour.  Jason was expected to seriously inspect Shakizarr’s honor guard, taking ion rifles and inspecting them, checking uniforms, asking snap questions on Verutan military protocol or about the soldier’s weapon, which were answered immediately in a strong voice.  As he did that, Shakizarr did the same with Jason’s own troops, and Shakizarr was just as hard-nosed about it, because that was tradition.  He yanked pulse rifles out of the hands of his armored girls and asked questions based on his knowledge of KMS military protocols as well as general questions about the use of a rifle since he didn’t know much about pulse weapons, and Shakizarr demonstrated that he studied KMS protocols, just as Jason had to study Verutan protocols; or cheat using his gestalt.  It was an old tradition that demonstrated the Grand Emperor’s knowledge of a potential enemy, demonstrating in the Verutan way that if they ever went to war, the Verutans would be dangerous adversaries.


After the inspection of the troops, they were dismissed, and Jason and Shakizarr walked with only two guards each along a paved walkway leading away from the landing pad.  Aya and Dera walked behind Shakizarr, and two of the Verutan ruler’s biggest guards walked behind Jason; again, an old tradition based on mutually assured destruction.  If one of Jason’s guards attacked Shakizarr, his guard would kill Jason, and vice versa.  “It’s a very sober thing,” Shakizarr said in a conversational voice as they spent the required few moments together talking of affairs before Shakizarr reboarded his transport and returned to his ship in orbit.  Jason guided them along a sheltered walkway which Aya had cordoned off for their use.  “I came here to discuss the coming of the Syndicate, and I have only just heard of this second wave of Consortium colonizers.  I request that you release the relevant data to my staff for their inspection before the summit.”


“You’ll have it waiting for you when you get back to your ship,” he answered.  “It’s not very much and we have no hard evidence supporting it, but we’re convinced it’s accurate.”

“If the Kimdori say it’s accurate, it’s accurate,” he said directly.  “And it’s most troubling for every ruler in our sector cluster.  I heard that even the Grimja are attending this summit.  For them to take anything seriously, that is saying something.”


Jason nodded.  “The High Councilor arrived just two hours ago, your Grand Imperial Majesty.”


“Has the High Archon arrived yet?”


“Four hours ago, your Grand Imperial Majesty.”


“You may call me Emperor, your Grace.  I’ve always found that title to be a bit…long.”


Jason dared to chuckle.  “I understand completely, Emperor.”


“We’ll have to take each one at a time,” he grunted.  “The Syndicate is the immediate threat, and the reports the Kimdori released to the Academy are very ugly.  They sound like utter barbarians.”


“The intelligence that the Kimdori have gathered is not very encouraging in that regard,” Jason agreed.


“Honorless cowards, that’s what they are,” Shakizarr spat.  “A man doesn’t kill an enemy’s mate and children just to spite his enemy.  That’s the highest form of cowardice.”


“That’s only the tip of the spear, Emperor,” Jason told him.  “From what we’ve managed to take from the Consortium’s records, the Syndicate are absolute savages…and that’s even taking it with a dash of suspicion given we were stealing that information from the Consortium, who consider the Syndicate to be their mortal enemies.  Propaganda is just as effective on one’s own military as it is on a civilian populace.  Did you receive all the data we released to the Academy?”


He nodded. “And spent more than one sleepless night pondering it,” he added.  “If their smallest ship class is the size of one of my Gra’ji class battle cruisers…that’s frightening.”

“We’ll be discussing how we can help each other prepare for the Syndicate during the summit, Emperor, even those who aren’t in the Confederation.  This is a matter for all of us, not just some of us.  If you need Karinne support, you’ll get as much as we can spare.”


“Good.  That’s exactly what I was hoping to hear before we begin these talks,” he said, reaching over and patting Jason on the shoulder.  “You will find the Verutans to be allies as we fight a common enemy, your Grace.”


“You have no idea how relieved several of your fellow rulers will be to hear that, Emperor,” Jason said honestly.


“You will soon be among us, if my information is correct,” he chuckled.


“No, Emperor, I’ll never be among your number,” he said honestly and directly.  “It is not the desire of the House of Karinne or my own personal wish to ever be an Emperor.”


Shakizarr looked down at him, then smiled slightly, showing his fangs.  “And that is exactly what I hoped to hear from the ruler of the House of Karinne,” he declared.  “You honor the traditions of your ancestors, Jason Karinne.  Our history tells us that the Karinnes wished to be neutral in all things, and they considered it their sacred duty to spread the gift of knowledge across the galaxy to any who wished to learn.  To the Veruta, this is a good thing.  It says much about your character that you place the traditions of your house above your personal desires.”


“In this case, the traditions of the house and my personal desires are in perfect harmony, Emperor Shakizarr,” Jason told him.

“And that is why the Veruta are pleased that you stand at the throne of justice of the House of Karinne.  And it also pleases us that you know when to set the neutrality of the Karinnes aside when it is needful.  As you said, what is coming is a threat to all of us.  This Syndicate is not specifically targeting you, after all, and the Veruta would have seen no cowardice in the Karinnes declaring neutrality in the matter.  I doubt that the Syndicate will honor the neutrality of the Karinnes.”


“They wouldn’t, nor the neutrality of the Moridon, or the Kimdori,” he nodded.  “The Consortium won’t either.  That’s why the Moridon and the Zyagya have observers sitting in on Confederate Council meetings, where the Kimdori occupy a somewhat unique position as a member of the military alliance but not a member of the Confederation itself.”


“Yes, when both the Moridon and the Kimdori take a side, this entire quadrant takes notice,” Shakizarr said grimly, to which Jason nodded.  “That is the main impetus that convinced me that the Verutans must attend this conference.  If both the Moridon and the Kimdori feel that their neutrality is so threatened that they must take action, then I would be a fool to turn a blind eye to it.”

“We’ll be glad to have your wisdom there, Emperor.”


“I will be there to listen more than speak, your Grace.  We were foolish to try to stay out of the war with the Consortium.  Had we known then what we know now,” he said, then he shook his head.


“The Terrans have a saying, Emperor, that hindsight is perfect.”


He chuckled.  “An apt saying,” he agreed.


“I commend you on your grasp of the Faey language, Emperor.  I didn’t realize that I was using some fairly obscure Faey words.”


“Anything you do, you should do to the best of your ability,” Shakizarr replied modestly.


“Well said, your Grand Imperial Majesty,” Jason declared in a serious voice.


Jason had to go straight to Zaa after seeing Shakizarr back to his transport, revealing what he’d learned.  She was at his house, sitting with Ayama drinking tea on the picnic table on the deck, with Denfather Grun playing with Rann down on the beach, and looking quite happy to do so.  Zaa had brought him despite Kimdori tradition of keeping the mate of the ruler well protected because Grun was one of her most trusted and educated advisors…but he wouldn’t come within ten kathra of the conference himself.  When Zaa was at the summit, he would be on the strip or in their guest quarters over in Jaxtra, absolutely surrounded by the Kimdori from Clan Thresxt. Zaa felt that Grun’s wisdom would serve her best as close to the summit as she could get him.


“It is as we hoped, and is good news,” Zaa said.  “With the Verutans entering the war as an ally, it significantly increases our chances for a swift and decisive victory against the Syndicate.”


“Shakizarr seemed to be personally involved in the decision.  Like he doesn’t like the Syndicate personally, and that was all he needed to declare war on them.”


“The motives of the Emperor and the motives of the Verutan Empire are one and the same, Jason,” she told him as Grun carried Rann back to the deck.  “Shakizarr’s rule over his empire is utter and absolute.  Unlike other rulers, like Dahnai, he answers to no one and has no fear of losing his throne to a usurper.  His power over his empire is even more complete than Assaba’s rule over the Skaa Empire.  His every whim is inviolate law.”


“But he wouldn’t let his whim rule him,” Jason reasoned absently.


“Correct.  Verutan Emperors are highly educated and well prepared to assume the mantle of leadership,” Zaa nodded.


“Denfather, how are you enjoying your stay?” Jason asked as Grun reached them, setting down a laughing Rann and smacking him lightly on the rump.


“I want my juice extra cold, young cubling,” he said.  “And I’m enjoying my stay very much, Jason, thank you.  Jaxtra is exactly as I remember it.”


“You’ve been there before?”


“I was trained there before the fall of Karis, Jason,” he replied with a slight smile.  “Our children managed to rebuild it to look so like the Jaxtra of old that there was a moment when I wondered if I’d somehow traveled back in time.”


Jason had to laugh.  “Sometimes I forget about Kimdori lifespans,” he said.


“It’s not all that many Terrans think it is,” Grun said seriously.  “Eventually you start to get bored.”


“I can imagine,” he agreed.


Rann returned with two glasses of oye juice, and handed one to Grun.  “Why thank you, Rann,” he said, sitting at the table by Zaa and putting his hand in hers, almost absently.  The relationship between Zaa and Grun was far from ceremonial.  “So, Jason, has Kiaari told you of her nearly scandalous wish?”

Jason laughed.  “It’s not all that scandalous.  She is a Gamekeeper, after all.”


“That one has almost too much pluck for such a little cub,” Zaa noted.


“She may be young, but she’s good.  Her parents taught her well,” Jason observed.


“And I thought I was making a mistake by awarding her the Gamekeeper position at Terra,” Zaa said with a wry little sound.  “But, she had earned her chance due to her part of the restoration of the Karinnes.   I cannot say that I am displeased with her performance thus far.”


“The Thresxt clan has certainly distinguished itself,” Grun agreed.


“That reminds me, how is Graal and the cubs?”


“Graal continues to serve the interests of the Kimdori with the Skaa Empire,” she answered.  “He has done very well.  And the cubs are growing quickly, as they do at such a young age.  In but a few days, they’ll be able to tolerate the light.”


“That’s great.  I’ll enjoy getting some pictures of them in normal light.”


“Handmaiden Miaari will most likely be bringing them to Karis very soon,” Grun predicted.  “With the defeat of the vast majority of the Consortium forces, she will have the time to care for them properly.”


“I won’t mind,” Jason said.  “Though going all the way out to Jaxtra to see them will be annoying after a while.”


“Speaking of home, Jason,” Zaa said.  “I would extend a formal invitation for you to visit the Hearth.”


“I’d be overjoyed to come to Kimdori Prime, Denmother,” he said immediately.  “When is convenient?”


“It needs be after we get most issues settled.  Perhaps in about a month,” she answered.  “I would extend the invitation to you also, Rann, and all of your brothers and sisters,” she said, smiling at him. 
“Ooooh, Kimdori Prime!  Neat!” Rann said excitedly.


“And Jyslin as well, though she might not find the visit quite as enjoyable.”


Jason chuckled.  “No, spending a few days in a radiation E-suit isn’t all that fun,” Jason agreed.  “And I recall that you don’t allow setting up portable radiation shields.”


She nodded.  “It’s not only harmful to the planet, which depends on the radiation to maintain the balance of the ecosystem, it sets a precedent we do not want set.  We make no allowances.  If you cannot survive on Kimdori Prime, then you do not visit.”


“Your planet, your rules,” he said easily.  “If I recall, I can stay there a week before I have any issues myself.”


“About that,” Zaa agreed.  “And that’s only so long as you fail to purge the radiation built up in your body.  An hour’s decontamination on a shielded ship and you’ll be able to stay another week safely.  As long as you don’t build up enough exposure for the radiation to start doing physical damage, you are safe.”


“Gotta love being a Generation,” Jason chuckled.  “Radiation resistance.”


“A highly useful trait,” Grun smiled.  “You are blessed with the ability to go where many others cannot, at least without extensive precautions and safeguards.”

“I’ll have to talk to Songa about Rann, I’m not sure if him being so young will keep him safe there.”


“We have had Generation children visit Kimdori Prime before, Jason. He will be safe.  But it is prudent to get Songa’s permission.  Gods forbid that you cross a doctor,” she said with a playful smile.


“I’d never hear the end of it,” he agreed with a grunt.


Jyslin came out onto the deck, wearing only a pair of white bikini bottoms.  She kissed Jason on the cheek, then went around and did the same for Grun.  “Good to see you again, Denfather,” she told him.  “Enjoying your visit?”


“Very much so, thank you, Jyslin,” he replied, reaching up and putting his hand on her neck.


“When did you get home, love?” she asked.


“Not long ago,” Jason replied.  “Where were you?”


“Over at Kumi’s,” she answered.  “After all that seriousness, I needed some random silliness in my day to balance things out.”


Jason laughed and pulled her down to sit in his lap.  “At least nobody made any mistakes,” he said.  “Lord forbid we offend some galactic ruler that takes himself way too seriously.  Present company excepted,” he added, giving Zaa a little grin.

“Duly noted, cousin,” she drawled, which made him laugh.

“Speaking of rulers that take themselves way too seriously, how did it go with the Verutan?” she asked.


“Promising,” he answered.  “Shakizarr all but straight up said that he was joining the military alliance against the Syndicate.  I doubt he’ll join the Confederation, but that’s fine.  We’re going to need all the help we can get, and when it comes to fighting, the Verutans know what they’re doing.”


“Good,” Jyslin nodded.  “When’s the first meeting?”


“Tomorrow at 1800,” he answered.  “We’re giving Yeri and her staff some time to give the rulers some tours.  Kosigi, the southern ruins, some flyovers of the planet, you know, tourist stuff.  We’ll get down to business tomorrow afternoon.”


