Chapter 7

Vesta, 35 Demaa, 4401, Orthodox Calendar


Saturday, 22 May 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Vesta, 35 Demaa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


The White House, Karsa, Karis

They had the agreements in place, but getting the language exactly right was taking a little time.

Jason was working his way through paperwork as he kept a passive eye on a holo of Dahnai, Kellin, and their kids sitting on the beach back on the strip, Jyslin and Symone hanging out with them.  All of Jason’s children had taken the day off from school as well, running around playing with Shya, Maer, and Sirri under the watchful eyes of the guards, Saelle, Evin, Ayama, and Surin.  It was definitely a glorious morning for sunbathing, warm and sunny and with a gentle wind coming in off the ocean, and Jason was almost a little jealous of them.  But this was something of Dahnai’s rest and relaxation after what was a very stressful few days for her, making critical decisions that impacted both the Imperium and her personal life, so she needed the time to decompress.  But while Dahnai had the time and opportunity to relax a little, Jason didn’t.  He had some serious work to do, some very important paperwork to finish, and he’d been taking short days the last week or so to deal with negotiating with Dahnai, and also dealing with his little coloration problem.  So, while he was out playing, some very important paperwork had stacked up on him, and it was time to clear his inbox.


That was half of the reason he was at work.  The other half was that he was expecting—more like hoping for—a report from Zaa anytime now.  She’d said it would take her infiltrators two days to find out what was going on inside Go’jur’mi, and when Zaa made a statement like that, she was usually right on the mark.  He wanted to be in his office so she could get that information to him the instant it was available.


The last couple of days had been far less stressful than he’d anticipated.  With Dahnai more or less conceding all his main points, and even going further than he expected, they’d spent the last couple of days just drawing up the formal treaties, working on the language with both his legal team and hers, trying to get everything just so because it was going to be a very important treaty.  Jason and Dahnai were drawing up the official separation of Karinne from the Imperium with an eye not inward, but outward, so the language of the treaty had to make the autonomy of the Karinnes ironclad.  If the other governments wouldn’t trust the Karinnes to be neutral, impartial, and fair, then the whole plan was basically worthless.  That plan would have the Karinnes more or less running all transportation and logistics for the entire Confederation, Stargates linking the neutral system of Terra to hub systems in Confederate allied territory, with Karinne freighters servicing other interdicted systems around the hub system  The interdictors were critical to the protection of Confederate systems, and Assaba, Vizzie, Ba’mra’ei, Magran, Grayhawk, everyone had to trust the Karinnes that they would run the system fairly and not allow Dahnai to use her Stargates as a means to try to use military force against the linked systems.  If that trust wasn’t there, then it wasn’t going to work.  But if they did trust the Karinnes to run the logistics in interdicted systems, as they were doing now, then all the governments in the Confederation were going to prosper.  Other governments would be moving their trade goods in real time using Terra as a trade hub, which would reduce costs, increase profits, and what was most important, give all participating governments secure trade routes and protection for their planets and their people.

He still wasn’t entirely sure if it was going to sell, but Dahnai agreed with him—finally—that they had to prove to the others before they made the official offers that they were serious about keeping the Karinnes a neutral administrator of the system.  When they saw the treaties before Jason put the first written proposal to create a network of Stargates and transportation hubs on the table, they’d know that both Jason and Dahnai were serious about wanting to make it work.  Grayhawk and Magran were openly favoring the idea as Jason presented it, but Assaba and Vizzie were openly skeptical.  They wanted to see the specifics, they wanted to see it in writing, before they made a decision.


That writing was what he was reading at the moment, reading over the latest draft of the treaty that would create the transportation network.  His legal team had done a fantastic job spelling out exactly what the House of Karinne would do, what Dahnai wouldn’t be doing, and keeping everything under the control of the neutral planet of Terra and the House of Karinne, with extensive oversight from every government that signed on.  Everything would be transparent.  Every ruler would have operational control over the Stargate leading into his territory, have control over the entry station that served that Stargate to inspect every single cargo container coming into his territory or leaving it.  He could see what was going on inside his territory, and if even one ship was out of place, he would have the power to shut everything down in his territory until they figured out what was going on, including the ability to delink the Stargate into hot standby with nothing but a command code.  While the Terrans and the Karinnes would be running the system, the individual rulers would have control over access to their territory and all materials and people moving in and out, and would see every ship moving around in his territory in real time.  And since Terra was going to be considered free passage space, every ruler could park the bulk of his military forces around the Stargate leading into his territory if that was what he wanted to do.

He finished it up and made a few notes to send back to his people, then he leaned back in his chair a bit, turned, and looked out the window.  Since it looked like the House of Karinne was going to become independent…he wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to keep it as a house.  He’d never really liked the feudal system the Imperium used, it was completely against his American upbringing, and if he was going to be the one in total power here, well, he could make a few changes.  Not immediately, since they needed the way things were now while they were at war, where Jason was the commander in chief and had the power to bend the entire house into the war effort.  But after all the wars were over, when both the Syndicate and the Consortium had been sent back to Andromeda with their tails between their legs, then he was going to make some significant changes.

But one change was being implemented as soon as the treaty with Dahnai was signed.  Jason was going to seat a unicameral congress that would propose, debate, vote on, and then pass up to him ideas and propositions for changes to the way things worked on Karis.  It wouldn’t have any binding power—at least yet—but it would let the Faey mainly start to get used to the idea of representatives getting together, debating laws, and then voting on them.  The congress would be an advisor to Jason that would bring the ideas from the common man to his desk for his consideration, allowing a common citizen to get an idea, tell it to his representative, and have that representative bring it up and debate it in the congress.  If it was a pretty good idea, it might make it all the way to Jason’s desk.  Jason still had his open Civnet box for suggestions, and common citizens could still come to the strip and submit their ideas to him, going from the guards straight to his desk.  Since Aya locked down the strip, the common citizens weren’t allowed on the strip anymore.  Jason didn’t entirely like it, he felt like it separated him from the people he served, but he couldn’t fault Aya’s decision.


He was starting to consider conducting town hall style meetings a couple of times a month to get feedback from the common man, which Jason felt was the true ruler of the House of Karinne.


The Faey would need some time to get used to the idea of a republic, it was a completely alien concept to them…but he was pretty sure they’d get to like it after they got a taste of it, as the common citizen discovered that in a republic, he had real power and a real say in how his government worked.  Hell, if the Skaa could embrace the concept of a republic, any species could.


Jason looked over the proposed districts for the congress, each district forbidden to be gerrymandered and based on population, not land area, where one representative was elected by democratic vote from a district that held 100,000 people, and whose term would last for two years.  Given that the current population of Karis was 6,483,002, that would create a congress with 64 representatives, and would bump up to maybe as high as 83 next year with the huge influx of applicants and cause a redrawing of the map after the yearly census, which was conducted the first day of Toraa every year.  That took about 15 minutes, since the mainframe in the Interior Department knew exactly where everyone lived.  The mainframe would take the census and then automatically redraw the districts as equitably as possible, but the representative wouldn’t have to be re-elected unless two whose houses were redrawn into the same district…and that was only if one refused to move to the empty district bordering theirs.  If two representatives were drawn into the same district, the junior member would have the option to move to his old district to keep his seat.  But if he refused to move, then the two representatives would have to go head to head in an election.


And Jason wouldn’t allow the formation of any political parties.  Best not to even go down that road.


It would be a good experiment for Jason to see how the house approached the idea, and good practice mainly for the Faey in the house to get some exposure to the idea of a congress.

After reviewing those plans, he worked through the latest reports from Myleena and Myri.  Myleena was almost done with the Consortium battleship and was about to do her final report on its technology, analyzing it and searching for any weaknesses they could exploit.  There was also a lower-priority status report from 3D about the implanted jacks that would allow non-Generations to have direct connections to computers. Songa and Olan had finished the expanded trial phase, and the results were very favorable.  Their 300 test subjects had finished their training, and the results were impressive.  They had only slightly slower response time compared to a Generation in a merge, and roughly the same response time as a highly trained interface driver, like a rigger or Wolf pilot, but with the added advantage of receiving data as well as transmitting it.  One of their test subjects was a Terran who was a professional pilot, just like Aura, and when they put him in a jack-capable skimmer, he flew it perfectly, with the same subtlety and skill as an interface but with the bonus of being able to receive data from the flight computer right into his brain instead of having to look at gauges and displays.  Songa and Olan wanted permission to expand their trial to 1,000 test subjects and place the original 300 in military training programs, mainly for Wolf fighters and Gladiators, to see how a jack-enhanced pilot could handle military hardware.  Jason signed off on that on the spot, and sent a missive to Myri to get those jacked subjects into fighter and rigger training courses today.  Songa added in her report that she had finished mapping the synaptic patterns of the Urumi for jack enhancement procedures, and was currently working on the Colonists and the Skaa.  The report also included a 3D hologram of the new interlink unit that Olan had designed, which looked exactly like the current interface model, just with a little extra functionality to let it communicate with the brain to which it was jacked in.  The main difference was the male jack at the rear of it, where it would socket into the jackport anchored to the bone behind the left ear.

Jenny and Eraen had also started their job to develop the diffuser.  They weren’t about to put anything important in a report, that wasn’t how 3D did things, but the flowery wording of the report told him that they were settled in and now working on the problem.


Myri’s report was more numbers than progress, but those numbers were progress.  12 more small ships had come off the docks today.  Four corvettes, three gunboats, and five destroyers were all finished and parked, not ready to be commissioned yet, but on the other side, two cruisers, a tactical cruiser, and the first new heavy cruiser in a while was coming off the docks later today as well.  Those also weren’t ready to be manned quite yet, so their commissioning was being put off until the crews were ready and the captains were chosen.

Myri also solved the Sevi problem, in a rather cute way.  Myri’s report said that she wasn’t giving Sevi the choice to pass up another command.  She was getting the next tactical battleship, which was due for completion tomorrow, but she would be allowed to transfer the name Abarax to her new ship.  The current heavy cruiser Abarax would be renamed when a new captain took the chair, and that captain would have the option to transfer the name of her old ship to the new command.  Myri was testing out the idea of dynamic ship names, like simply slapping the same name on a mothballed ship as the ship it was replacing in the main inventory, and she was testing out the idea with Sevi and the Abarax.


Given how Sevi fought in battle, a bulldog was the best choice for her.  She could be seriously brave when she was in battle, completely confident in the durability and firepower of her beloved Abarax.  She loved her ship more than her own husband, but she also wasn’t afraid to ram her ship down the throat of an entire enemy formation either.  She wasn’t afraid to scratch the paint on her ship.  That kind of aggressive attitude was perfect for the captain of a tactical battleship, where she had all those particle beams to throw at her opponent.  So, Sevi was being told today that she would move up to the tactical battleship, and she would do that tomorrow.


Jason almost wished he could be in Myri’s office when she dropped that ultimatum on Sevi.  It would be very amusing.


