Chapter 1

Kaista, 30 Demaa, 4401 Orthodox Calendar

Tuesday, 22 June 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Kaista, 30 Demaa, 440, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar

The White House, Karsa, Karis

He was starting to hate reports with a passion bordering on holy.

Sighing, the Grand Duke Jason Augustus Fox Shaddale Karinne, ruler of the recently separated House of Karinne, leaned back in his chair with his elbow on the armrest and his chin on his fist, slouching as he advanced to the next report the old fashioned way, with his other hand tapping a holographic key on a projected keyboard in front of his monitor.  He’d felt a bit of nostalgia today and had had his desk project out the holographic keyboard, and he’d found a curious comfort in feeling those slightly warm keys under his fingers, the warmth created by the hardening of air molecules to produce the illusion of solidity.  It reminded him of simpler times, before he and Jyslin had developed the interface program that allowed them to completely abandon any form of input-output device save the interface itself.

Simpler times…sometimes he wondered just what he’d gotten himself into when he declared independence from the Imperium.  It had to be done, there was no doubt about that, but nobody had come even remotely close to predicting the drastic increase in paperwork that filled his inbox on nearly an hourly schedule now that he didn’t answer to anyone else.  The increased workload wasn’t coming from the planet.  They’d governed themselves since returning to Karis, with virtually no input from the Imperium, and the planet more or less ran itself with very little interference from him or anyone else…just the way he’d set it up.  The exponential increase in reports came from outside, from three sources:  the Academy, the Confederation, and everyone else.  The Academy was sending far more reports than normal now because there was a hell of a lot going on over there now that Terra was neutral and the neutrality of the Academy was beyond any reproach.  Kim was funneling a lot of reports to Jason through the Academy, a secure way he could pass on important information without anyone else in the Confederation intercepting it, keeping him abreast of the realignment of the planet from a political standpoint now that it was officially a neutral planet granted protectorate status by both the Imperium and the Confederation.  The Confederation had mirrored Dahnai’s move and declared Terra a neutral planet granted military protection by all empires part of the Confederation, and the hub world around which all Confederate business would revolve.  Terra had become the impromptu capitol of the Confederation, where all the cooperative offices were being built.  And the irony was, the planet was neutral and not officially part of the military alliance.  They were building their “capitol” on a planet not considered an actual member of the Confederation.


But, that was what neutrality was all about, and it did make sense from both a political and logistical standpoint.  Terra was neutral ground where no emperor held sway, and where all power players, be her legal or illegal, stood on equal footing.  Logistically, Terra was the nexus of all Confederate supply lines even if the planet itself was fairly far from the astrographic “center” of Confederate territory.  But the Stargates made Terra the center of everything…or they would.

Kiaari was sending him her own reports, since her job got really busy since the Confederate Council had made that decision four days ago.  They weren’t only building the new Confederate Combined Military Headquarters on Terra, they were taking over office buildings in New York City to serve as the bureaucratic headquarters of several new agencies created to help foster cooperation within the Confederation.  Agencies to help trade flow between the empires, logistical offices to get everything everyone needed where it was supposed to go in a quick and orderly manner—an office already all but dominated by Kizzik, Makati, and Beryans—offices of cultural exchange, offices of military recruitment, offices of hiring and employment, offices of business coordination and cooperation, even offices of tourism, travel, and citizen assistance for Confederate civilians traveling to Terra or through Terra to other empires, they were setting up shop on Terra in ways Jason could approve.  The rulers that made up the council were demonstrating they were serious about making the Confederation work, at least while they needed it, and with the addition of the Verutans and the Grimja, setting up official agencies and offices that were part of no empire but served all empires was a smart move.  The establishment of a pseudo-capitol for the Confederation on Terra meant that Kiaari would have so much information to gather and sift through, she probably wouldn’t be sleeping for about ten years.  She’d already petitioned her parents for more Kimdori to work on Terra.