“Is the first meeting going to be broadcast to the other leaders?”


Jason shook his head.  “It’s also only going to be attended by the Confederate Council, so the others will have more time to sightsee.  The first open meeting is the morning after next, at 1200.”


“Ohhh, they may not like that.”


“They already know,” Zaa said.  “The first meeting is mainly to discuss the repair and planned increase of the Confederate allied military forces, a conference where those outside the council will have little input anyway.  We’ll start debating the coming of the Syndicate the day after tomorrow, as well as other subjects that concern all parties.”


“And when are you and Dahnai signing the official treaty that splits us away from the Imperium?”


“Not sure yet, the legal team hasn’t gotten back to me about the final draft.  I’m not sure what the hold-up is.  Guess I should be a little proactive.  Cybi,” he called.


Immediately, her hologram shimmered into view beside the picnic table.  “Greetings, Denmother, Denfather,” she said.  “Please excuse my absence, but I have been quite busy the last couple of days.”

“I can imagine, Cybi,” Zaa noted.  “How goes KERA’s recovery operation?”


“On schedule.  All disaster recovery operations concerning KERA should be complete in nine hours, and the agency will stand down and allow the Dukal government to take over.  Jason, the legal team sent you a report you have yet to read.  They report that the treaty is fine from the Karinne perspective, but Dahnai’s legal experts have yet to sign off.”

“Ahh, okay,” Jason nodded.  “Wonder why I didn’t get it.  It’s not on my gestalt queue.” 

“Because you were involved with the greeting ceremonies, all of your inbound reports are being rerouted to Chirk.  And you told her to hold all reports until you check in.”

“So I did.  Guess that’s my fault,” he admitted.  “Do me a favor and tell her to start forwarding reports again.”


Cybi nodded.  “If you will excuse me, friends and guests, I still have much work to do.  I will make a point of visiting with you tomorrow, Denmother, Denfather,” she told them.


“You are attending the conferences?” Grun asked.


Cybi nodded.  “I am most curious to see how the rulers behave towards me when face to face,” she noted, almost playfully.


“They’ll think the same of you they did before, a pushy, annoyingly overbearing female that thinks she knows everything,” Jason said, which made Jyslin laughed.


“But Jason, I do know everything,” she replied irreverently, which made him laugh as her hologram winked out.


Grun chuckled.  “Cybi is most unlike the other CBIMs,” he noted to Zaa.


“She has been online longer than even the Karsa CBIM was, and much of that time has been under what was for her very trying circumstances,” she replied.  “The many years have allowed her to evolve beyond her programming.  It is the most convincing evidence that she is sentient, that she understands and engages in humor.”

“Anyone with half a brain can figure out she’s sentient after talking with her for ten minutes,” Jason injected.


Grun finished his juice and stood up.  “Well, that’s enough serious discussion for me.  That is Denmother’s job,” he said, giving her a playful smile.  “Come, Rann.  I would learn this art of building the castle of sand.”


“It’s not that hard,” Rann told him as they headed back towards the beach.  Jason did not miss Zaa’s loving, fond look at the two of them as they went down the stairs.


“Sooooo,” Jason drawled, “are we going to hear the pitter patter of little Kimdori feet within the Hearth soon?”


Zaa gave him a tart look that made Jyslin burst into a splutter of giggles.  “Do not add to the chorus trying to woo me to have another litter, Jason,” she ordered.

“Would I do that,  Denmother?” he asked with exaggerated innocence.
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The White House, Karsa, Karis

It was both the same and different.


It was the same in that he saw these assorted people virtually every day.  As a member of the Confederate Council, he was intimately familiar with both the faces and the personalities assembled on the dais in the outer conference room, assembled for a picture opportunity.  But it was different in that they were all in the same room, and the rest of those bodies were now visible and asserting themselves.  Jason and Dahnai stood in the center with Magran and the Grand Master in his hoverchair in front of and between them, with Grayhawk to Dahnai’s left and Zaa to Jason’s right, and with Secretary Kim to Zaa’s right.  It wasn’t that it was some place of honor, it was because they were the smallest of the assembled rulers.  Vizzie and Grizza, Assaba, Ba’mra’ei, Grran, and Sk’Vrae were behind them in the second row because they were all so much bigger, with The Leader of the Zagya, Hraga, standing at the extreme left side and Overseer Brayrak Kruu of the Moridon on the extreme right.  As neutral observers of the council, they were added to the picture, but both of them were standing far enough away from the others that they made it clear that they weren’t part of it. 

After several pictures were taken of the rulers in their regal finery—except for Zaa, who was wearing only her fur with its white triangle and band of station, they walked into the large and extravagantly decorated conference room for the business at hand.  Their many aides and military advisors were already in the room, sitting at desks on tiers in front of the main area—the room was a converted Academy satellite classroom—each of them working on panels or portable computers to prepare information for the conference.  Lorna and Myri sat together on the first row along with most of the staff officers from the Confederate Allied Military, both in their Class A’s rather than armor, but armored members of the Imperial Guard and the White House Guard stood at the two doorways into the room and at every tier, sharing space with Royal Guard military detachments from the Skaa and Urumi.

After everyone sat down, Cybi manifested in a hover behind Jason, and Dahnai got things going.  Dahnai was technically hosting the conference, mainly because Jason and Dahnai had not yet signed the treaty separating the Karinnes from the Imperium.  And as the host ruler, it was her privilege to speak first.  “Alright, here we are,” she said in a casual voice.  “First off, I’d like to thank Jason and his people for hosting us.  They’re not exactly set up for it, but they’ve done a pretty good job so far.  For one, I really enjoyed that bachi match last night.  Your planetary league is pretty competitive, Jayce,” she smiled.


“I find my accommodations more than suitable.  The bed is big enough, that’s all I really need,” Ba’mra’ei chuckled.


“The Karinnes have made us more than welcome,” Assaba agreed.  “And it was a special honor to meet you in person, Lady Cybi,” he added, looking at the hologram.


“Such as it is, your Imperial Majesty,” she replied lightly.  “Sadly, I fear that you being allowed to see the real me would be quite impossible.”

“I fully understand.  The Karinnes have the right to protect their most sensitive places, and we do understand that you are located in the most sensitive place of all,” he said with a nod.


After that, it came down to what felt like a longer, more annoying meeting of the Council, one where he was in formal robes and couldn’t wander around his office if the mood hit him.  Cybi often put her hand on his shoulder whenever he started getting a little too fidgety.  He sat through several presentations about the battle around Karis, showing more detailed video from it, then they got into the meat of the meeting, ship losses, repair schedules, and increasing the size of their combined fleet to deal with the coming Syndicate.


After a break for some refreshments about four hours into it, they started delving into the new material.  Dellin took over the meeting at that point, bringing up a huge 3D hologram of Kosigi to demonstrate just how empty it was.  “The command staff has put forth a schedule of shipbuilding that would get us to within twenty thousand combined line service ships in three years.  This doesn’t match the Syndicate numbers, but given they’re technologically inferior to the Consortium and we beat them with a disadvantage, most of the command staff feels that we can hold our own against them,” he declared.  “The plan we’ve compiled goes like this.  We concentrate larger ship building at Kosigi; battleships, heavy cruisers, command ships.  Because of its logistical advantages and the fact that it’s pressurized, we can build a large ship some twenty percent faster in Kosigi than at any other shipyard.  We shift production at the other shipyards throughout the Confederation to building destroyers and cruisers, because those ships will have a tactical use in our overall battle plan, and building those size ships in space docks isn’t as difficult as the larger ships.  Terra will act as the central supply point for the logistics of the overall operation, and the Confederate Allied Military will handle the logistics, making sure everyone has all the materials they need.  This plan allows every empire in the Confederation to pool their shipbuilding resources, and the CAM will make sure everyone gets what they need and it’s where it’s supposed to be.  As for large ship construction, we’ll have very little trouble expanding Kosigi to undertake the increased shipbuilding operation.  We still have plenty of space.  Each empire will need to allocate workers to the docks for their ships.  We supply hosting and logistical support, but you build your own vessels,” he said.  “Much as we’re already doing it.”

“We’ve already organized a schedule for INS shipbuilding in Kosigi,” Lorna declared.  “Admiral Dellin has approved our plans, and we’re ready to move as soon as the Council gives authorization.”


“As have the Imperial Navy,” Skaa Admiral Frazzil announced.


“The Republic Navy also has their plans filed and awaiting authorization,” Republic High Admiral Vaark called from the second tier.


“We’re still working out our plans, since we’re still heavily invested in the reconstruction of Shio planets,” Shio Admiral Jarik Furystorm called.


“The Alliance Navy should have its plan ready by tomorrow morning,” Admiral Gi’ton’ba announced.


“The Jobodi would like to take advantage of this offer to begin construction on a more modern Navy,” Field Marshall Grran’s vocoder intoned as his fingers danced in front of him.  “It is a point of shame to us that we are part of this body, yet our contributions thus far have been more words than deeds.”

“Have your naval planners send up an official request and a schedule, Field Marshall, and I’ll assign you some space inside Kosigi.  You can take advantage of our logistics as much as the others.  We’re all in this together, Field Marshall, and the Karinnes will do what they can to help,” Dellin answered.

“That brings up a point.  We’re not devoting all our space inside Kosigi quite yet,” Jason called.  “I get the feeling that we’re going to have a few more applications to this body in the next couple of months.”


“I wouldn’t bet you over that feeling,” Dahnai nodded.  “The larger empires like the Verutans might not join, but the smaller ones, they might, if only just to get access to the Confederate infrastructure.”


“As long as they fight with us, they are welcome,” Sk’Vrae said simply.


After Dellin and the rest of the command staff worked through the plans to increase the individual elements that made up the Confederate Navy, including doing some cross-staffing, mainly bringing some Skaa from the picket forces up to help crew some ships in other empires on a temporary basis, give them some on-the-job training, Sk’Vrae finally brought up the important business.  “As all here know, we are not done with the Consortium yet,” she said.  “Karinne reports place some 900 enemy ships inside the nebula in the P quadrant, trapped inside and unable to escape due to interdiction.  There is also the Imxi,” she said.


“Yes, the Imxi,” Dahnai said, tapping her fingertips together.  “We have to decide what to do about them.”


“General Myri,” Jason called.


Myri stood up and stepped down into the main area as those in the tiers continued to observe and take notes for their leaders.  “We have a battle plan in place to deal with the Consortium ships inside the nebula,” she said as a holo of the nebula appeared.  “Since we have them trapped and they never received the communications explaining how to jump away from an interdictor, we can afford to wait until we have full operational readiness before we go take care of them.”


“What are they doing right now, General?” Ba’mra’ei asked.


“As of right now, they’re trying to salvage what’s left of their base inside the nebula, and repair the ships that were damaged in the KMS assault on their base,” she answered, bringing up the latest Kimdori surveillance pictures.  “They don’t know that we’ve destroyed the rest of their fleet, as they’re in complete communications blackout.  Since they’re trapped, they’re doing what they can to reinforce and fortify their position, most likely in the hopes that the rest of their fleet will rescue them.  The KMS proved to them that the nebula is not impregnable,” she said with a little chuckle.  The holo shifted to a map of the Imxi empire, and Lorna stood up.


“As for the Imxi, we’ve analyzed their capabilities after losing their fleet in the attack on Karis and determined that they’re effectively defenseless,” she started.  “The Karinnes currently hold two Imxi systems, PR-88 and PR-106, one an agricultural planet and the other an industrial center.  The Karinne presence there is as a blockade with a small ground presence, they haven’t actively taken over the systems, they’re simply preventing the Imxi from using their assets.”


“Exactly what are your troops doing, Jason?” Assaba asked.

“Over there?  Mainly just sitting behind a hard shield and letting the Imxi do whatever they want, as long as they don’t try to launch any ships,” he replied.


Assaba chuckled.  “Unusual.”


“We have no desire to conquer them, but we did have to deny those assets to their empire,” he replied, then he stood up and walked over to the holo beside Lorna.  “But, the Brood Queen did bring up a point the other day that we’ve thought about.  I know we have to do something about the Imxi, since they attacked the Confederation, and the empires within the Confederation are entitled to some material gain in recognition of the sacrifices they’ve made.  I’ve had several discussions with my staff, and we’ve decided to offer all interested parties a treaty that would grant you right of passage through our outpost in the PR sector, PR-371, and you could use that right of passage to invade the Imxi’s empire.


“But this treaty does come with a few conditions,” he said.  “Firstly and most importantly, the Confederate rulers have to decide before the first ship even leaves our sector exactly which empire gets which Imxi system,” he said.  “I don’t want to see us fighting among ourselves over the Imxi systems.  Secondly, this agreement is restricted only to the Imxi,” he said forcefully.  “There are four other spacefaring civilizations in that sector which are just starting as we reckon things.  They’d be utterly defenseless against a Confederate invasion. Part of this agreement will make it abundantly clear that no Confederate empire that signs the agreement will take any hostile actions against those four other civilizations, or any other civilization, for that matter.  All of you need to remember the core tenet of the Karinnes, and that is that we will not, under any circumstances, impose our wills on another, nor will we allow the use of our assets or technology to grant others the ability to impose their wills either.  Our neutrality is sacrosanct, and we will impose our neutrality on others when they in some way represent us.  This is one of those times when it will be necessary.  Without the Karinnes, you can’t get to the PR sector, and that means that we will be ultimately responsible if one of you attacks one of the peaceful neighbors of the Imxi.  We absolutely will not permit that, under any circumstances.