After working through the military reports, he skimmed the cabinet reports, dealing with infrastructure projects, land grants, how many people were graduating from orientation and about to enter the general population of the house in the next week.  And like the last few weekly reports, the Shio were heavily outnumbering everyone else, by nearly 50%.  The Shio were definitely flooding into the house, but as far as Jason was concerned, they were more than welcome.  And since the word got out that the house was seceding from the Imperium, the applications for house membership had jumped 78% just over the last week.  It seemed that quite a few people out there were much more interested in joining the House of Karinne if it wasn’t part of the Imperium.  The recruiting division had started opening offices in every civilization that had representation in the Academy as well, a wave of fresh office openings scattered mainly in the Verutan sector, with twelve offices opening in the Grimja sector, in the Grimja Union, the civilization for which that sector was named, at least to the Karinnes.  The Grimja were the largest empire in their sector, way out past the Skaa and Colonists, because the Grimja and the two Skaa empires had a neutral zone between them.  It was the result of the peace treaty that ended the last war between the Skaa and the Grimja, some 450 years ago, and the peace had held over the centuries.  There were no habitable planets in that neutral zone for them to fight over, so it was considered a demilitarized zone that neither military was allowed to enter.  Commercial traffic was allowed to pass through along defined routes, but no other ships moved around in there.


The Grimja themselves had a pretty ugly-sounding name, but they were actually a rather pleasant-looking species.  They were rodent-like creatures, bipedal but with big feet and large round ears, big front teeth that they had to file down because they grew over the entire lifespan.  Despite the buck teeth, they had very anthropomorphized faces that made them weirdly cute to Terrans and Faey.  They looked a little like chinchillas, with fur that ran from white to gray to several earth toned shades, only the females had hair in the classical sense, large round ears on top of their heads, very long tails with long, silky fur, and they had whiskers.  They were about 6 feet tall on the average and from a slightly lower than average gravity planet which gave them a slender bone structure and sleek body, so they weren’t cute little things, they were actually cute really tall things.  While they had slender bones, those bones were reinforced with naturally occurring iron compounds, literally giving them metal-laced bones like Wolverine from the old X-Men comics, and that made them heavier than they looked and made it damn hard to break a bone.  It also made them much, much stronger than most low-gravity species, because of those metal-laced bones and the strength required to move it around.  Like the Parri, the Grimja breathed nitrogen instead of oxygen, and their diet was purely vegetarian; they were physically incapable of digesting meat.

Like the Skaa, the Grimja reproduced at a very high rate, but they didn’t have a huge population like the Skaa did because of strict restrictions on family size to prevent overpopulation and famine, and the fact that the reptilian Skaa consumed much less food per capita compared to the Grimja.  Skaa ate much less than the Grimja did, who had fairly fast metabolisms and a higher than average internal body temperature that took lots of fuel to maintain.  But thankfully, unlike the Beryans, Grimja females didn’t have four pronounced breasts.  They actually had no pronounced breasts at all unless they were nursing young, but then they displayed six temporarily pronounced breasts that went back to normal after weaning the young.  Grimja females could produce up to nine children in a single pregnancy, and could produce a litter of young twice a year.  If not for their very strict population controls, the Grimja could reproduce so quickly that they would totally consume the resources of the planets in their empire.  They heavily relied on imported food as it was, they couldn’t afford to let their population get any larger.


Dahnai knew it very well, no empire that could not feed itself was ever entirely secure.  To be reliant on trade for a basic staple like food put any empire in a weak position, because the trade partner had them by the proverbial balls.  The Grimja paid inflated prices for the food they imported…and Jason was of a mind to do something about that.  It would utterly piss off the Prakarikai, the race that traded the most food with the Grimja, but Jason didn’t entirely like the Prakarikai anyway.  They were a race of snobs, and they ripped off the Grimja to shameless degrees, because the Grimja had very little choice.  To feed their people, they had to buy food, and few civilizations exported food in large quantities.  Only the Alliance, the Prakarikai, and the Imperium—at least now—exported food in any large quantity in the nine sectors that made up their sector cluster.

That was defined by simple geometry.  The home sector and the eight bordering sectors were defined as the sector cluster, but the edge of the home sector and the three sectors bordering that side were dominated by the Kypan Void, so there was little population back towards the edge of the arm of the galaxy.  Terra was a lone island on the edge of the home sector, surrounded by a whole lot of useless star systems.


Jason made a note to Kumi to investigate the possibility of selling food replicators to the Grimja Union.  That should help stablilize their food situation, and not have to give over almost all their GDP to the Prakarikai just to feed their population.


Jason reached the last report, which made him sigh in relief and gaze wistfully at the beach holo.  Dahnai and Jyslin were teamed up against Kellin and Symone in a game of beach volleyball, the natural athleticism of the Imperial family letting them hold their own against grizzled beach ball pros like Jyslin and Symone.  The kids were all playing in the ocean right along the waveline, letting the waves crash over them, with Ayama, Surin, Saelle, and Evin in the water with them, both to play and to keep watch.  Two KBB Gladiators stood guard at each side of the beach, giving them plenty of room, Kyva in one and Jyvli in the other; Jyvli was Kyva’s usual partner when she opted to have one.  Twelve Imperial Guard also stood watch in staggered positions both along the walkway and on the beach itself, keeping casual watch over their charges, Dahnai’s guards wearing their brand new, gleaming, snowy white Crusader armor.  Dahnai’s guards almost strutted a little bit and played with some of the armor’s features instead of paying strict attention to the Imperial family…but that was alright, the strip was completely locked down and the hard shield was up.  They could afford a little relaxation themselves.

Outfitting the entire Imperial Guard with Crusader armor was part of the deal Jason had struck with Dahnai, part of the new security measures for Raisha and Saelle.  Those guards would be watching over his new family and a woman that was as close as a sister, he was for damn sure putting them in the absolute best armor he could find.  Jason would be sending two sets of armor for every one of the 426 Imperial Guard that protected the palace, a primary suit and a backup suit.  The guards here could be sized, so they got their armor the next day when Jason and Dahnai worked that out.  The guards back on Draconis had sent very detailed sizes to his armor factory via holo recordings, and they were cranking out the armor at that moment to send back to the palace.  They’d be in that armor before Dahnai returned to Draconis. The only difference between the armor for the Imperial Guard and regular armor was that the guard armor was outfitted with MPACs instead of pulse cannons, but that wasn’t much of a downgrade.  On the small arms scale, MPACs were just as powerful as pulse weapons, since small arms pulse blasts didn’t explode the way MPAC charges did.  Pulse blasts would go through absolutely anything, however, they ignored armor the same way Torsion bolts did.

He watched Rann and Kyri ride on body boards for a few minutes, then got back to work. He went through the long list of land grant applications that were important enough to hit his desk, including proposals from the Interior department to open three new cities in the center of the Kargan continent, old designations Olania, Faerdalle, and the old provincial capitol of the Teria Province, Teria City.  Teria City was rebuilt to house up to 5.2 million residents, and the department wanted to go in there and start preparing the city for inhabitation.  That was mainly activating power uplinks, removing plas-shielding from needed buildings that protected them from erosion and animal invasion, installing computer mainframes to manage transportation and infrastructure, and moving in mass transit units to provide transportation for city residents.  16% of the old Teria Province was inhabited along its northern edge, and the opening of the new provincial capitol would open the rest of the province to large-scale settling.  With the estimated number of new house members joining the house, Jason could admit that it was time to open a new province, and the Teria Province was quite lovely.  It had rolling grasslands along its northern half and old, weathered mountains like the Appalachians back on Terra that ran from east to west through the southern half.  It wasn’t far enough south for skiing in the winter, but some people loved to live in those kinds of low, rounded mountains.  The mountains were a mix of grass and forest, since trees just looked right on a mountainside, the trees a mixture of restored native Karisian trees, Terran trees, and trees from Draconis, all carefully analyzed by the botany department of the Academy annex to make sure they could cohabitate in the ecosystem.

Jason sent back permission to his Interior director to activate Teria City, but to hold off on the others to get some population in what would become the province capitol first.  besides, Teria City was large, so it had plenty of room for any kind of housing someone may prefer, be it high-rise apartments in the city proper or houses out in the suburbs. Jason wrote back that once Teria City hit one million population, to open one of the other cities.  He also told his department to go in and establish some parks and nature preserves.


He finished up the last of the reports, and had to smile a little at the big “0” at the top of his inbox.  It took him almost four hours, but he finally worked through all the paperwork that had backed up on him over the last few days.  He watched Shya replace Kyri on the body board, then leaned back in his chair and pondered how it was going to change life in the house.  Jason had agreed to the idea that Shya would move in with Rann, but the idea that they’d be married, well, that was a little weird to him.  After all, Rann was almost six and Shya was five.  It was extremely unusual for a marriage to happen so young, but Dahnai was right that she had the power to do it, and there was some precedent in Imperial history.   The youngest marriage ever happened before the lucky couple were even born, literally married in the womb.  These marriages, called Imperial contracts, were completely secular in nature, but legally binding as true marriages.  To be truly married in every sense of Faey culture, couples married by Imperial decree were married again in the conventional way on the younger’s 15th birthday, which was the age of majority in the olden times.  This would be the way Rann and Shya would also do it.  They’d be married by Imperial decree, but when Shya turned 15, they’d have a big state wedding befitting a future Grand Duke and an Imperial Princess…or at least a daughter of the Empress in Shya’s case.  Shya would always be a princess, but she’d have to abdicate her position in the line of succession to move to Karis immediately.  Instead of being an Imperial Princess, she would simply be called a Princess.  But still, the idea that Jason would more or less have a new daughter that happened to be married to his son living in his house, that would take a little adjustment.  He certainly wouldn’t mind, because he loved Shya very much and found her to be intelligent, inquisitive, funny, and delightful, but the idea that Rann and Shya would be in his room as a married couple…that was the weird part.  They’d be sleeping in the same bed, a brand new queen size that Jyslin had ordered yesterday morning, sharing space and their lives not as a brother and a sister, but as a husband and a wife.

Rann certainly was happy about it, just as happy as Shya.  They knew now that Shya would be moving here permanently.  The screaming and jumping for joy lasted for nearly ten minutes when they were told.  But Jason wondered how enthusiastic Rann was going to be when Shya’s things arrived from Draconis, and he found out that living with Shya wasn’t the same as her just sleeping over.  He was surrendering complete control of his room, would have to share all his things, share his time, share his life with Shya, but to be fair, Shya would have to do the same thing.  Shya was leaving behind her foster parents, her mother, her siblings, her school, everything she knew, her entire life, and was moving to a new planet to live in an entirely different culture, a culture that didn’t revolve around her.  Jason foresaw a few spats between them as they worked out just who was in charge once the bedroom door was closed.  Rann was no pushover, and Shya was conditioned to think that everyone had to do what she said.  She was going to be a little shocked to find out that Rann wasn’t just going to follow her orders.  And part and parcel of agreeing to this was to let the two of them work that out for themselves.

He was just glad he was getting his hands on Her Little Imperial Listening Highness before Dahnai could brainwash her into spying for her mother.


He lingered for nearly an hour in his office, hoping that Zaa would contact him, but an empty belly convinced him to put his armor back on and head down to the cafeteria—Aya wouldn’t let him out of his office without his armor, even if he wasn’t going to leave the building.   Jason was much unlike most other rulers in that he didn’t dine in a private dining room, didn’t have chefs preparing his meals, didn’t wall himself away from the people he ruled.  Jason ate in the cafeteria like most everyone else, and had sometimes jaunted out to one of the many restaurants surrounding the White House before Aya put restrictions on his movement.  He favored the open grill where he liked to order deli style sandwiches.  The deli cook was a Terran and had run a sandwich shop in Philadelphia before moving to Karis, so the man knew how to make killer cheesesteaks and other specialty deli sandwiches, but he also experimented with off-Terran meats, cheeses, and vegetables, mixing them all together to create his own unique sandwich flavor combinations.  Everything was cooked on the flat-top grill, right in front of the customer, in the classic Philly style.  Jason, Shen, and Suri made their orders, then they sat together in the corner of the eating area discussing how having Shya in the house was going to change things.  Aya really didn’t have to do anything else, but she added one more guard to Rann’s usual detachment to keep an eye on Shya, and today Ryn was in that detachment.  Ryn was the one that gave Rann his lessons in telepathy at school most of the time, since she was probably the most skilled telepath on the planet, and first grade didn’t have organized telepathy classes.  Rann got special tutoring every day in telepathy, along with most of the Generation-born kids.  Outside of Jason’s own children, 51% of all the new Generation-born in the first wave of births had expressed, right around the age of 5.5 years on the average.  Cybi had told him that that was about right for a Generation, so that didn’t make Rann or any other others too unusual, at least in the perspective of the House of Karinne and the history of the Generations.

Jason was moving in the other realm of Generations, and that was telekinesis.  He’d secured some tutoring for Zach’s surprisingly strong abilities, adding him to Rann’s lessons from Ayuma, and had Ayuma track down another accomplished telekinetic to give lessons to those Generations that had expressed their TK in school.  Ayuma was too busy running the Academy from her office in Karis to teach a formal class.  Not all of them had; Aran and Sora still hadn’t expressed their TK, and about 77% of the other first-wave Generation kids hadn’t either. Kyri, Rann, and Zach were in the minority in that regard, and they were all indications that the three of them would be strong TKs.

How can you eat that? Jason protested as Shen picked up her bakru meat, banana pepper, and ruga root sandwich, the banana peppers and rugas put on the grill with the meat much as onions and bell peppers were chopped and set on the grill with a cheesesteak, dressed with lettuce, tomato, aruga sprouts, and pickles.  Jason wasn’t a big fan of bakru meat, a big ostrich-like bird thing from Goraga, it tasted almost rancid to him.  Connoisseurs called it bold, but Jason called it half-spoiled.  The fact that they aged bakru meat before serving it just backed up his personal view that they didn’t serve it until it was starting to rot.  That particular sandwich was one of Tony’s own creations, and it was fairly popular with those that liked bakru.  Somehow, the banana peppers and ruga roots were supposed to really bring out the flavor of the meat.  The really weird thing was that Jason actually liked the smell of bakru meat, but he hated the taste of it.

The same way you eat those disgusting sandwiches with cheese in them, she replied lightly as she took a bite.


You must not have taste buds.


I could say the same thing about you, she retorted lightly as she took another bite.


Miaari sat down on the other side of Jason at the table, with a tray of what looked like brown chutes of bamboo.  It was some kind of fleshy water plant from Menos whose name escaped him, cultivated by the Menoda, that wasn’t all that bad.  It tasted like a cross between an almond and a squash.  The fact that the stalks were a golden brown and were nearly a half a foot thick almost made it look like Miaari had bought a plate full of wooden dowels.  “I’m surprised you’re still here, cousin,” she said as she picked up one of the chutes, then bit off the end of it.  She sucked out the juice trapped inside it, then took another bite.


“I’m actually more or less done for today.  I’m sorta hanging around hoping the Denmother will call,” he replied, picking up his cheesesteak.


“Well, I’ll have a couple of reports ready to send to you by the time I finish lunch,” she told him.  “Further analysis of the missives we’re receiving from Andromeda.”


“Anything earthshaking?”


“Not really.  Just some analysis and projections.”

“So, the typical guessing?”


“Educated guessing,” she corrected primly, which made Jason chuckle.  “By the way, I’ll be going to Kimdori Prime after the summit to see my cubs.  I don’t expect to be gone more than two or three days.”


“Good for you,” he told her sincerely.  “Bring back some pictures.”


“Only infrared ones,” she smiled.  “It will be some weeks yet before my cubs can tolerate the light.”


“I’ll be looking forward to when you bring them home, that way I can turn them against you,” Jason grinned.


She laughed.  “Good luck with that, cousin,” she retorted.


“Has Graal seen them yet?”


She shook her head.  “He won’t have any contact with them until their second birthday, when he is officially introduced to them.  But he has sent several messages conveying his pride at their birth and his hope that they will be fine cubs.”


“Well, that’s good, I suppose,” Jason said.  “I’m just glad I’m not a Kimdori.  I couldn’t take not seeing my kids until they were two.”


“It’s how we do things, and it works for us, cousin,” she replied.  “The females are the ones that raise the young.  The males have no say in the matter.”


“Well, that explains why the Kimdori are so messed up, letting the females mold the young,” he teased, which earned him a kick on his armored shin.  He laughed at Miaari’s adorably annoyed look, but that was her fault for kicking a man wearing armor when she had bare feet.  “You know, maybe I should actually go with you,” he mused.  “Denmother did invite me to Kimdori Prime, and I’m kinda curious.”

“I would be happy to take you, cousin,” she said.  “But Aya might object.  Only a Generation could tolerate the radiation for more than a couple of hours.  Your guards would have to stay in their armor at all times when not in a shielded building.  It would be best to simply leave them here and go alone, but Aya would never permit it.”


“Probably not,” he chuckled.


Definitely not, Suri affirmed.


“Not even a Generation could stay for an extended period,” Miaari added.  “I believe that six days is the maximum exposure level before the radiation starts doing physical damage.”  That was the threshold for Generations when it came to radiation.  Generations could tolerate radiation until the energetic particles started doing physical damage to their bodies, because Generations didn’t suffer damage to their DNA from radiation exposure and their cells were much, much more resistant to damage from radioactive particles.  Low energy radiation was very easy for a Generation to handle, but something like Polonium-210 would shred a Generation’s body as easily as it would about anything not a Kimdori or a Jakkan.  Generations didn’t suffer from radiation sickness, or get radiation-caused diseases.  The only way radiation could hurt them was high-energy radiation punching molecule-sized holes in their bodies, as high-energy radiation did to just about anything but Jakkans and Kimdori.

That aspect of the Generations made them highly unusual among most known life in the galaxy.  Only a handful of species known were either highly tolerant of or outright immune to most forms of radiation.  Only Kimdori and Jakkans had more radiation resistance than a Generation, and they were both immune to about any radiation except that which would rip their bodies apart in a matter of seconds.  Not even they could stand up to radiation of that intensity, because when it got to that point, it was more about the physics of being bombarded with high-energy particles than it was being exposed to radiation.


The radiation resistance of the Generations even played a role in the defense of the planet.  There were radiation emitters set up around Kosiningi as a last resort defense in case of invasion, set high enough to kill anything but a Generation after about half an hour of exposure, at the very limit of Generation resistance to radiation.


Jason did find it a bit amusing that a species that could withstand radioactive bombardment could still get sunburn…but UV rays were a slightly different kind of radiation than playing hackeysack with a lump of Uranium.


Songa hurried up to him and took a seat on the other side of Suri.  “There you are, Jason, Chirk said you were at lunch,” she said.  “I need you at the Annex as soon as you finish eating.”


“What for?” he asked.


“I just got back your last screening, and you’ve developed a malignant malformation on your liver,” she replied.  “It’s just a bundle of about a hundred cells, but it is cancerous, so we need to cure it before it begins to spread.”


“Woah, I have cancer?”


“Only for about two more hours,” she smiled.  “The procedure will take about half an hour, and the worst we’ll do is stick a few needles in you,” she winked.  “It’s very easy to deal with malignant growths when they’re at this stage.  It’ll be even easier as soon as Myli’s engineers finish the project I asked them to do.”


“Which is?”


“Using spiders to deal with internal problems like cancer,” she replied.  “The medical spiders she programmed to help perform the jack implantation were a fantastic success, so we’re exploring other ways these nano-machines can help us doctors do our jobs.  If it works right, the new treatment will be to inject the patient with spiders, which will then search out and destroy cancerous tumors and cells from the inside.  Under strict medical supervision, of course,” she said quickly.  “I’m even in consultation with some geneticists to build spiders that can deal with genetic defects, revert spontaneous cell mutations like the ones that cause cancer and some other diseases, repair radiation damage, and to regenerate and repair malfunctioning organs.”


“Well, Myli did say that the spiders would have some serious potential in the medical field,” he recalled with a nod.  “Well, if you say you need me, I guess I’ll be there as soon as I finish eating,” he told her, then he took another bite of his cheesesteak.


“That smells good.  What is it?”


“Philly cheesesteak.  They make them right there,” he said, pointing at Tony’s booth in the cafeteria.  It had 14 different booths or stalls that sold a variety of food, from just about every tradition of cooking in the Imperium.  The newest stall was a Shio couple who were selling Shio open-flame grilled fare, one of the oldest and most popular styles of Shio cuisine, and they were doing a brisk business.  The Shio preferred to cook over an open flame, even if it came down to boiling water.  They believed that cooking food over an open flame infused the food with the elements of the flame itself, which Jason agreed with.  The kind of wood used in a grill affected the taste of the food cooked on that grill, and since wood wasn’t used much anymore by the common citizen due to its high cost, the Shio made nearly a science out of developing affordable compounds to add to gas-fed grill burners that infused certain flavors and textures into the food cooked upon the grills they fed.  That was on top of the many spices that the Shio had invented and used in their cooking.  The Shio reminded him of New Orleans, where people didn’t even boil water without adding spices to it, but those spices never covered up or dominated the taste of the food, they only enhanced it.  Faey liked Shio food and vice versa, but the Shio were much like the French in that they had a passion for fine food and fine wine, so they took cooking much more seriously than the Faey did.  In Shio society, being a successful and accomplished chef was a big fucking deal.  It was like being a lawyer or a doctor in Terran society, at least where social standing was concerned.

That Shio grill stall was yet another indication that the Shio were slowly taking over the house.


Songa returned with her own cheesesteak, and after a testing bite, she smiled and attacked the sandwich.  After they finished eating, Shen and Suri packed him and Songa aboard the Marine corvette Honor, and they flew over to the Medical Annex. Haeri met them at Jason’s more or less private examination room, Songa’s own exam room just off her office, and since Jason was her only patient, it made that Jason’s own exam room.  Haeri took the gauntlet that Jason took off.  You don’t need to strip completely, you Grace, she told him.  But you do need to take off your breastplate.

Not a problem, he replied as Shen and Suri stepped up to help him.  What’s going to happen?


We’re going to give you a local anesthetic, then  use a probe to remove the cancerous cells on your liver, she replied.  Usually we’d just use cancer eradication drugs, but you’re a Generation and cancer is much more volatile for you.  Generations don’t respond well to Amotho-Stantivates, the family of drugs that kill cancer cells, so we have to use more direct methods to deal with cancer that’s already there.  We’ll put you on an anti-cancer drug regimen, though, a drug called Hemocythrin-dimethycilicide.  You’ll be on the regimen for about a month or so to prevent a relapse, then you’ll be done.


Sounds good, he nodded.  Any side effects I should know about?


The regimen?  Nope, she replied.  You’ll take a pill every morning with breakfast, and the drug will actively prevent any cancerous cells from forming, you being a Generation doesn’t interfere with this kind of drug.  After about a month, we’ll discontinue the regimen and see how you do without it.