“The Imxi declared war on us, so that makes them fair game for retaliation, invasion, even to be conquered in return,” he said firmly.  “It’s not a violation of our oaths to allow them to get conquered, because they attacked us first.  But the other civilizations on that side of the galaxy are hands off.  You may make diplomatic contact with them and establish trade treaties with them, but you will not invade, attack, or in any way interfere with them.  If you can agree to this stipulation, we are more than willing to grant you access to the PR sector and let you run wild all over the Imxi.”

“I love his colloquialisms,” Grayhawk chuckled, then he slapped his hands on the table.  “I find nothing wrong with your conditions, Jason.  I can’t make the ultimate decision, but I’m sure my government would agree to your conditions.  They are more than fair, and adhere to your Karinne code of ethics.  I’m sure that we can all sit down with a map of the Imxi systems and divide them up in a way that’s equitable to all parties, each one getting what they need.”

“Does this blanket protection clause apply to unclaimed systems in the PR sector?” Assaba asked.


“No,” Jason replied.  “Well, sort of,” he amended.  “If you find an uninhabited system and you want to claim it, then we have no problems with that.  But if there’s a sentient species on a planet in that system, you leave them alone.  You can claim everything else in the system, but you leave the inhabited planet alone.  And to make it clear to everyone here, I define inhabited as being home to any sentient race or species capable of forming social groups and demonstrating at least basic intelligence, and their technological level has absolutely no impact on this classification,” he said sternly.  “To use an example all here will understand, the Parri would be classified as a sentient species under this rule.  I don’t care if it’s a series of primitive villages made up of mud and straw huts inhabited by creatures that use rocks tied to sticks as tools, that classifies that species as sentient, and as such they are hands off.  If no such organized society exists on the planet, then yes, you can claim it.  If there is, you can’t.”


“Again, adhering to the Karinne code of ethics,” Grayhawk nodded.  “I again see nothing wrong with that stipulation.”


“I believe we can work with those restrictions,” Assaba noted.  “Send me a draft of this right of passage agreement so I might look it over.”


“I haven’t had it drawn up yet, but you’ll all have a copy of it by tomorrow morning,” Jason replied.  “I’ll also release Karinne surveys of the PR and PS sectors for your exploratory branches, so they can study them and identify unclaimed systems you might want to survey for possible colonization.  And over there, the Karinnes will interdict every system that our allies in the Confederation formally claim and arrange Karinne transports to provide logistical support, for basic protection and defense of those remote outposts.”

They all looked somewhat enthusiastic about that.


“Just remember, all of you, that there’s a very real chance that we may lose our foothold in the PR sector when the second wave of the Consortium arrives,” he said strongly.  “We have to assume that eventually, the Consortium is going to figure out a way to get around the interdictors, and that will leave anything we have in the P quadrant highly vulnerable.  If you do this, you do so at your own risk.  If the Consortium somehow threatens the Stargate or threatens to capture an interdictor, we will pull them, and anyone over there is going to be stuck over there.  I want that made clear right here, right now, before we even start discussing what to do about the Imxi.  It would also be best if nobody sends any technology over there we don’t want the Consortium to get their hands on.  That’s how I do it at PR-371.  The only thing there I wouldn’t want them to get is the Stargate itself and the interdictors protecting the system.  Everything else we have there is nothing that the Consortium doesn’t have itself in one form or another.  Most of it is stock Imperium technology right off the shelf.”


“Duly noted, Jason,” Vizzie said with a nod.


“If we have five years to prepare, I’m sure we can suitably fortify our territory in the PR sector,” Assaba stated, making it abundantly clear where his mind was on the matter.  He was undoubtedly getting ready to haggle with Vizzie and Dahnai over the choice systems in the Imxi empire.


“I would add one suggestion,” the venerable Grand Master called in his thin voice.  “The civilian citizens of the Imxi empire must be treated with dignity.”


“I agree with that,” Jason nodded.  “That means no mass exterminations,” he said bluntly, not trying to look directly at Assaba…and Sk’Vrae, for that matter.  Both of them were capable of it.


“That is not only wasteful, but counterproductive,” Sk’Vrae replied immediately.  “Territory without workers only strains my own people.”


“Alright, now that we’ve got that all out of the way, put up a list of the Imxi systems with their resources and assets,” Dahnai said briskly, rubbing her hands together.  “Let’s work out how we’re going to divide up their systems among us.”


And just like that, over the next six hours, the fate of the Imxi was sealed.  The other members of the Confederation divvied up the systems of the Imxi empire, granting every full member except the Karinnes a portion of the territory.  It nearly quadrupled the size of the Jobodi Empire, as they were granted two systems holding six viable planets, two of which were arctic planets that they’d find comfortable.  The four large governments took the lion’s share of the systems, but the Shio and the Colonies were awarded systems that would significantly increase their access to much-needed resources.  Jason was surprised that the Grand Master would claim systems that way, but he showed his wisdom by choosing the ones that would do his government the most good.  He wasn’t interested in the Imxi people as much as access to farming and some mining, and he got what he needed.  They paused for a meal as they worked out who got what, and after they returned, they finished allocating the systems and then put the command staff to the task of organizing the invasion and conquering of the Imxi Empire.


That would be a Confederate operation.  Confederate military assets would assist the overall campaign, not each government taking its own ships and conquering its own awarded systems, but with two notable exceptions.  Neither the KMS nor the Kimdori would directly assist in the taking of the Imxi empire.  Both had well established ethical reasons not to participate, and the other members of the Confederate Council were willing to allow them to sit out the operation.  They wouldn’t be needed, mainly because the Imxi were virtually defenseless.  The Karinnes would give the Confederation the ability to reach the Imxi, no more, no less.  To do more would violate the oaths Jason took when he took the throne of the house. Once those systems were Confederate systems, then the Karinnes could get more involved.

It was a bit of legal maneuvering around the edges of his oaths, but sometimes it was a fundamental necessity when one danced around murky ethical situations like that one.

Jason contributed little over the negotiations, because all he had to do was sign a series of treaties and let them have at it.  The Karinnes would interdict the systems when it became necessary—it wasn’t necessary to interdict them any time soon, and once they annihilated the last of the Consortium fleet, there would be no reason to interdict them for some three years—and they’d draw up a plan to supply those systems when they were interdicted, using Karinne freighters to jump the interdiction effect to move supplies in and out.  His conscious about the matter was clear, however.  The Imxi had attacked them first, and as such, he didn’t have to leave them be.  He wouldn’t conquer them himself, he had no interest in it, but giving the Imxi to his allies on a silver platter, letting them get something of value back in return for them defending Karis and protecting Cybi, well, that was more than fair.

After another short break, they returned to the table and Grran got them in order.  “Very well, the dispensation of the Imxi is settled,” his vocoder intoned monotonously.  “We await only the right of passage treaties from the Grand Duke Karinne, and we can put the invasion of the Imxi on the timetable.  What is next on the agenda?”

“Just one bit of business,” Jason said.  “I’ve prepared a framework for the treaty that the Karinnes will be offering to interdict Confederate systems and set up Stargates to act as trade hubs.  I know that we don’t need the interdictors for a while now that we’ve broken the Consortium offensive, but I’m still going to offer this treaty to all of you, if only for the economic benefits.  I’ll have a copy of my offer sent to each of you tonight, so you can read it over, and take a few days to discuss it with your advisors.  We’ll start debating the issue in earnest next week, after the summit,” he told them.


“So, the Karinnes and the Imperium have finally reached a formal agreement?”


“We have, Emperor Assaba,” Jason nodded.  “We’ll be signing the formal treaty that separates the Karinnes from the Imperium at the start of tomorrow’s conference.”


“Then I’ll look forward to reading and considering your offer, Jason,” Assaba nodded.


“As will we,” Grran’s vocoder called.


“That’s all I had to say, Field Marshall,” Jason declared.


“Thank you, Grand Duke Karinne.  Is there any final business for us to discuss?”

“That about covers it, Field Marshall,” Dahnai said as she looked at her handpanel.  “We’ve covered everything else on the list.”


“Very well, I believe we can move to adjourn for the day,” he typed.  “Is there objection?”

“No, I could use the break,” Grizza admitted, stretching a bit.  “Me and the Prime Minister have a great deal to talk about tonight.  I’ll be awaiting your treaty proposal, Jason.”


“I’ll have it sent to all of you in four hours,” he told them.


“Yes, and I have to have a long conference with the Federated Council,” Grayhawk added.  “I’m positive I can present their authorization to everything I’ve negotiated by our next meeting.”


“Then our next meeting is tomorrow at 1100 local Karsa time,” Jason injected.  “Remember please, all of you, that the next meeting will include the non-member rulers, as well as be transmitted back to the Academy for viewing by those who couldn’t attend.  The subject of that conference will be the Syndicate and how we intend to prepare for them.”


“Another day in formal robes, whee,” Dahnai drawled, which made Jason chuckle.


“I know exactly how you feel.  I’ve been lamenting the fact that I couldn’t attend this one wearing my tee shirt.”


“And whatever else you had on below it,” Dahnai winked.  “Probably something lacy and scandalous.”


“I’ll never tell,” he retorted, which made Grayhawk laugh.  “Secretary Yeri has arranged a special meal for each of your in your quarters, or to be delivered to your ships, and if you wish to go out and tour Karsa in a less organized manner, feel free to arrange it with the Karinne security.  They’ll escort you anywhere you want to go, at least within reason,” he added lightly.


“They have many excellent shops in the main business district,” Sk’Vrae told the others casually.  “Offering wares from the entire sector cluster.  Karsa is truly a cosmopolitan city.”


“You speak from experience, Sk’Vrae?” Grayhawk asked.


“I have had the honor of visiting several times before,” she nodded.


“Then perhaps you and I could go on a less guided tour of the city,” he proffered.


“I would accept your company gladly, High Prince,” she replied.


They adjourned after a moment, and Jason found himself walking out with Kim.  Kim had barely said ten words for the last six hours, but then again, what the Confederation did in Imxi territory didn’t affect Terra.  As a neutral planet, they wouldn’t be taking their slice of the Imxi pie.  “That went much better than I anticipated,” he told Jason in English as they walked out.


“Yeah.  I’m still not entirely sure about unleashing the Confederation on the PR sector, but something has to be done about the Imxi,” he grunted.  “I’m worried more about what happens when the second wave gets here than them doing anything outrageous,” he noted.  “I may have just handed the Consortium a prize.”

“In five years, we’ll find out, Jason,” Kim said, patting him on the shoulder.  “But it was still the right thing to do. The Imxi are a threat, to not just us, but to those peaceful neighbors you mentioned.  I have no doubt they’ve learned enough about Consortium technology to start producing it, and if we do nothing, we allow a highly aggressive species to rebuild their military and then unleash themselves on defenseless neighbors.  Bringing them to heel protects us, and it protects those four peaceful neighbors you mentioned.  And you were right.  After the sacrifice the others have made for Karis, it’s fair to give them something more tangible in return than just our gratitude.  It costs us nothing, it protects the innocent, and when the Consortium return, I get the feeling that the Imxi will be fighting with us rather than against us.  I don’t think they know just what the Consortium intended to do to them.”


“That’s entirely possible,” he conceded after pondering for a few seconds.  “Odds are, the colonization force would have turned the Imxi into refugees in their own empire, displaced and supplanted by the ones arriving.”


“So, you’ll find no disagreement about your decision from me, Jason,” he assured him.


“Nor me,” Zaa said as she stepped up behind them as they walked into the hallway, where guards from every Confederate member were arrayed, standing at attention.  “It both upholds the sacred oaths of Karinne and deals with the threat the Imxi pose to us all.”

“Well, if you agree with it, I guess I can’t go wrong, Denmother,” he chuckled, looking back over his shoulder.


“Now, does this special meal involve pizza?” she asked eagerly.


He laughed.  “Of course it does, hand-made by Ayama and waiting for you at my house,” he replied.


He had other matters at home than pizza to attend to, however.  Dahnai and Zaa rode back home with him on the Marine Corvette Honor, which was pulling taxi duty more often than normal the last few weeks, and he found the final version of the separation treaty waiting on his desk in his home office, in written format on fine-grade parchment, with five copies of it in a folder beside it.  He sat down without changing out of his formal robes and picked it up, reading it carefully to ensure that it was the final approved version, then he leaned back in his chair and turned to look out the window once he was certain that it was.  Language wise it wasn’t all that big, able to fit on a single piece of large paper, but in a rather small font, yet still cover all the points and spell out and define the responsibilities of the House of Karinne as an independent entity, but it also defined the agreements made between the Imperium and the Karinnes and spelled them out on the parchment, such as the island that the Karinnes would give to the Merranes on Karis.  That was in the agreement.  He held the treaty carefully, not wanting to damage it, and realized that it represented the burning bridge.  There would be no turning back from this course once he put his name on that piece of paper.  The House of Karinne would become a sovereign entity, intimately tied up with the Imperium to be sure, but it would be on its own.  Like a teenager packing up the car to move into his first apartment, Jason felt that same sense of vague trepidation at the idea of cutting those last ties, but feeling confident that it was both the right thing to do and that he and the Karinnes were ready for this step.  They’d been effectively independent since the house reformed, part of the Imperium in name only, and they’d been managing their own affairs quite effectively since they reformed.  It was Dahnai more than anyone that was having issues, but that was mainly personal.  Dahnai didn’t want him to be out from under her control, tied up with her ego as the Empress of the Imperium, though she was warming up more and more to the potential financial boon the Imperium would receive from a neutral Karinne.