Outstanding, he sent as Shen helped uncouple his arm greave and remove it, while Shen unlocked the seal between his breastplate and backplate.

I’m going to add a cellular analysis of your liver to see if there’s any unusual cells forming, if you’re prone to a recurrence, Songa sent as she set pieces of his armor on the table by the exam couch.  But that’s an external scan, so it shouldn’t take but a few minutes.


Sounds good, doc.

The local didn’t hurt at all, since Faey medical science was a series of little units attached to his body in a rough ring around the affected area that prevented pain signals from being generated by his body within the affected area.  Songa then produce what looked like a long needle, and he watched with some curiosity on a monitor after he laid back as Haeri slid that long needle into his upper abdomen, just under the base of his ribcage, and pushed it all the way in to his liver.  Songa then took over from a remote board, using the probe to literally scoop away the malignant cells, then the probe treated the microscopic cut on the surface of his liver with bio-accelerant.  After making sure she got all the malignant cells, Haeri took out the probe, and they sent the cancerous cells over to the lab for analysis, calling in an intern to run them down to the lab.  He stayed on the table as Songa ran an external scan, the scan sensor over his abdomen and chest as Songa studied his liver on a holo.  Jason lost interest and played a quick game of Banyer’s Maze by merging to his gestalt, and when he finished the first map, Songa was almost finished.


Looks good, dear, she sent to him.  It looks like this flare-up of cancer wasn’t due to any changes in your liver.  Just a Generation being a Generation, she smiled.


I’m not complaining. Odds are I’d either have cancer or be dead of cancer by now if it wasn’t for Faey medicine, he sent honestly.


Your father lived a long time, there’s no telling how long you’d have lived without us, Jason, she smiled.


My father lived the longest of anyone he knew from his family, he replied.  Just about everyone on his side of the family was dead by 35, and almost all of them died of cancer.  Dad only lasted six years past that.  I can pretty safely say that odds are, the entire Terran line of the Generations would have been extinct by now if the Faey had never come.  Rahne had cancer when we found her, and now I get cancer, and I doubt I’d have had kids by now if I’d never have met Jys.  It woulda killed us both, and that woulda been it.  No more Terran Generations.

Well, you have us to keep you up and running, your Grace,, Haeri smiled warmly.  And at least you can say that the subjugation did have one good thing come about because of it.


More than one, Jason admitted ruefully.  I’d say that it had eight good things come from it.


Nine, Songa replied absently.


Nine?  I only have seven kids, Songa.  Granted, Raisha and the twins aren’t born yet, but they’re still my kids.


I’m counting you, silly man, she winked.


Me and Rahne don’t count.


So you say, she replied as she pushed the scanner up and away from him.  Okay, since we pumped some bio-accelerant into you, I want you to go eat again as soon as you get back to the office, she ordered.  Drink at least three glasses of water before you eat.  I’ll have the pharmacy fill your prescription and send it over to your house.  Just take one pill every morning with breakfast, and eat breakfast, she commanded.  You need to take that medicine with food for the best effect.


Got it.  Breakfast for the next month.  Make sure those instructions are in the package so Ayama reads it.


I’ll tell her myself when I get home tonight, Songa replied.  That’s it, dear.  As soon as you get your armor back on, you’re free to go.


Only one needle this time?  Man, did I get off easy, he sent in relief as Shen picked up his breastplate and backplate, still connected at the shoulders so he could put it back on quickly.


You’re still here, your Grace, and we have lots of needles around here, Haeri teased.


I still have a whole cylinder filled with that pigment alteration compound Songa helped me make, woman.  Don’t tempt me, Jason warned, which made all four women in the room explode in laughter.


After getting his armor back on, he returned to the office.  The beach back home was empty now, everyone had gone inside, so he shut that off and checked his inbox…and naturally, Chirk dropped a couple of things in there for him.  He first had a talk with Brall over New Teria, giving him marching orders to go out there himself and look around in addition to a few stops in Kosigi and the Shimmer Dome to check up on some things.  Brall traveled more than just about anyone else in the White House, and he loved it.  Brall was not the desk jockey type, and that was why Jason hired him.  Brall kept his eyes on what was going on out there, and brought his observations back to Jason.  Thanks to Brall, Jason knew what was really going on out there, in places he didn’t have the time to visit himself.  Once Brall had his marching orders, he headed out to finish off his rounds, passing by Miaari as she walked in.  She handed him a handpanel with the latest analysis of the communications from Andromeda; those kinds of things were never transmitted, they were hand delivered on dedicated devices.  She sat in one of his chairs as he read it, then set it down and leaned back in his chair.  “So, about what we first thought.”


She nodded.  “Our initial impressions are supported by the in-depth analysis,” she said.  “The Consortium intends to relocate to our galaxy, because they know they are going to lose the war with the Syndicate.”


“Sooooo, we do what we were planning.  Analyze, study, and prepare for them to get here,” he grunted, looking out the window.  “Where is that report from Denmother?” he asked impatiently.


“The infiltrators at Trieste may have run into unforeseen problems,” she replied.  “It does you little good to wait here, cousin.  Go out and do something, that will take your mind off of it.”


“That’s a good idea,” he said, standing up.  “I don’t want to go home because I won’t want to come back to work.  So, why don’t you come with me?”


“Where are we going?”


“One of the places I like to go when I need to stay calm,” he replied.


Miaari was a bit curious as they boarded the corvette, then headed well out to the west, to the northwestern edge of the continent.  It wasn’t too far from Karis, since it was on the northeastern edge of the southern continent of Karga, going to a coastal area of low, gentle hills with sandy beaches…and massive trees with huge canopies that shaded entire acres of land.  The corvette made a ground landing at the outskirts of the Parri village, in an area they roped off for visitors, and the Parri shaman and her two apprentices approached as Jason Karinne came down the stairs, his two guards glaring a bit because he was in a tee and jeans rather than his armor.


In this place, there was nothing to fear.


“Welcome to our village, your Grace,” the shaman said, rising up on her hind legs and taking his hands.  “It is a pleasant surprise.  What brings you to us this day?”


“A little too much nervous energy,” he replied with a rueful smile.  “This is one of the few places on Karis where I always feel calm.”


“Then our trees are doing what they should, though you could have gone to your own tree,” she said with a fanged smile


“If I go home right now, I won’t want to leave.  Besides, my tree lacks a wise shaman to speak with,” he replied.


“Come, come!  We shall drink tea together and talk of affairs.”  She gave a slightly surprised look when Miaari came down the stairs behind him, her amber eyes taking in everything.  As far as Jason knew, it was her first visit to the Parri village.

“Shaman, you remember Miaari?”


“Of course.  Welcome among us, Kimdori,” she said with a simple nod.


Miaari sat with them as they sat close by the small fire that held a kettle over it on a stand, quiet and observant.  The Parri shaman talked a great deal about their trees, how they were growing, how they were maturing, and how they expected them to bear fruit earlier than anticipated.  “I wonder, shaman, does that mean that the soul of Karis is healing faster than you first predicted?”

She gave him a gentle smile.  “In a way, Jason, yes,” she replied.  “The soul of the planet has shown marked improvement over the last months. The spirit of the people who come here bind his wounds as much as the return of nature across the land.  With every passing day, he grows stronger and stronger, and his progress is reflected in our trees,” she said, looking to the closest oye tree and smiling that gentle smile.  “And how is your tree?  I haven’t visited it in a while.”


“Growing taller and taller, and starting to worry my next door neighbors that it’s going to overgrow their houses.”


She chuckled.  “Then you should speak to your tree and ask it to consider slowing its growth,” she replied.  “I’m sure that it would listen to you.  It doesn’t want to discomfort your neighbors.”

“I’m not sure how much it listens to me,” he chuckled.


“Oh, it listens, Jason Karinne,” she replied with a mysterious smile.  “It listens to all of you who live around it, and tries to keep you happy.  I’m sure if you explain that it growing too large may make your neighbors unhappy, it’ll take the necessary steps.”


“Well, I’m not exactly used to asking a tree to not grow so tall,” he said ruefully.  “It must be one of those lessons you talked about, you know, about seeing more than what’s there.”

“If you love your tree, Jason, it will listen,” she told him, then she took another sip of her tea.


After a little tea and some conversation, they took a walk among the gigantic oye trees that dominated the coastal plain.  The shaman walked on all fours, her hinged neck shifting to a horizontal orientation quite easily, because they were walking a little too fast for her to feel comfortable on her hind legs.  Jason was a little surprised at how easily he could accept something like carrying on a conversation with what looked like a giant bobcat, mainly because she came up to his ribs walking like that.  It made a man feel a little humble walking among trees with trunks wider around than some houses, towering hundreds of feet into the air, their wide canopies merging above to dot the grass beneath with dapples and beams of warm sunlight.  The oye trees truly did seem to thrive here on Karis, the only other planet known to the Parri that would grow them, and Jason could see the buds of the flowers that the shaman hoped would bear fruit this time.  Eventually, Jason did bring her up on the state of the war, both their hope to defeat the first wave of Consortium warships, and the grim reality of what was coming.

“Often, those with no love in their hearts seek to fill that hole with other things,” she told him, rising back up onto her hind legs and walking over to the base of one of the trees.  It came straight up out of the ground, no roots to block access to the trunk, which leaned just slightly to the right and was about 20 feet across…one of the smaller trees.  “Some fill that void with riches and the decadence that it brings, seeking to cover the emptiness within with indulgent excess.  Some fill it with the need to control others, finding fleeting pleasure in the power such control brings.  Some fill it with the raging emotion of their desires, abandoning control to fulfill their every impulse, and spiraling ever downward into darkness as their need to satisfy their darkest fantasies overtakes their will to control it.  You, Jason, seek not any of those things.  You carry the burden of leadership with humility.  You understand that the allure of riches is a pleasure that leads only to emptiness.  You maintain control of your desires, supplanting them in favor of the needs of others.  These, Benga, they seem to me to be the most extreme example I have ever heard of of those who seek to fill the emptiness within with both greed and power.  The loveless ones already here at least seem…reluctant,” she said absently, caressing her hand over the smooth bark.  “Perhaps after so long fighting these Benga, they have succumbed to despair and have embraced the very emptiness they once opposed, and the light of love that once illumined their hearts has faded into darkness.  That is far more sad than those who have never held love within them at all,” she sighed, then she looked back at him.  “But the true tragedy is that they have gone beyond the hope of redemption.  They have allowed fear to twist them into the mirror image of those they oppose.”

“Well, I’m glad you agree with me there, shaman.  I know that if you insist we oppose the loveless ones, then fighting them is justified.”


“Raw force is rarely the answer, but it can often lead one to the right path,” she told him as she turned around.  “Sometimes, one must communicate with those who will not listen on a level they can understand, so you might take their ear and force them to see the truth.  True wisdom is understanding when the spear is to be put aside, and words take their place,” she smiled as she knelt down.   Jason gawked a little as she pushed her hand directly into the tree, then pulled out a small disc of the rich wood that made up oye trees, like a polished mahogany.  “Sometimes, it is not what one says, but how they say it that matters the most.”  She caressed her furry, short fingers over the dark wood, almost as if she were brushing dust away from it, and Jason looked back to the trunk and saw no hole, no scar in the wood, the bark smooth and unblemished…how did she do that?  “But if you trust in your heart and the love that speaks from it, you will find a way.  And often, those who can hear the song of your heart will help you, even if you don’t know it,” she added, leaning down and patting him on the shoulder  “A gift for you, Jason, from the trees.  They are very proud of you.”


He looked down at it.  It was the crest of the Karinnes, but it wasn’t etched into the wood.  The wood itself was colored, the black lines ingrained directly into the wood, as if it were grown that way.  The wooden disc was about nine inches across, about an inch thick, and shined as if it were varnished and waxed.

“Your love is your strength, Jason Karinne.  Your heart sings of its love, for your women, for your children, for your people, for your world, for us all, and it makes others listen to you.  The song of the love in your heart brought the Parri to Karis, to help heal the soul of this world.  Your heart called to us, Jason Karinne, and we came to you.”

“I always wondered,” he said quietly, soberly, tracing a finger over the wooden disc, along the circular border of the house crest, just over the star and phoenix.  “Why you just…showed up.”


“It was because we heard the plight of your heart, and were moved to aid you and Karis as we could,” she told him, stepping past him, around him, then putting her large hands on his shoulders.  “Because the love in here sings across the void, pure and strong, reaching all the way to Imbria,” she added, reaching over his shoulder and patting his chest.  “You would be a strong shaman, if you so desired to be so,” she added lightly, stepping away, then dropping down to all fours.  “If there is one thing that you can teach Rann, Jason, it is the power of love.  It is the greatest force in all of creation, the brilliance against which the darkness of those who have no love in their heart cannot abide.  The light of love banishes the darkness, spreads warmth and happiness among any who can believe and uplifts them.  And I think it is time for us to return you to the world outside, Jason Karinne.  The trees have allowed me to speak that which they wished to say to you, since you cannot yet hear them yourself.  And very soon, you will be needed back in your world, so you should consider returning to your large house of white.  They will be looking for you.”

She padded off, leaving him standing there, looking down at the disc in his hands, his mind both chaotic…and oddly calm.  The Parri were so different from any other race or species Jason had ever encountered before.  They were mystics.  They rejected technology.  They rejected modern education.  Their ways and their culture were among the most unusual of all of known sentient life…but looking down at that disc, Jason Karinne wondered that between the two of them, which of them was truly the more advanced.

He pondered a long moment, then gave a sigh, clasped the disc tightly in his hand, and started back towards the village.


When he got back to the White House, he again marveled a bit at the Parri, because Denmother Zaa was coming out of hyperspace and was about fifteen minutes from landing.  Somehow, the Parri knew that she was coming.  Zaa intended to deliver the report in person, and Jason had time to get back to his office and smack Suri on her armored butt when she threatened to bring the paddle for him leaving the White House out of armor.  But Jason felt as safe among the Parri as he did anywhere on Karis, probably even safer, and their remote village was so far from the beaten path.  Besides, he would not offend the Parri by coming to their village looking as if he expected to be attacked.  That would be an insult to them, and while the Parri were very wise and calm and tolerant, they had their little customs.  Jason would not offend those customs.

He brought a cup of coffee and some danishes to the office and sat down just as Zaa strode into his office.  She was wearing the full white bar of her station, starting under her chin and down her neck, flaring out as a wide triangle of white across her shoulders that narrowed down to a white bar just below her breasts, then trailed all the way down to her crotch.  She didn’t always show that white, since the Denmother was the Denmother and didn’t have to prove that she was the Denmother, a ruler that was comfortable not demonstrating the visible trappings of her power.  But today she was in her full “formal coloration,” and it made her seem even more regal than usual.  She sat down without a word as Jason put the office into secure mode, Miaari and Cybi in quiet attendance.  Miaari stood behind Zaa’s chair, attending her, while Cybi sat in her customary spot on the corner of his desk, leaning on her hand.  “I hope you have news.”

“I don’t have the full report, but I have enough,” she replied, touching her memory band.  A holo of the Trieste system appeared behind her.  “As you suspected, this is the first stage of a strike against Karis itself,” she reported.


“Alright, how are they going to do it?” he asked.


“By doing something desperate,” she answered.  “I would ask that you bring Myleena into this, Jason.  Her expertise may be needed.”


“Sure, hold on a second.”  It took about a minute to get her on a holo.  She was up in Kosigi, up in the ultra-secret 3D drydock, and that had a secure area from which she could attend via holo.


“What’s up, Jason?” she asked, and he took a moment to explain the situation to her.  “Okay, got it.  Now why do you need me?”


“We may need you technical expertise, Myleena,” Zaa replied, then a series of 2D holo pictures of the interior of the Trieste moon appeared.  “What the Consortium is going to attempt is to create an artificial wormhole, somewhat akin to a Stargate, but with some significant differences,” she began.  “They intend to try to generate a temporary wormhole from only one side, and hold it open long enough to get their fleet through it.”

Myleena whistled.  “That’s crazy.”


“They are out of options and nearly out of time, Myleena,” Zaa replied.  “As one of the foremost authorities on hyperspace technology, is it feasible?”


“Theoretical?  Yes?  Practical?  Trelle no,” she replied.  “A gate with an unanchored terminus is highly unstable.  To do something that nuts, they’d have to write off half the fleet to being lost in transit before it even leaves Trieste.”


“Yes,” Cybi nodded in agreement.  “With no terminal controlling device, it opens the exit point of the wormhole to wild flux.  It may shift its position by millions of kathra in a matter of seconds, expand or contract, it might even become unstable and hurtle the ships trying to traverse it into hyperspace.  For that matter, it might destroy them in a singularity rift.  There is no guarantee that any ship that enters a single-sided gate will survive to reach the terminus.”

“Okay, that does more or less define desperate,” Jason grunted.  “But it’s possible.”


“Very possible.  I could do it with the translation engines on any of our ships, Jason, though the wormhole’s origin point would be inside the engine.  That doesn’t make it all that useful.”


“But they have hundreds of jump engines inside that moon,” Jason realized.


“That’s how they’re going to do it,” Myleena said.  “You put the engines in a spherical configuration and focus all their power at a common point in the middle.  The engines behave similar to a Stargate, and they form a one-way wormhole.  That wormhole will insanely unstable, and they’re gonna lose a large number of ships in transit, but they don’t care about that, I’d wager.”


“Me either,” Jason grunted.  “If they have twenty thousand ships, they’re fine with getting ten thousand here.  But the other half of that is that they must think they have a way to get past Cybi,” he said as he patted Cybi’s hand, rubbing his chin between his thumb and index finger, looking at the holographic hand resting on his desk.  “They know that the most powerful defense here is Cybi, that she’ll attack any fleet that gets here herself.  She can wipe out half a fleet on her own.”

“Not on my own, it takes both of us, my friend,” she corrected, sliding her hand out and patting his shoulder.


“If they can get ten thousand here, and you and Cybi can take out half of them, then that leaves five thousand ships for us to deal with,” Miaari speculated.  “That’s not impossible.  If the entire Confederate Navy were parked here, we could defeat them in a decisive battle.  With no way to escape from here, we would be assured to completely defeat them.  There would be no retreat.”


“And that will make them dangerous,” Myleena said simply.  “How long til they try this stunt, Denmother?”


“My children inside report that they are about three weeks from executing the operation,” she answered.  “Since they have never done this before, they are being exceptionally careful.  The math must be absolutely perfect for them not to form a black hole within Go’jur’mi and destroying themselves and all of Trieste, then unleashing a dire threat on this entire side of the galaxy.”


“Could they really do that?” Jason asked.


“Theoretically, it’s possible,” Cybi answered.  “But given the power technologies the Consortium employ, it would be exceptionally improbable.  Even Karinne power technology would be hard pressed to create an artificial black hole that would last once the effect that created it was removed.”

“Yup, because it has to be self-sustaining, and that’s tricky if it doesn’t have the mass to generate that much gravity,” Myleena nodded.  “That takes an absolutely insane amount of power to produce a permanent spatial effect with the power of a black hole.  I’m talking the combined output of two or three average stars. I can create a black hole in my lab, but it dissipates as soon as I turn off the power,” she told them.

“Okay, we know what they’re doing and when they’re doing it.  The question is, do we allow them to try, or stop them before they do?”


“That is the other part of what my children reported.  Jason, the Consortium have discovered the spiders,” she warned.  “They have never seen their like before, but as you know, they are highly advanced. They are studying them as we speak, and seek a way to neutralize them without alerting us that they know about them.”


“Fuck!” Jason snapped, smacking the table.  “How did they discover them?”


“My children didn’t report how, just that they have,” she replied.  “They reported that they discovered the spiders about two weeks ago, and are still actively studying the devices.  My children theorize that they don’t know how many there are.  They haven’t discerned a way yet to scan the ships to find them inside.”


“I think we’d better activate them, Jayce,” Myleena said quickly.  “If they find a way to stop them, then they get us nothing.  But if we hit them with them now, we’ll do damage that they have to waste time and energy to repair.”



Jason didn’t waste a second.  “Do it,” he replied quickly.  “Right now, Myli.”


“I can’t from here, I’ll have to call the shop.  Gimme a couple of minutes,” she said, then her holo vanished.


“Well, there goes our ace in the hole,” Jason said in disgust.  “I’m just amazed they discovered them.  They read as microscopic space dust to sensors when they’re not active.”

“They might have detected the ones that were active,” Miaari postulated.  “If I remember right, they activate when they attach to a ship or platform, then enter the structure, anchor themselves inside, then hibernate again.  They may have detected the drain on their own broadcast power network.”


“Yeah, that might be how they did it,” Jason grunted.  “That means that at best, we’ll knock down the number of attacking ships. At worst, they fix them all without losing much time.”


“I will tell my children to make sure that no research about those devices leaves Trieste,” Zaa noted.  “We don’t want them to start experimenting with nanotechnology.  It will cause us far too many problems.”


Myleena’s face blinked back on about a minute later.  “They’re jumping the activation unit in now, Jayce,” she told him.  “The spiders will be online in about four minutes.  We’ll start getting back reports in about six.”


“Alright.  So, while we wait for that, the question remains.  Do we attack them now, or let them try to get here and face them here?”


“Without consulting the rest of the Confederation, my opinion would be to let them jump,” Zaa said.  “To attack Trieste would cause untold destruction, where if we let them jump, they have to assault a heavily fortified position, we have weeks to prepare, and they will lose a large portion of their fleet just getting here.  But, that’s not a decision we can make alone, Jason.  The others must be allowed to voice their own opinion, as this is a matter that affects us all, even if the attack is directed at Karis.”


“True,” Jason grunted.  “That means we’ll have to let them bring in their ships.  Cybi, get hold of Myri and Rund, and tell them to start the preparations to raise the planetary shield, and keep it on,” he told her.  “And tell Dellin to activate all of Kosigi’s defenses and start drills in preparation for an attack.  Tell him to specifically prepare to fight off a surface attack.  If they can take over Kosigi, they get their hands on every ship they’re building inside of it.  Oh, and tell him to prepare to evacuate all foreign workers out of Kosigi.  I don’t want anyone in there that’s not house in the middle of a fight.  They make advantage of the confusion to steal something.”


“Understood, Jason.  I’ll relay the orders.”

“Wise,” Zaa nodded.  “With the planetary shield online, nobody can drop any spy devices onto the planet’s surface.”


“It’s gonna throttle our transport traffic down to two lanes where we can turn the shield soft so they can go through it, but that’s life,” Jason said.  “And we’ll have plenty of time to make sure the shield is in good working order.”