But, this was it.  Independence.  Freedom from the Imperium and its potential for violence, where the House of Karinne would more or less take over from the Kimdori in trying to keep the Imperium under control…subtly, of course, mainly by bribing them into not starting any wars.  Jason felt both relief and uncertainty, but he figured that was entirely normal.  This was unexplored territory for him; not in how he managed the house, but how the house was going to interact with the outside world.  That was what was changing here, and changing drastically.  As an independent and sovereign entity, the responsibilities of Yeri and Kumi were going to go up dramatically, and Jason would be thrust into the role of ruler of an empire…such as it was.  The House of Karinne wasn’t an empire as the others reckoned such things, but that was the proper Faey word to use for what the house would be.  In Faey, any governmental entity that owned more than one star system was classified as an empire.  The Zyagya, Terrans, and the Moridon were not empires, but the Jobodi and the Shio were.  Since the House of Karinne owned Karis, Exile, and now PR-371, that classified them under Faey law as an empire.


There would be much to do after this paper was signed.  Treaties to formalize with the other members of the Confederation, since the Karinnes would have a different legal standing.  Trade treaties, diplomatic contacts with outside empires, the continued administration of the Academy.  The Karinnes would have to take a more prominent role in the politics of the sector cluster, but those were necessary evils.  The Karinnes would be much like the Zyagya, truth be told.  To be left alone would be their primary motivation, to protect Cybi and the Generations from outside influence and keep them under strict control, to protect the rest of the galaxy from them.  Jason remembered well the lessons of the fall of the House of Karinne, how they were but one step from becoming everything that Jason would find evil.  The Generations gave the Karinnes immense power, but that power had to be tightly controlled, protecting the Karinnes from the outside, but also protecting the outside from the Karinnes.  Part of his new duties would be protecting the house from itself, and it would be a duty and burden that would fall to Rann, his grandchildren, and every Karinne that descended from his line.


It was a heavy burden that he was placing on his descendents, but it was their duty.  Cybi was the soul of the House of Karinne, but Jason Augustus Fox Shaddale Karinne, and his children, and his children’s children, they would be the conscious of the House of Karinne.  It was their duty, responsibility, and burden to keep the power of the Karinnes in check, to adhere to the core oath of the house.


That the House of Karinne would never, ever, by either direct or indirect means, impose its will on another, nor allow those who utilized or benefited from the secrets of the house from doing the same.


That was why there would always be a Grand Duke or Grand Duchess Karinne.  Jason wanted the house to be more democratic in how it behaved, but there would always need to be a singular entity upon which the burden of keeping the house in line with its fundamental ideals was placed.  It would require significant education, training, and even screening by the house to ensure that Jason’s future descendents had the right mentality, temperament, and integrity to assume the responsibilities of the house.  After Rann, just being born first would not automatically put someone on the seat of the house.  The heir would have to prove that they believed in the ideals of the house, and would uphold them, until their time was done and a successor was named.


Only the worthiest Karinne of Jason’s line after Rann would assume the throne of the house.


And the piece of paper in Jason’s hands was the material representation of all of that, as well as all of Jason’s hopes and dreams for the future of the sector, the sector cluster, even the quadrant.  Jason wanted to spread peace through quadrant, bring the empires together in a manner that caused them to work together for the common good even as they maintained their individual identity, and this separation agreement was the first step down that road.  After the threat of the Consortium and the Syndicate were dealt with once and for all, Jason knew that he needed to show the others just how beneficial it was to work together rather than fight among themselves.  And he was hopeful.  If the rulers felt that the Karinnes would keep their systems safe through interdiction, it would allow them to explore more peaceful options and opportunities.  But those rulers had to trust the Karinnes to be impartial, fair, and just, since they’d literally be handing over the keys to their empires to them, entrusting the Karinnes with the safety and protection of their planets, their assets, their people.  It would take time.  It would take a long time.  But Jason was hopeful that after these wars against their Andromedan foes were finished, that the empires of their galaxy would see the profit in peace, and pursue it most vigorously.


He took in a deep, cleansing breath, then turned back around and carefully placed the parchment on his desk.  Dahnai, he called.  The legal teams are done.  I have the copies of the treaty in my home office.


Already? Dahnai answered, her sending tainted a little by her reluctance.


Yeah.  I read it and it’s exactly what we agreed to.  I want you to come over and read through it to make sure you agree with me before we give them to Yeri.  She’ll be holding onto them until tomorrow.


Sure, babe.  That would be the smart thing to do, she agreed.  Let me finish changing and I’ll be right over.


[Yeri.]


[Yes, Jason?]


[The legal teams delivered the treaties.  Can you come over to my house with the guards from the White House and take possession of them?  I want them in your vault overnight with a double detail of guards standing outside the door.]


[Sure, Jason.  Just let me finish talking with Brood Queen Sk’Vrae and I’ll be over when I can.]

Dahnai came in through his open door a couple of minutes later, with nothing but a towel over her shoulders.  Jason had to admire her muscularly sexy body as she stalked in, looking over her shoulder, her thick mane of tousled bronze hair swaying.  God, was she beautiful.  Her belly was still flat, but he could see a very slight distending of her usual knot of abdominal muscles, the first visible indications that she was pregnant.  It was the beginnings of her baby bump, and since she was carrying twins, she’d have quite the baby bump.  Twins weren’t all that uncommon in Faey biology, in fact they were about 27% of all births, with identical twins representing nearly 11% of all births, leaving 16% of twin births fraternal.  She turned her head towards him, then gave him a wolfish smile when she saw that he was looking at her.  I thought I worked that out of your system last night, she winked as she stepped around the chair and sat down.


Me?  Never, he replied as he hit the button to have the door auto-close.  Amber barreled in just before it did, however, trotting around the desk and jumping up into his lap.  He put a hand on her little body gently as Dahnai turned the parchment around and looked at it.


“So, this is it,” she said without picking it up.  “You don’t seem as enthusiastic as I thought you’d be.”


“Just pondering the implications of it, far beyond just you and me, Dahnai,” he answered in a sober voice.


“Yeah, you seem to have quite the plan in that pretty head of yours,” she said dryly.


“More like hopes, Dahnai.  Hopes,” he answered as he leaned back in his comfy chair and stroked Amber’s soft fur, noting absently that she was purring.  “Have you started implementing those suggestions Yila gave you?”


“They made a lot of sense,” she nodded.  “Yila said we’ll see profits go up Imperium wide by ten percent by this time next year, even if nothing else changes.  She even offered to bet her signet ring on it,” she chuckled ruefully.


“Yila’s not the betting type.  She thinks it’s a sure thing,” Jason told her.  “And I agree with her.  She’s got some good ideas.  An independent Terra is a gold mine of profit, and she’s already moving her house to reap the rewards.”


“I’m sure she only explained half of what she has in mind,” she chuckled, “so she can get the lion’s share for herself.”  She gave him a long, assessing look.  “This is it, Jason.  There’s no going back after we both sign this treaty.  Are you absolutely sure this is what you want?”


“Some of it, some of it I don’t, but it’s what needs to be done,” he replied honestly.  “I already know where you stand in the matter.”


She chuckled again.  “I’m entirely against it, but I can live with it.  I gave a little, you gave a little.  I think we can both settle for the compromise.”


“Well said.  Now read it while I go over the copies and make sure they’re all correct.”


Yeri arrived with six Marine guards while they carefully read over all six copies of the treaty, and when they were satisfied they were all correct, Jason placed them in a lockbox with a biogenic cypher lock.  If that lock was tampered with in any way, Cybi would know instantly.  “Put this in the vault, Yeri, and I mean you put it on the shelf yourself and watch them close the vault door.  I want a double shift of guards at the vault door, Mera,” he told the guard commander behind her.


“I’ll take good care of it, your Grace,” Mera replied as Yeri took the long, thin box.


“We’ll keep a close eye on them, Jason,” Yeri assured him.  “Are you still signing them at the start of the conference tomorrow?”


“After the opening speeches,” Jason nodded.


“Now that we have all the work out of the way, why don’t you get out of those formal robes and join me for a swim before dinner, baby?” Dahnai offered.  “We could both use a little rest, given what’s coming.  It’s gonna be a long day tomorrow.”


“I’d love to,” he replied, cradling Amber as he stood up.  “After dinner, we’ll go look at your new island.  I think you made a good choice.”


“Of course I did, I chose it,” she replied with a wink.  “I want to talk to those Red Horn men as soon as I can.  I want them to start building the summer palace as fast as possible.”


“I’ll have them meet us on the island,” he assured her.  “So they can get a good ground-level look at it and start drawing up plans.”


“Great.  I want it done before I give birth.  I want to spend my maternity vacation here, in my new summer palace,” she declared.


“The Siann’s not gonna like that,” Jason observed.


“Fuck them,” she retorted, which made him laugh helplessly as they headed for the door.
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The White House, Karsa, Karis

The second day of the conference promised to be quite boisterous.

Jason filed into a different conference room, the largest in the White House and designed for these kinds of events, a large chamber with a series of large tables and a dais on the far side, upon which sat the main table that would hold every attending ruler of the various empires.  The Confederate Council would share room at that table with the Grand Emperor Shakizarr, High Archon Gau, and High Councilor Kreel, while the conference would be transmitted to every embassy at the Academy so those diplomats could send it back to their own governments.  This room was far more regally decorated, looking the part of a conference room fit to hold the august rulers occupying it, with only Karinne Marines that served as the White House Guard standing at the two entrances to the conference room and along the walls.  Security outside the room was even more heavy, with large numbers of soldiers from every Confederate member roving the halls and Gladiators patrolling outside.


Just starting the conference took nearly three hours, which really annoyed Jason.  These major summits were political affairs, and every ruler took a turn giving a speech.  The Grand Master’s speech was only five minutes, Zaa spoke for only two minutes, and Jason shamed them both by speaking for 38 seconds, but fucking Dahnai droned on for nearly half an hour, and the High Archon of the Haumda managed 68 minutes.  And Jason breathed a sigh of relief that the Queen of the Prakarikai wasn’t there, else she’d have probably diatribed for half the day.


Haumda were ursine in genetic origins as a Terran would rate things, vaguely bear-like, and covered with thick, shaggy fur that could vary widely in coloration, and they were wide-shouldered, barrel-chested, and fairly stocky.  The High Archon was about 5.8 shakra tall, or a couple inches short of seven feet, or a decent amount over two meters, with overly long arms and somewhat short, stocky legs, and covered with shaggy grayish-brown fur compete with what Jason would call a beard under a short, stocky muzzle.  They looked more like Jobodi and Zyagya than anything else, but unlike those two species, the Haumda were more aggressive and very social in an intergalactic sense.  The Haumda were exceptionally religious and had some very strict laws about behavior based on their religious code of ethics, and that made them a little extreme to the Terrans and Faey.  On top of that, they had the biggest nanny state in the entire quadrant.  For instance, anything that was potentially harmful to the body or caused a loss of control of one’s faculties was illegal in Haumda territory.  Cigarettes, alcohol, recreational drugs, even something as innocuous as caffeine, all were banned except in medical applications—only when the potential good they did outweighed the potential harm were they allowed, and only then by a doctor’s prescription.  If there were Terrans in the Haumda empire, table salt would be illegal for Terran consumption, because it was potentially harmful.  That was how extreme they took things.  Those laws were based on their religious beliefs about maintaining the purity of the body, but like Catholics, the lay Haumda enjoyed a good drink from time to time.  The piety of the lay citizen was more for show than anything else, and there was a growing sect in their empire that was advocating relaxing the very strict laws on moral and legal behavior.  The High Archon was a pretty good reflection of that attitude. In public, he was a paragon of Haumda social propriety, but in private, Yila confided, he had a wine cellar that could put many dedicated connoisseurs of the grape to shame.

After Gau finished his speech, the Grand Emperor Shakizarr took the lectern by the table, and managed to put the entire conference on its ear at the outset.  “As all know, we are here to discuss the threat of these invaders from Andromeda and their attempts to establish a foothold in our galaxy.  The Verutans stood by while the valiant soldiers of the allied governments that make up the Confederation repelled the first of the invaders, but we will not stand by again when this new threat of the Syndicate looms over us.  The Verutans will protect our home galaxy against this outside threat, and we will fight side by side with those we call brother and sister in arms, neighbor and friend, stand with those native to this galaxy against the outsiders that seek to conquer us.  To prove the dedication of our cause, we will officially petition the Confederate Council for entry into the Confederation of Allied Empires.  Only together can we stand against the dire threat that these pan-galactic empires from Andromeda pose to us, individual governments that control hundreds of thousands of star systems and all the assets and resources such control grants them.  They will crash into our galaxy in wave after wave of increasingly larger and larger fleets, sending more each time we repel the last, until we are exhausted and overwhelmed.  We must all stand together against this dire threat, and that means that the Verutans will seek to stand with our allies within the Confederation and pledge our support to their cause.  The Verutans are with you, rulers of the Confederated nations,” he said, turning to look at the rulers sitting at the table, then he saluted them in the Verutan manner.


And that was his speech.  He left a little surprised silence in his wake as he took his seat at the table, sitting between Gau and the Grand Master.