“There’s little else in the report for us to discuss, Jason,” Zaa told him.  “I suggest we release this information to the rest of the council immediately.”


“Yeah, good idea.  Let me get Chirk on it,” he said, picking up a danish.


It took about twenty minutes to get all the rulers into council, including waking up Sk’Vrae, Assaba, and Grayhawk, and Dahnai attending from Jason’s own study, wearing a bikini top.  Once everyone was in attendance, Zaa gave the report to the others, explaining what the Consortium is doing at Trieste.  It took her barely ten minutes to lay it all our.  “We’re currently waiting for the first reports about the success of the spiders, since the Consortium discovered them and we had to activate them immediately,” Zaa finished.  “The question we must debate is what to do.  We can attack Trieste before they try this operation, or we can allow them to go through with it, suffer the losses trying to form a single-sided gate, then confront them at Karis.”

“That would be best,” Assaba said immediately.  “I don’t need to consult my military leaders to know that.  We could move our entire fleet to Karis and engage what remains of their fleet with the defenses of Karis itself reinforcing us.”


“Still, we need to consult the general staff about this,” Grayhawk said.  “This is a military matter, and few of us here are military experts.  I would like their opinion on the matter before we vote.”


“That is a prudent course of action,” Graa’s vocoder intoned monotonously.  Given he was the resident military tactician on the council, his voice carried weight in military matters.  “Let us bring in General Shaddale and the War Room’s staff”

While they got the generals into the conference and explained everything to them, Myleena communed him.  [The spiders are active, Jayce,] she told him.  [We’re getting back the first reports.]


[What’s going on?]


[The spiders are doing their jobs,] she replied.  [We turned them on before the Consortium worked out a counter.  They’re taking control of the Imperium-made weapon platforms, they’ve already acquired penetration into the planet killer, and they’re attacking the computer cores on infected ships.  The spiders are programmed to attack Consortium ships with the platforms and to destroy the cores in the ships they’re infecting.  Getting back some images from the infiltrators watching the system.  Sending you a feed.]

“My team just told me that the spiders are attacking as we speak,” Jason declared.  “They’re getting a feed in from the Kimdori spy ships that are watching Trieste.”  When the feed came up, Jason transmitted it to the council, to the War Room on Terra, and to his own command center.  They watched as Imperium-built weapon platforms fired on Consortium ships as a huge fireball bloomed on the planet’s surface under them, visible from space as a small dot of bright light. They saw a Consortium destroyer get turned into Swiss cheese by the Torsion weapons on the platforms, the ship on fire and spiraling down into the atmosphere.”

“What’s that explosion on the surface?” Sk’Vrae asked.


“It’s the planet killer, the spiders were designed to overload its core and blow it up,” Jason said.  “That one was built out in the middle of nowhere, so we weren’t worried about a fusion explosion destroying a city.  We figured it was the best way to completely eradicate the unit and everything the Consortium had around it.”


“Good move, baby,” Dahnai said as she adjusted the strap of her bikini.  “That looks like a major explosion.”


“They were using the equivalent of a class three industrial power plant in that thing, Dahnai.  That explosion is about a fifty kathra wide.”


“Ouch,” Dahnai breathed.  “I hope it doesn’t cause any lasting weather problems.”


“Better to scrub the air of dust and deal with some bad weather for a couple of years rather than have the entire population eradicated.”


The platforms moved away from the planet, searching for Consortium ships, then they started to explode one by one, as the Consortium activated failsafes they must have installed on them.  But according to the telemetry Jason was getting in on his gestalt, the platforms had destroyed 589 Consortium ships that had been in orbit around the planet…but not as many as they could have, since they’d been moving their ships inside the moon over the last couple of weeks.  The platforms also didn’t attack the Imxi ships at all, since they weren’t programmed to be hostile to them.  They were programmed to only attack Consortium ships.  Telemetry told him that an additional 2,822 Consortium ships had had their computer cores destroyed, which rendered them dead in space, at least until all telemetry suddenly stopped.


“Those clever bastards, they introduced a cascaded power spike into their broadcast system,” Myleena reported when she got back on her holo.  “That killed our spiders, they’re designed to use their power system, but weren’t designed to deal with something like that.  I can’t put that kind of tech in them and keep them that small.”

“Guess they did find a way to counter them,” Jason grunted.


“Yeah, at a cost of some of their own equipment,” Myleena answered.  “That blew out some of their own systems, but better to lose some of their own than have the spiders rampage all across the planet.”


“Oh, by the way.  Council, this is Myleena Karinne, my primary technological expert.  Myleena, the Confederate Council and members of the general staff,” he introduced.


“An honor to speak before you,” she said smoothly, bowing a bit before her camera.


“The spiders were her invention,” Jason told them.


“Then congratulations to you for your genius, Myleena Karinne,” Assaba said with a nod.  “How much damage did your surprise do?”


“Not nearly as much as I’d hoped, but we got the planet killer, removed those weapon platforms, and disabled or destroyed 3,418 Consortium ships.  That’s going to cost them time and resources to get those ships repaired.  Replacing a computer core isn’t easy, or cheap.”  She drummed her fingers on the table under the camera.  “Given the kinds of facilities they have there, though, they’ll probably get a good number of those ships back online after three weeks.  But hey, any damage we can do is good, it keeps them on their toes.”


“If the planet killer is destroyed, we could feasibly attack Trieste,” Ba’mra’ei suggested.


“They don’t need a planet killer to destroy the planet, High Staff,” Lorna told her calmly.  “All they have to do is crash a crippled battleship into the planet at high speed.  The impact explosion will cause an extinction event.”


“That’s one of the things we need to discuss with you, General,” Dahnai told her.  “We need to decide if we want to attack Trieste before they try to attack Karis, or allow them to jump and face them at Karis.”


“Speaking for myself, I’d let them attempt the jump,” she said.  “Given how dangerous it’s going to be to try, we very well may see them lose their entire fleet just getting there.  That’s a battle we can avoid, when we have the Benga coming in just three years.  I don’t want to risk our ships now when we’ll need them then.  Karis is probably the most heavily defended planet in this entire quadrant.  With those defenses sitting behind our fleet, we have a much better chance of dealing with them once and for all with a minimal loss to our own fleet.”


“I’d have to agree with that assessment,” Shio Admiral Jarik Furystorm nodded.  “If trying to execute this wormhole jump is so dangerous, we should let them take that risk.  If we’re lucky, we won’t have to fire a single shot.”


“And even if we’re not lucky, we’ll still have the entire combined Confederated Navy sitting in orbit with the Karinne planetary defenses backing it up,” Skaa Admiral Frazzil added.  “If we have three weeks, we can pull in a huge number of Skaa defensive picket ships.  That’s thousands of ships.  We can match their numbers with our numbers,” he declared strongly.  “In that kind of fight, every ship will have value, even our older and obsolete picket ships.”


“We can’t pull the entire fleet,” Lorna said.  “We still need to maintain a defensive presence at Stevon, the Stevaki are in a very vulnerable position at the moment with their Budding coming soon.  They need complete protection, both interdictor and warships to discourage an attempt to attack.”


Ba’mra’ei almost looked like she was going to kiss Lorna for that declaration.


“Alright, so we deploy everything we don’t need at Karis to Stevon and rely on the interdictors to protect all other nearby systems,” Jarik offered.  “We consolidate our fleet at Terra and drag as many Skaa picket units to Terra as the gods will allow, to have them ready to deploy to Karis at a moment’s notice.”


“A wise idea,” Lorna agreed.  “With the Stargate there, we can deploy that force to Karis in a matter of hours.”


“That brings up a point.  Due to the very real threat against Karis, it might not be best to conduct our summit there,” Sk’Vrae said.  “Not that I would fear being on Karis, but if the Consortium attacks early, then we may all be trapped on the planet until the battle is over.  This may put undue stress on our forces if they know their rulers are on the planet being assaulted.”


“That’s a fair point,” Assaba agreed.  “I think we should move the summit to Terra.”


“I can arrange that,” Kim declared.  “It may be short notice, but I can manage.”


“Actually, I think it best if we simply reschedule the summit until after the Consortium attacks Karis, so we might meet and discuss the next phase after we have neutralized the threat of the Consortium,” Zaa said.  “It should still be held on Karis, but not until after the Consortium are repelled and defeated.”


“I think that’s an even better idea,” Dahnai agreed.  “Let’s just put off the summit until three days after we mop up the Consortium.  That gives the Karinnes time to recover, but also lets us see the aftermath of the battle with our own eyes.”


“I concur, Dahnai,” Assaba agreed.  “I would very much like to see the results.”


“So it is the opinion of the commanding generals and admirals that executing a defensive operation at Karis is more strategically sound than a pre-emptive assault on Trieste?” Grran’s vocoder intoned as his fingers danced before him.

“I believe it is, Field Marshall,” Lorna answered.  “The three of us agree, and we’re nearly a third of the command staff.  I’ll call in the full command staff and pose the idea to them, if you wish.”


“I think we’d like to get the opinion of the entire military command staff on this, General,” Vizzie spoke up.  Grizza was also in attendance, them sitting side by side in front of their holo camera.  “It shouldn’t take them very long to discuss the problem and offer an official recommendation.”

“About an hour,” Lorna agreed.  “If the council wishes, we can do that right now, and report back our opinion.”


“We should still be in session by then,” Magran told her.


“Yeah, go ahead and do it, Lorna,” Dahnai said commandingly.  “I don’t think any of us will object.”


There was silence.


“Then we’ll be back in contact in an hour.  Esteemed rulers,” she said with a bow, and the three holos of the military commanders winked out.


Myleena stayed in the conference as the rulers discussed the issue, from bringing supplies and defensive equipment to Karis to discussing evacuating the Stargates to protect them from capture or destruction, which they’d have to do.  They couldn’t leave the gates there at Karis, they’d be prime targets. Jason took a lot of notes in his gestalt as they discussed it, listening to the rulers, who had more experience than him, discuss the best way to go about defending Karis.  They asked Myleena more questions than he expected, mainly concerning defenses at the system they might not know about, but it was Jason himself that brought up the main defense…Cybi.  “How strong our defense will be is directly proportional to how close they are to the planet,” Jason told them.  “Talent is our main weapon, and that’s limited by range.  If they’re within one hundred kathra of the planetary shield, they’re in range.”

“I thought the insects were resistant to telepathic attack,” Magran challenged.


“They are.  I’m talking about getting in telekinetic range,” he answered.  “That’s much shorter than telepathic range.  “Once they’re within TK range, we can directly attack the ships, not the crews inside them.  Outside of that range, it’ll be more conventional warfare.”


“I find that difficult to believe,” Assaba grunted.


“I’ve seen it in person, Assaba.  It’s what the Consortium is after, if you don’t recall,” Dahnai said.  “Biogenics can let a Generation reach out from the planet surface and crush a ship in orbit.”


“We can do that, if they’re close enough,” Jason affirmed.


“That was why the first attack on Karis failed, they had no defense against Jason destroying their landers using his telekinetic ability,” Cybi nodded.  “Unable to land on the planet’s surface and complete the mission, the Consortium ships were repelled and most were destroyed.”

“They’re in a rather bad dilemma.  What they’re after is the very device that attacks them when they try to take it, and there’s no defense against telekinesis,” Jason said, patting Cybi on the hand.  “But I never think of Cybi as a weapon, even if what she can do can be used to defend herself.”


“Self defense, that is the perfect description,” she smiled in return.


“I’m surprised you’re being quite so forthright, Jason,” Grayhawk noted.


“If you’re going to trust me to run the logistics for the Confederation, I have to be as honest as I can.  And knowing what you will face if you ever try to attack Karis will keep you from getting any bright ideas,” he said bluntly.  “The Generations are no threat to anyone as long as you don’t come picking a fight.  We all live on this one planet, and by God, we’re gonna defend the only home we have with everything we’ve got.”


“Down, boy,” Dahnai said lightly, which made Jason laugh despite himself.  “This is all information that our War Room knows, the KMS has been surprisingly honest about their capabilities when it comes to the defense of Karis.  The Generations using their abilities is part of their overall defensive plan, and Lorna knows most of it very well.”

“Yup,” Myleena intoned.  “3D will also put a hand in.  We have a lot of toys that we’ve saved just for an attack on Karis.  These are the extra-nasty toys,” she said with a vicious smile.


“And if they manage to get the majority of their fleet here, we’ll need every one of them,” Jason said.


When the command staff rejoined the conference, Lorna related their decision.  “We unanimously agree that allowing the Consortium to try the jump to Karis is the best course of action,” she told them.  “Further, since it’s apparent that they don’t know that they’ve been compromised, we should conceal our fleet movements to prevent them from trying before we’re fully ready.  We keep the fleets in place around Trieste and make no overt moves, while we move assets where they can’t see, mainly in the systems where their clairvoyant being is blinded.  We’ve been keeping the majority of our reserves in those systems, primarily Terra.  We stage them at Terra and bring in as many Skaa pickets as possible, then when Denmother’s infiltrators know the timeline our enemies intend to use, we make our moves.  We deploy our fleets to Terra and jump the Stargates around Karis back to Terra, but keep enough ships there capable of jumping the interdictors to get them back to Karis to start the linking process as quickly as possible.  However, as a purely last ditch defensive measure, we want to move one Stargate away from Karis, about four hours’ distance by sublight, and link it to a gate to Terra to serve as an emergency evacuation point for our forces should they be overwhelmed.  The Stargate would need to be left relatively unprotected, which is admittedly a risk, but we want to keep towing ships with the gate capable of jumping the gate out of the Karis system if it comes under attack.  Denmother, do the Kimdori have any civilian ships capable of towing a Stargate through hyperspace?”

“It won’t be necessary to use a civilian ship, General.  My battleships can simply jump back to Karis in real time.  It’s not even a millisecond’s jump from four hours away by sublight.”


“We’d thought of that, but having ships with towing beams already locked on and ready to jump at a moment’s notice would be best, just in case the Consortium somehow manages to aim that directional wormhole with enough precision to drop a fleet of ships at the gate’s location.”


“Now that is a prudent observation,” Zaa nodded.  “A gate can be emergency delinked and unanchored in two minutes.  If the towing ships are already locked onto it, it means that the gate can be evacuated with great haste.”


“I’d say that’s a damn good idea on both sides,” Dahnai said.  “It gives us an emergency means of escape if things go bad without having to turn off the interdictor, and it protects the Stargate.  Those things are dreadfully expensive,” she said emphatically.


“Myli,” Jason said.  “Is it possible for other ships to sync to the outbound interdiction waveform?”


“Hmmmmmm,” she said after a moment.  “I know that Faey and Collective ships could do it.”


“What does this mean?” Assaba asked.


“Before we developed a means to jump the effect, we found a way to jump away from an interdictor without being knocked out of hyperspace,” Jason told him.  “There’s a way to sync a ship’s jump engines to a segment of the interdictor’s waveform effect that allows the ship to, well, to use a Terran idiom, to surf the wave all the way out of the interdiction effect.  It allows ships to jump out, but not in.  If all Confederate ships are capable of jumping out, then we won’t need the Stargate.”


“It’ll depend on the engine power of the ships,” Myleena declared.  “Not counting the INS or the Collective Navy, I’d say that the computers on any of our allies’ ships would be capable of managing the math and the timing.  They’d just need the engine power to handle the microflux while riding the wave out.  There’s still some hyperspace flux, even when you’re riding the trough of the interdiction waveform effect.  If they give me the specs of their engines, I can crunch the numbers and get an answer to you in a few hours, as well as suggest any required refits and whip up a generic computer program any of our allies can use to execute an outbound jump.  I already know enough about Urumi ships to say that yes, they can jump out.  They’ll have to tweak their engine power couplers a little bit, shunt almost all their power to their engines for the jump, and install a tertiary power plant to help govern the engines through the flux, but that’s a six hour upgrade.  I even have the program they need for their ships already written.  It was a little something I worked up in my spare time,” she said, smiling at Sk’Vrae.

“Send the instructions for the refit and the governing program to the War Room so it can be disseminated out to the Royal Navy,” Sk’Vrae said.


“I’ll have it over there five minutes after I’m done here, your Majesty,” Myleena promised.  “It’s an easy refit, and I wrote the program using Urumi algorithms, so your computer should have no problems with it.”


“I find it slightly disturbing that you know so much about my ships, Myleena,” Sk’Vrae said dryly.


She laughed.  “I’m just too curious for my own good, your Majesty,” she said with a bright, adorable smile.  “I take everything apart.”


“Why did you hold onto this?” Grayhawk asked.  “This could have been useful before now.”

“Well, because I wasn’t sure if everyone could do it, your Highness,” she replied.  “I’ve had my hands in the guts of a Collective warship, so I know a lot about them.  But I haven’t done that with anyone else, so I don’t know if they’re capable of it.  I didn’t want to give just a couple of governments in the Confederation the ability to do outbound jumps.  It would create an unfair advantage.  That’s why I didn’t release my work to the Urumi, or even the Imperium.  If they could jump out, but it turns out that the Shio can’t, well, that’s not fair.  And the Karinnes are trying to keep everything as fair as possible here, so we’re all equals.  As I said, I didn’t even give this to the Imperium, Prince Grayhawk.”


“Well, that’s reasonable,” he said in reply, a bit mollified.


“I hope you have a refit procedure and program waiting for the INS, Myli?” Dahnai asked.


“Already covered, Empress,” she answered.  “INS ships using SD-2663 or better jump engines along with a MPD-16 or better primary power plant will require a class XV ID-PP installed to augment engine power against flux, and I already wrote the governing program.  As far as I know, all INS ships were upgraded to at least those units three years ago.”


“Then send that to the War Room as well.”


“I’ll take care of it, your Imperial Majesty.”


“I would highly suggest that we send Duchess Myleena the necessary technical specs, your Highness,” Jarik urged.


“Yes, release it to the Karinnes, High Admiral,” Grayhawk replied.


“You will have the cooperation of the Skaa Navy,” Assaba declared.  “I will have those technical specifications sent to you immediately.”


“I’ll have my High Admiral release that information to you as soon as possible,” Magran agreed.

“If it turns out that all of our ships can jump out, then we won’t need a Stargate to serve as an emergency escape,” Zaa said.  “That will let us keep them safely out of reach of our enemy.  The Stargates are our one critical advantage in this war.  We cannot allow them to fall into the hands of our enemy, at any cost.”


“I concur.  Let’s see what Duchess Myleena can work out with our allies’ ships before we decide whether we have a Stargate available,” Lorna agreed.  “But, the one thing that everyone here must remember is that the Karinnes will not retreat,” she said intensely.  “Cybi cannot be moved, and the Karinnes will not abandon her.  They will fight, they will fight to the last woman to defend Cybi.  They will not abandon her, no matter the cost.”


“Never.  Never,” Jason said with even more intensity, grasping Cybi’s hand.


“So we must all understand the cost that will come with a retreat.  It means the complete destruction of Karis and the loss of everyone on the planet, particularly the death of the most unique life form in this galaxy,” she said, looking directly at Cybi.

“Not everyone, I’ll try to evacuate as many civilians as I can off the planet,” Jason said.  “But actually making them leave might be tricky.  When I announce the incoming attack, most of the civilians will volunteer for the defense militia.  They did the last time, we had so many volunteers we didn’t have anywhere to put barely a quarter of them.”


“Yes.  I am humbled beyond words at how fervent the members of our house are about protecting our home.”

“So everyone must understand right here, right now, that for the Karinnes, this will be a fight to the death,” Lorna continued in a grave voice.  “That is the level of their commitment to this war.  We must honor that commitment in our decisions.  If we retreat, they die.  It’s that simple.”

“I’m glad you pointed that out, Lorna,” Jason said with a sober look.


“When I signed the treaty that entered the Empire into this joint effort, I agreed to defend all of you against the Consortium as I would defend my own,” Assaba declared in an august voice.  “And I will honor that commitment.  If the Karinnes will not retreat, then neither will we.  Every Skaa ship engaged in that battle will have these orders.  No retreat.  No surrender.  Hold the line, no matter what it takes.  We will not dishonor the gallantry of the Karinnes by fleeing, even should it cost me my entire fleet.”  He looked to Lorna’s holo.  “General Lorna, get those technical transmissions to Duchess Myleena as fast as possible.  My comrades, we should adjourn for a short time and assess our domestic resources to see how we may be of aid to the House of Karinne in their time of need, to repay them for the aid they have provided us in our time of need.  I will order the immediate redeployment of all available picket forces to Terra, as well as domestic and humanitarian supplies to help the populace recover in case the planet surface suffers damage.  The general staff also needs time to allow Myleena to do her research and further refine our battle strategy.  I propose we meet again in six hours, to give her Majesty Sk’Vrae time to rest, and to give our people time to being formulating plans for our consideration.”

“I think six hours is good,” Dahnai agreed, getting back into the conversation.  She and Assaba often vied with each other over who got the most attention in council.  “Lorna, you have six hours to get your initial plans ready for consideration.”

“We’ll have them ready in four,” she replied confidently, to which the other two officers on the holos nodded.


After the council broke up, Jason looked at Zaa with a bit of surprise, but what she gave him in return was a mysterious smile.  “I can’t believe it,” he said.  “I can’t believe that Assaba would order his fleet to hold the line or die.”

“Assaba admires the House of Karinne more than you understand, cousin.  He knows that his own empire might be in flaming ruin now if not for you, and he will repay that debt as best he can,” she told him, turning in her chair.  “Miaari.”


“Yes, my Denmother?”


“I depart immediately for home.  Call a meeting of the Clan Council so they are waiting for me when I return to the Hearth,” she declared.  “You speak with my voice as I travel back to Kimdori Prime.  Our cousins are threatened, and we must respond.”


“It will be done, Denmother,” she said immediately.  “The clan leaders will be awaiting your arrival.”


She stood up, then reached over the desk and put her hand on Jason’s neck.  “Have faith, Jason Karinne.  The faith you invested in others is about to return to you.  You heard them, cousin.  They will fight with you.”


“You have no idea how relieved I am to see that,” he replied.


“Cybi, you must prepare,” Zaa told her.


“I am already running level one diagnostics on all primary systems to ensure that the planetary biogenic network is in optimal condition.  I will be in fighting trim, Denmother.”

“Very good.  I return home, Jason.  There is much to do, for both of us.  I will send all reports from my children as soon as they send them.”


“Thank you, Zaa.  For everything,” he said, putting his hand over the one on his neck, looking up at her with earnest eyes.