That was short, but he made the point better than we did, Dahnai grunted mentally as the High Councilor Kreel stood up to deliver the last speech.


I’m more surprised that he seeks entry into the Confederation, Sk’Vrae noted.


It is not a surprise, children, if you look at things from his perspective, the Grand Master injected, which surprised Jason a little.  He had no idea that the Grand Master was talented.  He is right that it’s going to take all of us to match the sheer industrial might of our foes, and remember that only as a member can he truly expect defensive support from us.  If he tries to remain outside the Confederation but fight with us, he runs the risk of losing his empire if the Syndicate attacks him over the rest of us.


We wouldn’t do that.


No, but he can’t take that risk, the Grand Master answered, his black eyes unwavering.  Besides, it costs him little to join us, and the benefits far outweigh the drawbacks.


Now that I can see, Dahnai nodded.  Membership brings access to Stargates and interdictors.


Precisely.

“Our esteemed associate from the Verutan Empire got right to the point,” Kreel said in his casual manner, leaning an elbow on the lectern and looking more like a professor addressing a class than the elected leader of his empire’s highest governmental body.  The Union Planetary Council of the Grimja was much like the old American House of Representatives, where each planet in their empire was represented by a number of Councilors based on their population.  Kreel was, to use an American equivalent, the Speaker of the House, but in reality it was more like the British Prime Minister in that he was the executive authority in the Union.  “This isn’t about just the Consortium, or the Syndicate. This is about them and us,” he said with surprising sobriety.  “They want to invade our galaxy and conquer it.  Well, the Grimja for one aren’t about to let that happen.  As everyone here knows, we Grimja aren’t all that militaristic.  We’d much rather have a good party than a good war,” he said with a rakish smile that made several laugh.  “But even we can see the reality of this situation.  If we don’t stand up right here, right now, and make it abundantly clear to the Syndicate that trying to conquer our galaxy isn’t worth the effort of them sending their ships over here, then we’re doomed to fighting an endless series of wars against wave after wave of invading enemy fleets, until they finally overwhelm us.  To scare the Syndicate so badly that they never try again, it’s going to take every single one of us in this room working together, giving it their all.  The consequences if we don’t are a protracted war that ends either with our surrender or our deaths  Well, the Grimja have no plans to die anytime soon, so we intend to fight.  As the High Councilor of the Grimja Union Planetary Council, we join with the exalted Grand Emperor of the Veruta in that we too will petition the Confederate Council for the right to sign our names to the Articles of Confederation that join our neighbors and friends together into a singular military entity created to oppose these Andromedan invaders,” he declared, putting his furry hands on the sides of the lectern and looking out over the aides and functionaries, but also into the cameras broadcasting his speech to most every empire and government in the sector cluster.  “This is simple numbers, friends.  They have more.  And given I’m a Grimja saying this, that should put things in the proper perspective,” he said with a quirky kind of smile, then he walked away from the podium without a closing statement.

And that’s two, Dahnai noted, glancing at Jason.


We’d be fools not to, Kreel sent impishly as he took his seat.  I wasn’t blowing smoke rings up there, friends.  It’s them or us, and if us isn’t unified, we won’t be us long.


Well said, the Grand Master agreed, his thought showing his respect for Kreel.


Yeri stood up and took the lectern.  “As the Secretary of State for the House of Karinne, it has been granted upon me the honor and duty of presenting the official Treaty of Separation for the signatures of Empress Dahnai of the Imperium and the Grand Duke Jason Karinne of the House of Karinne,” she called in a strong voice as the cypher lockbox was carried into the room by white-armored Marines.  “This treaty serves two purposes,” she called as they set it on the table.  “First, it establishes the House of Karinnes as a sovereign and completely neutral entity, and second, it declares before all here today that the star system known as Terra and the star system of Karis will be declared both sovereign and neutral territory in all matters.  Terra will be established as a military protectorate of the Imperium, an independent entity whom will enjoy military protection from all militaries currently part of the Confederation.  Terra will be open to all governments and empires as a free passage system, completely neutral in all political matters, and Karis will be established as sovereign Karinne territory with the same declaration of neutrality currently in use by the Moridon, the Zyagya, and the Kimdori.  A copy of this treaty will be on file at the Academy for perusal by any interested parties,” she declared as the two copies they were to sign were removed from the box.  Yeri stepped over to them as Jason checked the watermark on the parchment to ensure it was the same one he’d approved the night before 

As the others at the table watched on, Jason wasted no time signing his name to the treaty.  Dahnai showed more reluctance, but she signed her copy, then they traded them at the table. Jason again checked the watermark to ensure it was the correct paper, then he signed that one as well.  When Dahnai finished with hers, Yeri took them and placed them in protective clear plastic cases,  then presented one to each of them.  They endured a moment of picture-taking as the event was recorded for posterity, then Yeri collected up both treaties.  One was taken by Aya and Dera from the room, to be placed in the archive vault, while the other was displayed on a side table, which would be Dahnai’s copy.


“There will be no speeches about this agreement,” Jason called after Aya and Dera left.  “Because we have more important things to talk about.”


Dahnai brushed her long bronze hair from her face.  “General Lorna, if you would please, give all of us an overview of everything we know about the incoming Syndicate fleet.”


Jason did reach out and take Dahnai’s hand as Lorna stood up and walked up the steps onto the dais, then took the lectern.  Flat holograms appeared behind her showing pictures the Kimdori pilfered from the Consortium computer archives, pictures of Benga, pictures of their ships, and graphs and tables and charts showing rows and columns of numbers.  It was Lorna’s duty as the overall ranking military officer in the Confederation to lay out the military part of the briefing that the rulers would then debate, and since not everyone both at the table and watching from their own planets knew everything that the Confederation did about the Syndicate, it was Lorna’s job to educate them in her usual brisk and thorough manner.


I hope this doesn’t explode in our faces, love, Dahnai sent privately, using their touch to convey her thought without anyone else having any prayer to hear them.


It’s going to be alright, love, I promise, he told her.  I know you hated to do it, but it’s for the best.  Not just for us and for you, but for everyone.  The potential gains from a neutral Karinne for the sector far outweigh the gains just for the Imperium.


I know, I know, it’s the only reason I could stand to let you go, she told him, looking into his eyes.  I guess I’ll have to get used to not being your boss anymore, love.


You never really were, he said, giving her as much of a rakish smile as he could without tipping off the rest of the table that they were sending.  But you don’t have to worry.  I’ll always be there for you when you need me, hon, because I love you.  I don’t have to be in the Siann to do that.  Hell, I can do it much better where I am now than I ever could inside the system.


I know, but I still hate to let you go.


I’m not going far, and you can always come see me whenever you want, he assured her, patting her hand.  She gave him a loving smile, then they let go of each other’s hands and turned their attention to the important business at hand.


The tender moment dissolved into far more important matters, and that was the business of preparing for war.  They listened intently as Lorna laid it all out, everything they knew about the Syndicate, from their military tactics to the social behavior of its dominant race, the Benga.  Images of a Benga shown at proper scale were projected into the room, standing it side by side with a lifesized image of a Gladiator, making it clear that they were giants by the reckoning of most species in their home galaxy.  The Benga himself was only maybe half a shakra shorter than Kyva’s Gladiator.  Lorna went on to discuss weaponry and technology, and that was where she yielded the floor to none other than Myleena.  She wasn’t in the room, she appeared on a hologram from Kosigi, in her armor but without her helmet, standing on the hull of a captured Consortium destroyer.  The ship was completely intact, it was one that had its crew fried by a Kimdori stream weapon.  She had her foot up on the flared nacelle of a fixed Torsion gunport.  “This is a standard Consortium Torsion weapon,” she said, stomping her foot on it a couple of times as zip ships and Sticks moved in the background behind her.  “This is what we’ve based our own Torsion guns off of.  Well, as of right now, this weapon is effectively useless,” she declared.  “The Syndicate utilize a defensive system we’ve coined a Torsion diffuser that acts like a shield against Torsion weapons.  The bad news is, we were relying on Torsion weapons to fight the Consortium.  Well, the good news is, the Syndicate’s entire defensive strategy hinges around that fact.  We’ve analyzed the data the Kimdori stole from the Consortium about the Syndicate, and we’ve discovered that most of our standard weapons will be effective against Syndicate ships.  And I mean almost all of them.  MPACs, hot plasma, Colonial iso-neutron, Shio neutron, phased ion weaponry used by the Skaa and Alliance, and the coherent ion blasters the Grimja utilize, all of them will be effective against Syndicate ships, because they can either penetrate Syndicate armor or they create ionic interference that will mess up Syndicate power systems.  Syndicate ships are heavily armored but have inferior shields, and they use a form of phased plasma for power that all of us would consider obsolete.  We can exploit that fact because it’s vulnerable to ion interference, which will make Skaa and Grimja ion weaponry really nasty against them,” she chuckled in a grim manner.  “We’ve geared up to fight the Consortium, but now we have to shelve almost all of it, because it won’t be nearly as effective against Syndicate ships.  To get in range to use dark matter weaponry, they’ll carve us apart with their own weapons.  So we fall back on our original weapons, all of which have the range to let us engage the Syndicate ships without getting ourselves annihilated.”

“What weaponry does the Syndicate use?” Shakizarr asked.


“They use a mix of weapons, your Grand Imperial Majesty,” Myleena answered, causing some design schematics to appear in the room.  “What you have to keep in mind is that the Syndicate is technologically inferior to the Consortium, so their most powerful weapons systems were stolen from the Consortium.  They primarily use Torsion weaponry themselves, but their own diffusers work against these weapons.  Consortium analysis the Kimdori stole tells us that they raise and lower this defense to fire their Torsion weaponry, because they can’t fire through the diffusion effect from inside.  Unlike most forms of energy shields, they can’t phase match their weapons to fire through them without losing weapon power.  Diffusers don’t discriminate, they weaken any Torsion effect that passes through their field of effect, even their own shots.  Up close, they primarily use dark matter weapons on their newer ships, but use their original weapon technology on their older ones.  Their original weaponry from before they stole Consortium technology is primarily a hot plasma weapon.  As you know, plasma weaponry doesn’t have the same range as most other forms of energy-based weapons, so they gave over on their plasma weapons in favor of Torsion technology when they stole it from the Consortium.  They also utilize missiles and a form of striated ion beam weapon, which is primarily meant to cripple Consortium ships for boarding and capture.”


“Simulations using this data matched against Confederate military technology and tactics are favorable,” Lorna continued.  “Our original weapons will be effective against Syndicate ships, and Syndicate technology isn’t as advanced as Consortium technology.  Their armor isn’t as strong as ours, and without their Torsion weapons, they will be vulnerable.”

“And that’s where we come in,” Myleena said.  “Right now, Karinne researchers are developing our own version of the diffuser using our own research and from data the Kimdori managed to steal concerning them.   We hope to have our own version of the diffusers ready before the Syndicate gets here, which robs them of their most effective weapon against us.  Once we develop the diffusers, we’re going to release it as public data through the Academy for any interested government to download and adapt.  If we can equip every ship we have with a diffuser, we force them to fall back on their close-range weapons, and that’s where we stomp them.”


“Yes, Duchess Myleena’s analysis is correct, if a bit non-diplomatic,” Lorna said dryly, which produced a couple of chuckles.  “If we can take the Torsion weapons off the field, then the advantage falls to us,” she surmised.  “Most of our energy-based weapons have longer range than theirs, allowing us to adapt slashing tactics of firing at range and maneuvering to keep them from closing the distance to use their own.  We only have to worry about their missiles.  This is the tactic that the Consortium itself employs against the Syndicate, and they do so to effect.  Data we’ve acquired show us that while Syndicate ships are huge and heavily armored, they aren’t very fast, nor are they very maneuverable.  By exploiting our speed advantage, we can prevent them from using their preferred tactic, which is a full frontal assault using their largest ships like battering rams, breaking up ship formations.  If we can keep them from closing the gap and bringing their dark matter weapons into play, we can defeat them.”


“Explain please, how they use Torsion weapons if their own defenses stop them,” Kreel called.


“They lower their diffusers to fire their Torsion weapons, then raise them after firing,” Lorna answered, displaying an animation they’d prepared for their own simulations.  “Since the Consortium also relies on Torsion weapons, it greatly minimizes damage to their ships, as they’re only vulnerable to incoming Torsion fire when they’re about to fire their own Torsion weapons.  The Consortium could only react to the lowering of the diffuser, which according to their own data, wasn’t enough time.  Torsion bolts are not instantaneous, like a laser.  They have a travel time, and the Syndicate ships had the advantage of being able to raise their diffusers within a microsecond of firing their own Torsion batteries.  The time delay for the Consortium to react to the lowering of the diffusers wasn’t enough.  By the time they fire their own Torsion weapons in response, the diffusers are back up and drastically reducing the power of the Torsion bolts.  They fire them all in a salvo, applying maximum firepower in a short window of time, then they raise the diffusers again while their power system recharges the weapons.  They continue this cycle until they close to dark matter range, then rely on the sheer size and redundancy of their ships to finish off their opponents, which are designed to withstand heavy damage and still be operational.”


“I see,” Kreel nodded.  “Thank you, General.”