“You are our cousins, Jason, and as you are well aware, we have a pack mentality,” she smiled gently, almost playfully. “I will return tomorrow with Denfather, so we might rest before Rann’s party.”

“With the summit being delayed, I guess we can reschedule things a little,” Jason noted as Zaa pulled her hand back.  “Yeri’s gonna kill me.”


Both Zaa and Miaari laughed.  “That is the risk when one enters the realm of diplomacy, Jason, that all your careful plans might be changed by but one person’s whimsical fancy.  Though, in this case, the summit does have good reason to be delayed.”


“Yeah, I don’t want all of them here while we prepare,” Jason grunted.  “And I wouldn’t want them trapped here.  If someone got killed, it might start a war we’d never recover from.”  He looked to Cybi.  “Do me a favor and assemble the cabinet, 3D, and the command staff.  Have everyone go to the ops center, it’s big enough to hold everyone,” he told her.  “Myli too, she needs to be there.  She can get that work done from the council after we’re finished.”

She nodded silently, then her hologram winked out.


Jason and Miaari walked down to the ops center, which was in the military command building, Jason lost in thought.  He knew this day was coming since Siyhaa had told them about the fleet of ships coming to their galaxy.  This was it.  The reckoning, the battle the Consortium had worked for since they left Andromeda five years ago.  They were coming to try to capture Cybi and the Generations, to use them as weapons against the Syndicate, who was coming here as well to both continue their war with the Consortium and to start conquering a new galaxy.  And behind that first wave of Syndicate ships was the Consortium’s master plan, the colonization force that would establish the new Consortium empire in their galaxy, and use the vast distance as a shield to protect them from their Andromedan enemies.  He knew that eventually, it would come down to a battle over the planet Karis itself, as the House of Karinne protected Cybi, the Generations, the planet, their hopes and dreams, and ultimately their secrets from what had become their most bitter enemy.

This was what almost all of their planning had been for, to protect Karis from attack from an enemy that wanted nothing less than to turn them into living weapons.

Everyone was either there or represented by hologram by the time he arrived.  The ops center’s regular workers also looked on, Shey sitting at her usual place, turned to look in the center of the room, Myri, Juma, and Sioa standing beside her.  Navii sat in a chair near the main holo-display, which Jason used to display a graphic of what they were coming.  They all listened intently as Jason laid it all out.  “If they can make that one-way wormhole stable enough, they’ll get the majority of their fleet literally right on top of us,” he finished.  “The other members of the Confederation have pledged their support, and they’re mustering their navies as the War Room formulates a plan.  Now, that’s what they are going to do.  What are we going to do?”


“I think we start with that wormhole generator,” Tom said via hologram from 3D.  “If we can’t stop it, we attack it from this side.  If it’s that unstable already, I think we can make it even more unstable with a little 3D elbow grease.”


“We can do exactly that,” Myleena agreed from Kosigi.  “If we put some background gravometric flux throughout the entire space around Karis, it will make that wormhole even more unstable.  That’ll destroy more ships trying to come through.”


“You think you can come up with something in ten days?” Jason asked.  “Zaa said three weeks, but I don’t think they’ll wait that long.  The instant they get all their ships there, they’re gonna do it.”


“If nothing’s changed, they should have the last waves of ships from the PR sector in nine days,” Miaari supplied.


“Then ten days is our target,” Myri agreed.  “Palla’s engineers have been working on the nebula problem, and she now thinks she can take the Consortium’s command center despite that nebula protecting it.  If they’re stripping the PR sector of ships to attack Karis, this is the perfect time to let her try.  They’ll pull defensive pickets from that command center to attack Karis, they don’t have much of a choice if they want to succeed.  We should strike at their command center after they pull those ships but before they try to hit Karis, both to get rid of the threat it poses and try to destabilize their chain of command.”


“Does she have enough there to do it?”


“The Stargate is up, we can hit that nebula with our entire fleet if we have to,” Juma answered him.  “If we can get rid of that command center and those last two breeding queens, it cripples the Consortium after we repel the attack on Karis.  It’ll make it almost child’s play to mop them up.”

“Do it,” Jason said immediately.  “Two hours after the last wave of ships leaves the PR sector and they commit, attack the nebula.”


“I’ll have a battle plan ready by tomorrow morning,” Juma replied with a nod.  “But we’ll need Maggie to stop using up the 3D inventories.  We’re going to need them to hit the nebula.”


“Tom, call her right now, tell her to stop and consolidate,” Jason ordered, and Tom nodded and turned away from the camera.  “We can’t let the attack on the nebula damage too many ships, Juma.”


“I know, that’s where Palla’s engineers come in.  They think they can get the entire fleet on top of the command center without losing a single ship.”


“Then we’ll give them the chance to prove it,” Jason agreed, turning to Yeri.  “Yeri, I hate to tell you this, but the summit is being postponed until after we fight off the Consortium,” he told her.


“Are we still hosting it?” she asked.


He nodded.  “Three days after we repel the attack on Karis.  So you have more time to get things ready.”


“I’ll expand the guest list.  I have little doubt that more than just the Confederation will want to attend, since the summit will be more about preparing for the Syndicate at that point.”


“That’s not a bad idea.  But, Rann’s birthday party is still on,” he said, which actually caused a few cheers in the room.  “Myri, when I announce the attack, we’re going to form another civilian militia, just like last time.  What I want you to do is coordinate that with Sioa’s army units.  We have a ton of Raptors parked up on the Virgan continent just waiting to be used.”


“We have a plan for a planetary guard system already in place your Grace,” Sioa told him, causing a holo of the planet to appear, along with dots and marks that denoted caches of weapons and equipment.  “We’ll mobilize the planetary guard and form a militia from any new volunteers, who will mainly be there for emergency response.  Firefighting, damage control, that kind of thing. The guard units will reinforce my army to deal with any ground forces that get past the shield.   I’ll have the KBB and the Red Warrior elite Gladiator platoon stationed at Kosiningi to defend Cybi, while the main bulk of the Gladiator platoons will protect critical military, civilian, and governmental assets in and around Karsa.”

“Did we ever get the Crusader project finished?  I haven’t seen any reports on that lately.”


“At current, 63% of all Karis residents have a suit of Crusader armor, and that includes almost everyone who registered as a volunteer for the planetary guard,” she answered.  “So the vast majority of our volunteers will already have armor.  Anyone who doesn’t have armor will be put in secured bunkers, or evacuated off planet.  If we can get them to evacuate,” she added dryly.


“Rund, how is the power system?”


“It’ll be able to handle powering the defensive systems,” he replied.  “We haven’t had any more problems since that substation failure.”


“Did they finish those defensive upgrades to the power nodes?”


“Yes, we got it all done,” Bunvar answered.  “Every critical power unit has its own hard shield and defensive weaponry.”


Jason looked back to Tom.  “What else do you think we can get ready in ten days, Tom?”


“Well, if we’re talking about ideas instead of inventories, how about going after their broadcast power system?  Gerann’s been tinkering with that jammer.”


“Well, he has six days to come up with something.  Give him some help.”


“We can do that,” he chuckled.  “Outside of that, give us a few hours to brainstorm.  We’ll have a list of proposals on your desk in a few hours.”

“Good, I’m looking forward to it.  Dellin, how many ships will we have coming off the docks in the next ten days?” Jason asked.


“Including Faey and Urumi ships, 37,” he answered.  “We’ll have 12 of our own ships coming down, including a battleship and two tactical battleships.  We’re kinda in a dock-building cycle at the moment.  Kosigi itself is going to be ready.  All our weapon systems are in perfect working order, but I doubt we’ll get to fire a shot.  If they can direct that wormhole, they’d be insane to drop their fleet in on our side of the planet.  They know we have GRAF cannons on the moon’s surface.  They’ll keep the planet between us and them if at all possible.”


“I’ve already prioritized crew training for the big ships,” Juma chimed in.  “Given we’re going to need those ships immediately, I’m going to pull just a couple of experienced crew members off every ship to crew the new ships and mix them in with graduates, that way we have experience on those ships.”


“Sounds like a plan,” Jason said.  “Anyone else have anything to add?” he called.  When everyone was quiet, he nodded.  “I’ll make the official announcement to the house about what’s coming.  Miaari, I think it’s time we also told the Confederation about the second wave coming in behind the Syndicate.  I don’t think I want them to start thinking that this is the last we’ll see of the Consortium.”


“I can do that, I’ll send it out as a priority text report,” she replied.


“Oh, that reminds me.  When is the second string jammer going to be ready, Dellin?”


“Five days,” he replied.


“Outstanding.  We can have that up and in place before they attack, so they can’t easily coordinate with their command center,” Jason said with a dark smile.


“If it’s that important, then I’ll have it ready in three days,” he said confidently.  “At this point, anyone working on something that won’t be ready in ten days can be moved to something that will.  I can triple the manpower on the jammer dock.”


“You’re in charge up there, Admiral,” Jason told him.  “I have faith in you.”  He turned and looked at all of them, both those there and those represented via holo.  “This is it, people.  This is what we’ve been preparing for.  We didn’t know how they were going to do it, but we knew it was coming.  All I can really say is how proud I am of everyone in this room, everyone on this planet, for sticking it out.  This won’t be easy.  They’ll throw everything they have at us, because their backs are against the wall and the survival of their government may hinge on the success of this attack.  That will make them zealous and determined.  But we are just as determined.  Remember, all of you, that there is no retreat,” he said in a grim tone, starting to walk around the central holo display.  “Cybi can’t be moved, and I won’t abandon her, even if I have to stand in her core chamber with a pulse rifle and hold off the entire Consortium.  But this is about more than Cybi.  This is about us,” he declared intensely.  “This is about everything we’ve built here.  This is about all of our hopes and dreams.  This is about our future, and I’m not surrendering that to the Consortium.  I will fight for that future with every fiber of my being, and I will never retreat.


“They’re going to be desperate.  They’re going to be utterly devoted.  Well, so are we,” he said in a low, intense growl.  “If we fail here, if they take Karis, then this entire galaxy will be open to invasion and conquest by the Consortium and the Syndicate.  They’re all counting on us to stop the Consortium here, now, and protect planets and peoples who will never know about what happens here from the day a Consortium or Syndicate cruiser appears in the sky of their world.  This isn’t about just us.  This is about protecting everything we know, everything we are, everything we will be, from being taken away from us.  Remember that when you’re making your plans.  Remember that when you’re putting on your armor.  Remember that when you pick up your pulse rifle.  We fight here to protect not just us, but our friends, our families, our allies, even our rivals.  We are the line holding back the darkness, and we cannot yield,” he said, clenching a fist.  “And we will succeed,” he declared.  “Not because we have better equipment, or better training, or better ships, but because we fight for more than territory or conquest or spoils.  We fight for our children,” he said in an intense, powerful voice.  “And there can never be any better reason than that.  And that’s all the speech I’m giving,” he said, which caused a few chuckles.  “Everyone knows what to do, so let’s get it done.  Let’s make sure that when those bastards get here, they never forget the ass-kicking we gave them.”


Loud cheers rose up from the ops center as Jason turned and stalked for the door, his guards following him.  There was a lot to do, and there wasn’t all that much time.  Thoughts of laying out on the beach with his family and Dahnai were long gone from the forefront of his mind as he headed back to his office, to do everything he could in service to the House of Karinne.