“The Benga are here to conquer, so that means that we’ll see far more ground combat than we did against the Consortium,” she continued.  “What matters most here is that according to Consortium records, some five percent of the Benga race are telepathic, and these Benga are trained in telepathic combat techniques and utilized in ground attack operations.  These telepathic Benga are the entire reason the Consortium engineered their insectoids, who are immune to telepathic attack.  Well, I don’t think I need to mention that we have a pretty effective counter to these Benga telepaths,” Lorna said dryly, which caused a rumble of chuckles through the room.  “Confederate ground units will be integrated so Faey infantry are interspersed into every unit.  There will be one Faey company in every Confederate brigade, divided into squads and assigned to other companies.  These Faey infantry units will include specialists we call mindstrikers, who are telepaths specifically trained to locate and eliminate enemy telepaths on a battlefield.  Though this is a specialized position, every Faey soldier has training in both attacking and defending against enemy telepaths, and these techniques can be used to protect others as well as the Faey herself.  By integrating Faey soldiers into Confederate infantry, we can effect maximum protection against these Benga telepaths as well as place our own telepaths in a position to attack the non-telepathic infantry the Benga employ.  Faey instructors will be made available at the Confederate Combat Training Academy which is being built on Terra to train Confederate telepaths from other empires in the techniques we Faey use in telepathic combat on a battlefield, to field more combat-ready telepaths.  It’s not a boast when I say that the Faey are much more advanced when it comes to telepathic combat techniques, given our race’s natural gifts and our history of internal strife.”

“When is this academy to be built, General? Kreel asked.


“It’s already under construction by a highly respected Makati engineering firm,” she replied.  “They tell us it will be ready in two months.  I believe them,” she said with a slight smile.  “It’s not just going to be a telepathic training institution, it’s where all Confederate forces will be training their officers and their infantry so we can learn each other’s methods and work together more effectively.  If we integrate Faey infantry into other infantry units to counter Benga telepaths, they’ll need to train to learn how to work together.  That’s part of what the Combat Training Academy will be doing, providing a centralized location where all Confederate members can send their military personnel for training in Confederate battle methods and integrated battle situations.” 

After a short break for a meal, Lorna continued her overview, then they started discussing the logistics, as well as what technologies were going to be released to the Academy to help every government prepare for Syndicate attack.  Jason surprised quite a few at the table by releasing the scientific methodology behind rail gun technology to the Academy, but it was silly of them to think that they were some kind of secret.  There wasn’t anything in a rail gun that any of them didn’t already have, it was just used in a way they didn’t really think to try.  Most engineers almost sneered at the idea of a mass driver weapon, considering them inferior to energy based weapons due to the fact that energy weapons didn’t need ammunition, but that was narrow thinking.  Karinne rail cannons had insane range and incredible power, capable of punching through almost any armor except the Karinne’s own compressed Neutronium…which wasn’t in the public domain.  Sure, it sometimes took multiple shots in the same place to penetrate crystallized Neutronium, but that was Faey armor.  The form of Neutronium and shocked Adamantium that the Consortium employed couldn’t stand up to a rail slug, and it only took a few shots to bring down Consortium shields to let the slugs start doing damage.  Rail slugs were particularly hard for Consortium shields to repel, as they were more oriented towards stopping energy instead of mass; after all, an archaic mass driver weapon wasn’t something that was considered when Consortium engineers developed their shield generators.  Their shields were designed to be hard in repelling space debris and micro-meteors, not titanium and iron slugs weighing upwards of a ton fired at relativistic speeds.  Consortium shields were hard shields, but they were more vulnerable to rail weapons than they were energy-based weapons.

Jason couldn’t release their own actual rail technology because it did have some biogenics in it, but by releasing a framework not based on any proprietary technology for other weapon engineers to go by, it would allow each empire to develop its own version of the weapon, using its own technology.  Some would be weaker than others based on that empire’s current technology level, but all of them would be able to design rail cannons that were easy to build from abundantly available equipment and strong enough to threaten Syndicate ships, and that was the reasoning behind it.

That and the fact that Karinne Teryon shields could repel rail slugs fired from Karinne rail cannons, so those weapons were no danger to the Karinnes.


And…Kumi would be doing a very brisk business in replicated titanium and iron for rail slugs, so it brought some profit his house’s way.


It was also about the only thing that Jason could release that could do some good that wouldn’t violate his Karinne oaths.  He’d designed the railgun before becoming a Karinne, built it out of stock Imperium equipment, so it wasn’t tied up in the oaths he took as long as what he gave to others didn’t involve Karinne technology they couldn’t release.  By only giving others the information they needed to create their own version of it using their own technology, he helped others protect themselves without violating his oaths.

After nearly ten hours of working out supply schedules and technology sharing with only one break for a meal, as they reached the tail end of the day’s itinerary, Lorna brought up the other ugly issue that everyone in the room already knew about, but had yet to discuss.  “As we have released to the Academy, the Syndicate’s first wave won’t be the last threat from Andromeda,” Lorna said as she brought up a graphic of the two galaxies, with two blinking dots on it.  One was about a quarter of the way between the two, but the other was just on the edge of Andromeda.  “The Consortium has sent a second wave of ships to our galaxy, but this wave is much different than the first.  This wave is a colonizing force, consisting of nearly 500,000 civilian transports and cargo freighters and protected by one hundred thousand military vessels.  This colonizing fleet is carrying ten million Consortium civilians with the intent to colonize the far side of our galaxy, what we in the Confederation designate as the P quadrant,” she said, causing that quarter of their galaxy on the hologram to blink red.  “It is the opinion of our intelligence experts that they are doing this because they are on the brink of losing their war with the Syndicate in Andromeda, so they’re fleeing to our galaxy as a refuge, where they can colonize, rebuild, and prepare for when the Syndicate sends another wave of warships to finish them off.  That’s the bad news.  The good news is that this second Consortium wave is five years away, and we know exactly where they’re going, so we’ll have time to prepare for them.  We have time to consider and prepare for this second wave, but it should always be in the back of our minds as we prepare for the Syndicate.  After all, we can’t use the same technology and tactics against both, at least not easily.  What works against the Syndicate isn’t as effective against the Consortium.  But everything we build, everything we do, we should strive to make them as effective as possible against both of these enemies.  The Confederate Military Command Center on Terra will release information and welcome non-member governments to send military officers to our headquarters so you can be thoroughly briefed and receive training on both Syndicate and Consortium tactics, so you can best prepare to defend your territory against them.”

“Thank you, General,” Jason said as Dahnai stood up.  Lorna nodded and moved away from the lectern, going back to her seat with the other generals.  “We intend to fully discuss this second wave of the Consortium at tomorrow’s conference, so we can continue to focus on the more immediate threat today.  But so everyone can be up to speed on what we’ll be discussing, all the data and intelligence we’ve gathered on this second wave is being transmitted to the Academy as we speak, and will be available on their public domain archives for download by all interested parties.  That way everyone will have sufficient background information to keep up with the discussion tomorrow.”


It was another four hours in the conference room as they finished up their discussion and debate, which included quite a few questions asked by other rulers being transmitted through the Academy, and truly pushing Sk’Vrae’s endurance; Urumi biorhythms were based on a ten hour cycle where they were active for eight hours and then slept for two, so for her, the two days of conferences were much akin to staying up all night two out of three days.  Luckily for them, she was conditioned for such situations, and Urumi handled going without sleep better than most species.  Besides, for her, a ten minute nap during the dinner break had done much to recharge her biorhythm batteries, as it were.  Jason was actually getting a little stiff in his chair by the time they wrapped it up for the day, but they’d managed to get through everything on the itinerary, and it was almost with relief that he adjourned the conference for the day.  They’d been in there since 1100, and it was 2316 when they got out.  Aya and Dera escorted him off the corvette and straight to the dinner table, where he wolfed down pork chops and green beans that Ayama had prepared for him.  Jyslin came down from upstairs and massaged his shoulders.  The kids asleep? he asked.

I just put them to bed, she replied.  They were watching some of the conference, we had a tap.  Rann thinks that you look a little strange up there.


Strange how?


Like you didn’t want to be there.


Our son is very observant, he noted clinically as he took a long drink of cold milk.  Ayama had gone to the mat for him and made an all-Terran food dinner for him…she must really be worried.  You know I hate these public spectacles.  By the way, you’re now the Duchess of an independent house, he added.  The treaty’s signed.  We’re cut loose from the Imperium, Terra’s now officially an independent system and protectorate of the Imperium, and we’re on our own.

And this will change things around here how? she asked lightly, looking down at him from over his head.


Well, that exceedingly cute and very dangerous little girl sleeping in Rann’s bed is one way things have changed, he answered as he looked up.  It had to be done, but it does feel a little weird.  And maybe a little anticlimactic, he told her.  I certainly don’t feel all that different, at least not yet.  Once we start expanding things to deal with the diplomacy crap that we didn’t have to worry about before, it’ll start sinking in.  I already have about twenty different meetings with various rulers, and only six were sitting at that table today.  Me and Sk’Vrae have to redo our administration agreement since the house isn’t part of the Imperium anymore, and now Yeri’s gonna get way more important around here.


And how did things go outside of what we could see?


About the same.  We basically just talked about building up our military strength to deal with the Syndicate.  Tomorrow we talk about how we shift gears after beating them back to deal with the second wave of the Consortium.  That’s gonna be the ugly one.  The Syndicate fleet is just here to conquer, and once we smash them, that’s that.  But the Consortium will be desperate, and they’ll fight with all of that desperation.


Like they did here.


They never really had a chance to do it here, the wormhole exploding saved us from having to deal with that.  We’re not going to get that lucky twice, love.  I can feel it.  The Syndicate’s just gonna be a skirmish in front of the real war.  When the Consortium gets here in five years, the entire galaxy is going to know about it.  For them, it’s all or nothing.  They either defeat us and establish a foothold here, or their entire culture and society is in jeopardy.  They have something to fight for, far more than the Syndicate does.  The Benga just want money and power.  The Consortium will be fighting for their very survival, and there’s nothing more dangerous than that.


Just don’t lose sight of the Syndicate, love.  They will be dangerous.  Very dangerous.


I’m not.  Since we can’t use the same tactics against the Syndicate, it means we have to prepare for them differently, but we also have to keep the Consortium in the back of our mind.  That’s what we’ll be talking about tomorrow.  Then, thank God, it’s over.  They all go home and I can get some sleep.  Then spend the next month trying to clear my inbox, he sent with a sigh that made her chuckle.

Yes, you’re a king now, baby, she sent impishly.  And that makes me a queen.  And as your queen, I command you to finish dinner and come upstairs so I can take these robes off of you, she sent seductively, sliding her hands over her shoulders.


Evil bitch, he accused, which made Ayama laugh.  Not a word, you, he threatened, pointing at her.


I did notice one thing I thought was curious, Jyslin sent, a bit more seriously.  Cybi wasn’t there.


I know.  She decided that it was best for her not to distract everyone, and she is a distraction to those not used to her.  They’ve all met her, though.  She greeted the non-member rulers outside the conference room just before it began.  But she was watching and listening.


Of course, you were broadcasting it to half the sector cluster, how could she not? Jyslin winked as she looked down at him again.  “Cybi,” Jyslin called aloud.


Immediately, Cybi manifested her hologram in the kitchen, deciding to go with the non-complete version which had her legs trail off into nothingness just below the knees.  “What is it, Jyslin?” she asked.


“I wanted your take on the conference today,” she said as she went back to massaging Jason’s shoulders, and he decided to eat while he could.


“It went well,” she answered.  “The fact that the Verutans and the Grimja wish to join the Confederation is a very good sign.  They are the largest empires in their respective sectors, and them joining the Confederation will entice the smaller empires in their sectors to follow suit.”


“You think Gau will go for it?” Jason asked aloud.


She nodded.  “The Haumda ever follow in the footsteps of the Verutans,” she observed.  “Gau will take his time considering it, as is the Haumda way, but he will seek entry eventually.  It may take him a few months to decide. What you will find distasteful is that the Prakarikai will waste little time petitioning for entry into the Confederation now that the Grimja have done the same,” she said with a slight smile.  “The Prakarikai will see it as the only means by which they can keep pace with the Grimja.  With the replicators helping their food situation and the Confederation assisting them in other ways, the Grimja will quickly free themselves from economic bondage to the Prakarikai.  The Prakarikai will not like that.  Not one bit.”

“Tell me about it,” Jason sighed.  “I almost wish they’d tell the Prakarikai no, but that’s not my call.  I hate the Prakarikai.”


“I was wondering, though.  Now that you’re a king,” she grinned down at him, “does that mean that your status changes on the council?”


“Oh hell no,” he replied immediately.  “I’m not a full member, and I’m not going to seek to change that.  Actually, my oaths as a Karinne forbid me from being a full member, because I’d be imposing my will on those outside the house.  It’s a pretty fine line, but it is there, and I have to make sure I keep both feet on my side of it.  When they added the others and they codified the rules of the council, I was considered a neutral observer with voting powers in military applications, just like Zaa.  I still will be.  I have no voting rights over who they decide to add to the Confederate Council if I’m not voting on someone from Karinne territory, the way Terra was.  That was the only reason I had a vote in that matter, because Terra was technically considered a Karinne holding.”


“Well that seems weird, since we’re one of the original members of the Confederation.  Us, the Imperium, and the Urumi.”


“I was just a house ruler, Jyslin.  When we expanded the Confederation to include the others, my status as just a house ruler within the Imperium didn’t give me a big chair at the table.  I was only on the council because of the KMS.  That’s more or less the way the original articles were drawn up.  Dahnai had all the power in the agreement, since she was my Empress at the time.  I was just there to provide Karinne warships and resources, Dahnai made all the other decisions.”


“Well, not anymore, babe,” Jyslin chuckled.


“Yes, still anymore,” he retorted.  “I don’t want to be a full member.  That would jeopardize our neutrality, and I won’t do anything that may cause that.”

“Sometimes I forget about that dance you have to do,” Jyslin said.


“Cybi reminds me when I’m about to wander off the path,” he chuckled, finishing up his green beans, then leaning back and putting his hand over Jyslin’s.  “I am seriously ready for bed, love,” he told her.


“Afraid all you get is me tonight,” she told him lightly.  “Tim and Symone are over at Dahnai’s.”

“How she can have the energy for that after the last two days is beyond me.”


Jyslin laughed.  “She’s just more woman than you are,” she teased.


“I should hope so,” he replied dryly.
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The White House, Karsa, Karis

The third and final day of meetings went very smoothly.


The focus for the day’s discussions was the second wave of the Consortium, and like the day before, it began with a thorough and complete overview of Consortium technology, tactics, and tendencies, from the suicidal reaction of the bugs when they knew they lost a battle to the nature of the energy beings and some of their known psionic capabilities.  Once they got through that, they spent nearly seven hours discussing how they could build up for the Syndicate but also be ready for the Consortium.  For one, all the Torsion weapons they had were useless against the Syndicate, but they were effective against the Consortium even if the Confederate ships had diffusers installed in them.  They would have to return to building them once the Syndicate was defeated, because they were superior to most every currently used weapons except for Karinne, Kimdori, and Faey weaponry…and none of them were about to release their weapon technology to others outside of Jason releasing the technical data that others needed to develop their own version of rail technology.  Fighters were highly effective against Consortium ships, but wouldn’t be as effective against Syndicate battle fleets because of the large number of super-sized ships in them.  Most Confederate fighters would be effective against the Syndicate’s destroyer class ships, but the larger they got, the less effective the fighters would be.  Benga would utilize ground attacks, so every empire had to prepare ground units capable of dealing with individual infantry soldiers the size of a Gladiator as well as equip their line infantry with weapons capable of taking a Benga out.  A Benga was too big to bring down with a single shot from an ion rifle…and this also was where rail technology was going to be useful, as every empire could develop infantry rail weapons which would bring a Benga down.  Not every empire had robotic technology up to the level of the Faey either, which mattered when it came to ground assault units.  The Skaa, for example, utilized hovertanks rather than robotic armored mecha, but Skaa hovertanks were damn powerful and highly effective.

In the coming war with the Syndicate, the Confederate Army and Marines would be just as important as the Navy, and they could not be ignored.  For that matter, they’d also be needed against the second wave of the Consortium, since they were bringing a colonizing force and would need far more ground units to protect those civilians.


After those seven hours, they had worked through all the planned discussion points, and rather than break for a meal and return, they decided to go ahead and officially end the summit.  The Confederate rulers stood with the Verutan, Haumda, and Grimja rulers on a dais for something of a photo opportunity, a show of unity against this outside threat, and then they had the closing ceremony.


As they filed out, Kreel put his hand on Jason’s shoulder and leaned down; Kreel was a few inches taller than him.  “So, I hear you have one hell of a barbecue, and I’ve always been fond of grilled thrika shoots,” he noted lightly.


Jason laughed.  “Are you fishing for an invitation, High Councilor?” he asked.


“You see right through me, Jason,” he said with a sly look from his amber eyes.  “A Grimja likes to have a few drinks and some quality time with friends after the work is done.  It’s a tradition of sorts.”

“I don’t see why we all don’t have an unofficial meeting at Jason’s house,” Dahnai said.  “No robes, no titles, no itineraries,  just good food and good conversation.”


“Ayama is going to kill you, Dahnai,” Jason warned, which made her laugh.


“I would be inclined to accept such an invitation,” Shakizarr mused.


“You’re going to be disappointed, your Grand Imperial Majesty,” Jason drawled.  “I live a very modest life.  My house is probably smaller than the guard building in front of your palace.”


“I would expect nothing less from a man as humble and unassuming as you, Jason Karinne.”

So, quite by accident, Jason found himself hosting a final meeting of the Confederate Council and their guests, on the deck of his house rather than in a conference room.  They arrived one by one, wearing casual attire, which varied wildly from species to species.  Dahnai came out of her house wearing nothing but bikini bottoms, where the High Archon arrived wearing a robe only slightly less formal and gaudy than his formal one.  The Grand Emperor Shakizarr showed up wearing only a pair of knicker-like pants that left his muscular torso bare.  Zaa wore nothing, as usual, Kim was in a tank top and a pair of shorts, Grayhawk in nothing but bermuda shorts, and the three Skaa were wearing simple kilts.  Every ruler except the Leader of the Zyagya had come, and Surin and Ayama were hastily preparing food that Aya had sent guards out to get, with all the dietary issues in mind.  Gau could not eat vegetables due to religious practices, and Kreel could not eat meat due to biology.  The Grand Master was very old, so he had very specific dietary requirements.  Ayama sorted through the various dietary issues with her guests, then she and Surin started preparing food on the grill as the leaders sat around the picnic table or on chairs brought out for them and Aya provided security.  Jyslin arrived and gawked a little at all the kings, queens, and rulers sitting around the picnic table, Gau and Shakizarr looking quite curious about the strip and Jason’s house, and Kreel leaning back with a large tankard of rich, strong Makati ale.  “Ahh, you have no idea how hard this is to get back home,” he said, savoring another draw from the large tankard.  “And it’s pretty damn expensive.”

“Makati ale?” Dahnai asked as she pulled her thick bronze hair back over her shoulders, pulling it into a ponytail.


“Yeah.  Makati, those glorious little red bastards, they really know how to brew some good ale.  Say, why don’t we make a couple of trade agreements, Dahnai?  You supply us some quality Makati ale, and we think you’re the top of the Zwirtika Tower.”


“How about you pay for it, Kreel?” she retorted, which made him laugh.


“You did mention that your house was small, Jason,” Gau noted, sounding a little uncertain at using his name, almost sticking Grand Duke in front of it.


“I’m a simple man, Gau.  This house is all I need, so it’s all I want.”


“Get used to it.  He’s so modest that it’s almost disgusting,” Dahnai said.


“A little humility could do you some good, Dahnai,” he retorted, which made Sk’Vrae give a hissing chortle.

[Umm, Daddy, is it alright to come out?] Rann called.  [You have all those emperors here.]


[It’s fine, pippy, just be polite,] he answered.


“I’ve never attended a meeting quite like this,” Shakizarr noted casually, looking over towards the grill.  “And that does smell good.”


“There’s a time for formality, and a time to relax, Shakizarr,” Kreel said easily, taking another drink.  “Of course, we Grimja have different priorities than the Veruta,” he grinned.  “More business gets done in the pubs in the Union than they do in the conference rooms,” he laughed.


“If only we could all be as laid back as the Grimja,” the Grand Master chuckled.  “And I think I could do with some stout Makati ale myself.”


“Just please be careful, Grand Master,” Magran said.


“I’ll be quite fine, my boy,” he said.  “A stout ale is good for the blood.”


“Now you’re talking, Grand Master,” Kreel said, toasting his tankard in the Colonist’s direction. 

Kellin arrived on the deck, coming up from the walkway, and he had Sirri and Maer with him.  He was wearing a thigh-length robe, where Maer and Sirri were nude.  “Ah, there you are, love,” Dahnai said.  “Everyone, this is my husband, Kellin, and my children Sirri and Maer.  Say hello,” she ordered.


“It’s nice to meet all of you,” Sirri said, giving a little bow.


“Aaat, this is all informal, don’t ruin it with bowing,” Kreel called, which made Sirri very nervous.


Dahnai chuckled softly.  “More or less, pippy,” she assured her.  “Why don’t you go up and see what Rann and Shya are doing?”


“Umm, we came down here,” Rann said from the door.  “We wanted to come to your house.”


“Well, then we can all go to the beach,” Kellin said, offering his hand.


“I’ll go with you, Kellin,” Jyslin said.  “If I don’t get out of here and stop trying to help grill, Ayama’s gonna slap me.”


Ayama gave her a cool look that made Jason burst out laughing.  Jyslin did slap him lightly on the back of the head as she walked by, which made Dahnai burst out laughing.  She and Kellin took the kids back down the stairs and headed for the beach.


“You have quite a family, Jason,” Shakizarr said.  “A wise mate and your son looks to have much potential.”


“Yes, I’m very proud of both of them,” he said.


“Since we’re out of the camera’s eye, I have to ask if you might have Cybi—“ Gau began, but he flinched a little when Cybi manifested her hologram by the table.  “My, I didn’t realize you were listening, Lady Cybi,” he chuckled.


“It’s the only way I ever keep up with what goes on, High Archon.  Jason can be terribly reticent sometimes.  What can I do for you?”

“Nothing specific.  I simply wished to include you in the conversation,” he replied.


“To observe and determine if I am truly alive?” she asked pointedly.


He didn’t change his expression.  “Among other things,” he affirmed.  “Haumda religious texts put you in quite a gray area, Cybi.  As an artificial being originating on this particular planet, you fulfill three different prophecies within our scriptures.”


“Yes, I’m aware of them,” she nodded as she caused a holographic chair to appear at the head of the table, then sat down in it, joining them.


“I hope they’re not bad ones,” Dahnai said.


“One is, two are good ones,” Gau answered.  “Many in the priesthood are paying very close attention to see which prophecy Cybi will fulfill.”


“I’m almost afraid to ask.”


“In the bad one, I am the harbinger of the end of all things.  In that prophecy, I am the being without a soul, and the vessel through with the Great Evil enters our universe to ultimately destroys it,” Cybi answered.  “Ironically, it is this Haumda prophecy the Consortium used as their justification to attack Karis.  In the second, my appearance is an omen that Granuda will return in one hundred years.”

“What is a Granuda?”


“He was a prophet from the Second Age,” Gau answered.  “In our religion, the prophets attain a status that allows them to be reincarnated back into the mortal world again and again.  Each prophet is said to appear to aid and guide the Haumda, some through trials or disasters, some as bringers of a golden age.  Granuda is one such prophet.  If that prophecy is correct, then the Haumda will enter a golden age of enlightenment in one hundred years, since Cybi meets the requirements of the omen.”


“Interesting.  How does she do that?” Dahnai asked.


“Because she is a sentience born without a body and without parents.  She is called the astral consciousness in the scriptures.  But, the energy beings of the Consortium would technically fulfill the same prophecy,” he told them.  “Haumda prophecies are usually very cryptic.  Often we don’t realize one has been fulfilled until years afterwards, when we can look back and see that the conditions were met.”


“Wait a minute.  The first prophecy and the second prophecy are almost describing the same being.”


“Yes, that’s common in Haumda scripture.  It often contradicts itself, if you look only at one event,” he admitted.  “It’s the other omens that distinguish these prophecies.  No Haumda prophecy has a single omen.  Some have as many as two hundred.”


“Oh, okay.  So, what’s this third prophecy?”


Gau looked a little sheepish.  “Well, that one is directed at me personally,” he said.  “If the third prophecy is true, then I will lead the Haumda to victory in a great war and bring about an age of peace and prosperity,” he said.  “We’ve always thought that this would be a victory against the Verutans in some future war where relations broke down between our peoples,” he said, glancing at Shakizarr, “but with the coming of the invaders from Andromeda, it’s possible that that is the war the prophecy means.  We’ll have to watch the signs and beseech the Great Spirit for guidance.”

“Here’s hoping that’s the one Cybi fulfills,” Kreel said, holding up his mug before taking another drink.


“So how does Cybi fulfill the third prophecy?” Dahnai asked, her expression intrigued.


“It’s not just Cybi.  The return of the House of Karinne was the first sign,” he replied.  “The restoration of the Great Library destroyed for a thousand cycles is the first omen.  Well, the Karinne Academy was destroyed one thousand Haumda cycles ago,” he told them.  “In that prophecy, Cybi is the Mistress of the Lost Garden, the oasis of verdant bloom in the middle of the great desert.  Many priests believe that Karis itself is the great desert, and Cybi’s reclamation attempts while the planet was uninhabited makes her the Mistress of the Lost Garden.”


“Or maybe it’s Jason, or the entire house of Karinne,” Dahnai said.


Gau shook his head.  “The description of the omen in our scriptures makes it clear that it’s Cybi.  In the omen, the Mistress of the Lost Garden is a woman,” he noted.  “Sometimes these prophecies are very vague, but sometimes they’re quite specific.  Well, this one makes it clear that the Mistress of the Lost Garden is female.”

“That certainly disqualifies you, babe,” Dahnai grinned.  “That does sound pretty interesting, though.”

“As with all things in our religion, Dahnai, things can get very murky,” he said with a rueful chuckle.  “Our priests spend a lot of time trying to find the omens to fulfill the prophecies.”


“So, now that we’re completely out of the public eye, maybe we can talk about the Confederation,” Shakizarr said, putting an elbow on the table, then looking up when Surin wordlessly set down a porterhouse steak in front of him, sizzling and juicy. “That does smell wonderful,” he said, looking at the utensils.  He completely ignored them, using his claws to slice into the steak.


“I think I speak for all of us when I say you probably won’t have much trouble getting past the vote,” Dahnai said, to which many of them nodded.


“This isn’t meant to be an exclusive group,” Assaba affirmed.  “This is about joining together for simple survival against a far more powerful foe, and the size of the empire matters little.  The Shio and the Jobodi are as important as the Skaa and the Faey in this group.”


“And so far, it’s worked far better than I thought it would,” Grizza admitted.  “Once we established common rules and regulations for our militaries to follow, things fell into place quickly.”

“That’s good.  We Grimja certainly care about getting along,” Kreel smiled.


“Assaba speaks truth,” Grayhawk confirmed.  “The Confederation has done much for my people after the Consortium attacked our small territory.”


“This is exceptional,” Shakizarr said brightly as he chewed on a piece of steak.  “What manner of animal is this?”

“A Terran cow, Shakizarr,” Jason replied.  “I’m sure you could get your hands on some, the Terrans do a brisk business in all manner of foods.”


“I’m certain we could arrange something,” Kim said, finally saying something after nearly two days.


“With Terra independent and neutral, they keep their farm production now?” Gau asked.


Dahnai shook her head.  “They still have contracts with the Imperium for food production, but the excess, yes, that’s theirs.  That’s where most of their trade comes from.  Terran food is wildly popular in the Imperium.”


“And in the Federation,” Grayhawk agreed.


“As long as our newly gained neutrality isn’t threatened, we’re more than happy to make trade agreements with most anyone,” Kim said.


“And where do the Moridon stand in this little group, Brayrak?” Shakizarr asked, turning to the tall Moridon.


“As observers, though we have backed the Confederate war effort with low-interest loans,” he replied.  “The Consortium would not honor our neutrality, and neither will the Syndicate. The Confederation allows us to maintain our neutrality and still provide us with protection, in the form of an interdictor and a Stargate to and from Moridon Prime.  In return, we’ve offered financial assistance to help them absorb the costs of the military expedition.  They are most fair,” he said simply.


“This is them and us, so all of us have to be on the same float in the pond,” Kreel said seriously.  “That’s why the Council authorized me to petition for entry into the Confederation.  You’ve proved it pretty damn plainly that if we don’t fight these invaders, they’ll conquer us all.  We’re not going to sit on the bank and watch the next one.  We’ll fight.”


“And we’ll welcome you,” Dahnai said, scratching at her bare left breast absently, then she smiled brightly when Ayama set a plate of grilled chicken in front of her.  “Thank you, Ayama.”


“What is that?  It smells good,” Vizzie said.


“Chicken, a Terran bird, and totally delicious,” Dahnai said as she picked up a thigh.  “If the Verutans, Haumda, and Grimja all join the Confederation, we feel confident we can beat back the Syndicate, then help each other prepare for this colonizing wave from the Consortium that’s coming.”


“There’s enough industrial output at this table to manage it,” Kreel agreed.  “If anything, we Grimja are good at building things.  We can throw sheer numbers at things,” he chuckled.

As Ayama and Surin served several different meats and vegetables, they talked in more detail about how the Verutans and Grimja would integrate into the Confederation, mainly talking about how their militaries would merge into the existing structure, doing a lot of the discussion that would have taken place in formal council around Jason’s large picnic table.  Shakizarr had a couple of issues with Lorna being the overall military commander of the Confederate Combined Military, but the others were confident in her abilities, so they weren’t about to let a Verutan Admiral take over her job.  Gau simply listened to everything they discussed, no doubt absorbing it so he could make his decision later, while Kreel effectively charmed everyone at the table in his smooth, easy-going Grimja manner.  Ayama and Surin kept putting food down for them as the other residents of the strip kept their distance from the unusual council happening at Jason’s table.

It lasted nearly two hours. After they ate, they stayed at the table and worked out a framework for the Verutans and the Grimja to bring their military commanders to Terra for initial orientation, as Cybi kept records of everything.  Once they got that done, the rulers withdrew one by one, returning to their hotel rooms, and from there they’d be going back home.  Eventually it was just Jason, Dahnai, and Zaa left, walking along the beach as Kellin and Jyslin sat on loungers watching the kids.  Jason and Dahnai walked hand in hand with Zaa just beside them, her hands behind her back and her tail swishing behind her.  “You barely said two words all day, Denmother,” Dahnai noted.


“There is little need for my input in such matters as was discussed today, Dahnai,” she answered.


“Well, now that we’re alone, what do you think of Shakizarr and Kreel?”  Jason asked.

“That they are sincere,” she answered.  “Kreel understands far better than the others just how important it is for us to meet the threat together.  Shakizarr’s motivations are more personal and ambitious, but he will understand in time.”


“How so?” Dahnai asked.


“He sees the Confederation as a means to attain glory for the Verutan Empire,” she answered.   “That fact will incite the Haumda into joining. Gau is far wiser and more observant than Shakizarr thinks.”

“I don’t think there’s a single ruler at the table outside of Grayhawk and the Grand Master who aren’t thinking about after the Confederation,” Dahnai admitted.  “Is that what you mean, Denmother?’


She nodded.  “After we secure our galaxy from the invaders, Shakizarr sees the grand navy he’s built with Confederate assistance as a means by which to expand his influence.”


“He’ll get disabused of that fairly quickly,” Jason grunted.  “Once he understands that everyone else is going to have lots of ships equipped with nasty weapons that will make any attempt to attack someone else suicidal.  Not to mention the fact that it’ll bring financial ruin to his empire to try.”


“Which was how you set all this up,” Dahnai said sourly.


“Yup,” he replied with a nod.  “By making it prohibitively expensive to attack, it keeps everyone on their sides of the borders.”


“I can’t believe how easily you twisted all of us around your fingers,” she accused.


“When peace is more profitable than war, then people will pursue peace,” he told her.  “And I’m a man that’s interested in peace above all things.”

“Speaking of peace, did you find the island to your liking, Dahnai?” Zaa asked.


“Oh yes!” she said with honest enthusiasm.  “It’s just big enough to feel spacious while small enough for my guards to easily defend it.  I’ve already decided on all the building designs, and the Red Horn workers are starting on it in four days.  They promised to have the entire project finished in 46 days.  All of it.  The main house, the outlying buildings, the landscaping and the work on the south beach to make it more accessible for us to use.”


“I doubt I even have to ask about defenses.”


“It’s going to have some fairly nasty defenses,” Jason nodded.  “Ground batteries, a Teryon hard shield, an extensive and heavily reinforced bunker for Dahnai and her family, and Gladiators from the Red Warriors will be dispatched to the island to assist the guard when Dahnai’s here.”

“It’s on Karis, that’s really all the defense it needs, but my guards would have a fit if it didn’t have all that,” Dahnai chuckled.  “And I’m definitely going to spend my maternity here.  I’m going to establish that the summer palace is the new Imperial getaway spot, where the Empress can go for some rest and relaxation out of the eye of the rest of the Imperium.  Jason and the Karinnes will keep the reporters away, and I can relax,” she said with intensity.


“Even the Empress deserves a little privacy from time to time,” Jason chuckled, squeezing her hand.


“And it lets me keep an eye on you,” she winked.  “Now that you’re independent and all, it’s going to be the only way I can keep track of what you’re up to.”


“Good luck with that,” he grunted, which made Zaa chuckle.


After discussing the entry of the Verutans and Grimja into the Confederation a little, Dahnai and Zaa went down to join the others at the beach, while Jason stood on the walkway, his hands on the rail as he looked out over the ocean.  Things were going to be different now…very different.  The Karinnes were autonomous, Karis was sovereign territory, and Terra was finally free of the Imperium.  They were technically still part of the Imperium, but that was on paper.  Dahnai wouldn’t interfere in Terran affairs unless Kim officially petitioned her for help, which was within his power as the executive of a planet that had protectorate status.  If Kim asked for it, Dahnai would send a few battalions of Imperial Marines to Terra under Kim’s direct control.  The Imperial Marines on Terra would stay there for now, continue to serve as law enforcement, but they would slowly be replaced as they trained Terran law enforcement to take over for them.  But it wasn’t Terra that Jason was really worried about.  Jason now had control of the House of Karinne, complete and utter control.  Dahnai couldn’t look over his shoulder anymore.  He was ready for the responsibility, but it was still a slightly nervous feeling knowing that he couldn’t run to Dahnai if he needed her.  The Karinnes now had to act like a sovereign state.  They had to handle their own diplomacy, they had to deal with the other empires out there directly.  Again, they were used to doing that, but now that they were independent, the interest the other empires would take in them would increase dramatically.  Yeri was going to be run ragged for the next year dealing with the empires, and he’d be reading treaties, fielding trade offers, and doing a lot of the things that he’d been doing, but not been doing to the extent that he would now.

Then there was the Confederation.  The addition of the Verutans and the Grimja, and almost certainly of the Haumda and the Prakarikai later on, was going to change the dynamics of the internal politics of the allied empires.  There was going to be a lot more jockeying in the Confederate Council, and that would only increase as the smaller empires signed on.  Jason had almost no doubt that the Jun would seek entry, and very soon.  That…well, that would be interesting.  The Jun were a humanoid species, looking remarkably similar to Faey, Terrans, and Shio, but they intense.  The Jun had had a running rivalry with the Prakarikai and the Morbods from the Grimja sector for the last couple of centuries, but those two empires knew better than to declare war on the Jun.  Anyone who declared war on the Jun had to be ready to fight a war of extinction, because the Jun would not stop until either they were all dead or their enemies were all dead…a fact that the race known as the Gruthim had discovered too late.  There was only a handful of Gruthim left, part of the Prakarikai’s empire and out of reach of the Jun.  The Jun did not surrender, and they didn’t accept the surrender of an enemy.  They were the kind that would conquer a city, kill all the civilians, burn down all the buildings, salt the earth of the farms…even kill all the dogs and cats.  They also didn’t keep any territory they conquered, living within the defined borders of their empire and not seeking to expand, which was what kept the Jun in check in that respect.  They weren’t expansionistic, believing that Jun could only live in the 16 star systems that their deity had set aside for them, but they were extremely aggressive when it came to defending that territory.  They believed in an absolute scorched earth policy when it came to war, where their savagery was matched only by the brutality.  This aspect of their racial personality was going to make them somewhat hard to manage when they found themselves to be part of a disparate group, and fighting a war using a different set of rules.  But, nobody could deny that the Jun weren’t damn good fighters when it came down to it, they’d just have to be kept on a tight leash.


On the other side, the Ogravians, Aggjat, and the Farguut from the Verutan sector would also most likely join, with the Imbiri most likely asking for neutral observer status, so they could keep track of things.  The politics in the Verutan sector were less volatile than in the Grimja sector, because of the size of the Verutan and Haumda empires and their peaceful relations with the smaller empires in the sector.  Neither of the large empires would violate a treaty, it wasn’t in their racial mentality, and they had peace treaties with the smaller empires, who had the sense not to violate them themselves.  The only real tensions in the Verutan sector were between the Verutans and the Haumda, who were both wary allies and rivals at the same time.


The addition of these other races with their cultures and dispositions was going to make the Confederate Council much more entertaining, to say the least.  Just putting Shakizarr and Kreel at the same table had demonstrated that.

Yes, things were definitely going to change around here the next few months, but the one thing he hoped never changed was down on the beach.  Kellin and Jyslin had been pulled into the water, splashing and playing with Sirri, Maer, and Danelle as Rann and Shya rode body boards, sliding across the waves and nearly crashing into Kellin.  Dahnai waded out and joined them, and Tim and Symone rushed down from their house as Myleena’s personal ship landed on the pad behind her house.  This was what he hoped never changed.  This life, on this beach, with family and friends.  This was the best part of Karis, and the part that he could only hope would be better.  In about six months, a second wave of children would be born on the strip, started by Jyslin, a new generation of children to fill their lives and bring happiness and contentment.  Soon he would have new daughters and a new son, by both his amu and his friends.  He wondered what Siyae and Bethany would be like.  He wondered how strong Siyara and Walter were going to be, given who their mothers were.  He wondered how Tim and Symone would adapt to being parents once their daughter Lyra was born.  He wondered how messed up Kumi’s child was going to be, with Kumi as its mother.  He wondered how long it would take the other girls on the strip to get pregnant, those who hadn’t managed it yet.

And he wondered how Raisha would adapt to being in such a special situation.  Imperial Princess, Generation, the daughter of Empress Dahnai Merrane and the Grand Duke Jason Karinne, now the ruler of the independent House of Karinne.  She would be the bridge between the two nations…and God would she be well protected.  The Karinnes and the Kimdori had approved of the security plan the Imperial Guard had drawn up, and Saelle would be returning to Dracora with Dahnai when she went home, to return to her position as foster mother for Raisha and Miyai, return to her marriage with Evin, and return to Dahnai’s right hand to act as both an advisor and a protector.  Raisha would have the best that both Jason and Dahnai could offer her, and he was hopeful that she would be happy.


He closed his eyes as the wind changed, shifting from blowing from his right to directly in his face, and he felt it wash over him, bringing the smell of the sea and a hint of humidity that told him that a storm was coming.  It was an omen, he pondered as he thought about Gau.  An omen that things were going to change on Karis, and things were going to change through the entire sector cluster.


For good or for ill…that was the question.

Thus ends the story of Secession.
In the next story, Inception, the Confederation prepares for the coming of  the Syndicate, growing in number and growing in intrigue as the empires demonstrate that they have their own agendas.
Meanwhile, the Karinnes begin their era of independence, adapt to being an independent house, with all the complications and problems that the change in their status entails.

And there will be other stories to tell.