The rest of this avalanche of reports came from the Confederation itself.  For some reason, they were sending him all kinds of reports and messages that he had virtually nothing to do with, what he considered to be ruler business, the kind of stuff he’d just blown off before the Karinnes split from the Imperium.  That was half of it.  The other half was a flood of proposals for trade, scientific research, and consulting services.  With the Karinnes now independent, every empire in the Confederation wanted to break Yila and Dahnai’s stranglehold on Karinne trade, something the two women had almost unconsciously teamed up to prevent.


There were quite a few agreements already made.  Every empire in the Confederation had signed his right of passage agreements for the PR sector within 14 hours of receiving the official treaty.  It was only a two page treaty, for it was simple yet ironclad, spelling out exactly what the others could and could not do if they wanted access to the PR sector, and the P quadrant as a whole.  He’d already released his sensor sweeps and surveys of the systems around PR-371 so they could identify systems they might want to colonize…and that was what one of the new agencies on Terra would be about, letting the empires lay claim to those systems in an orderly manner to prevent fighting over them, be it verbal or physical.  The Agency of Exploration and Annexation would be the trading floor of sorts for the uninhabited systems in the P quadrant, where agents of the rulers would haggle over systems that more than one empire wanted to claim, and also where any empire had to make an official file of claim before moving on said system.  The Karinnes would have an agent in that office to ensure that the system met the stringent “no sentient species” clause of their treaties.  If more than one empire filed a claim on the same system, then the negotiators would meet and haggle an agreement over it.


Three of the empires had formally accepted his Stargate trade hub idea.  The Shio, the Jobodi, and the Nine Colonies had signed the treaty to allow a Stargate into their territory linked back to Terra, and to allow a Karinne logistical team to go to their empire to help organize supply lines and freighter schedules.  There was no real need for the interdictors now, not with the Consortium all but crushed in their galaxy, but nobody had asked him to take an interdictor down yet, and the Shio and Colonists wanted that easy access to Terra from their capitol systems, Shio and Exeven.  The Jobodi were really easy since they only had two star systems of their own and they were side by side in a astrographic sense, only 3.1 light years apart.

The bigger empires were still studying the idea—well, all of them but the Imperium, who didn’t really need it.  But Jason was confident they’d come around, especially when they saw how much it increased the trade profits of the empires that had agreed to it.


He resorted to his gestalt to bring up a real-time holo of Terran space, where the ships were starting to gather.  In two days, the Confederation would be going to the PR sector with both military vessels and exploration vessels, preparing to invade the Imxi and start surveying more distant star systems.  They’d already made their plans for the invasion, plans which would not involve the Karinnes, where the Confederation as a whole would conquer the Imxi and then the individual empires would take over administration of the separate systems.  Once they consolidated their hold on Imxi territory and got more ships repaired and off the docks, the KMS and the Kimdori would join them in the PR sector to destroy the remaining Consortium ships trapped in the nebula.


And they would include the Verutans and the Grimja.  Both had pledged ships to the effort to eradicate the last of the Consortium in their galaxy.

That…had been amusing.  Much as Jason suspected, Shakizarr had really tried to get Lorna out of her position as overall commander of the Confederate Combined Military and replaced with his own military officer, Emperor’s Admiral Hezivarr.  But he ran into a stone wall on that one.  Lorna had proven to all of them that she was the best, and even Assaba had been quick to defend Lorna even over his own flag officer, Frazzil.  Lorna had earned the respect of everyone in the CCM and the trust of the rulers that appointed her, and Shakizarr showed some wisdom by letting the matter drop after about two days of trying. Lorna, the CCM would follow into hell, where they would not show Hezivarr the same loyalty.


Jason had suspected that the addition of Shakizarr and Kreel to the council would make it far more entertaining, and he had not been wrong.  Shakizarr had surprised Jason with a willingness to be less formal, even show a sense of humor, where Kreel was exactly what everyone expected him to be.  He was of a mind to tell bawdy jokes, banter with Dahnai and Magran, and subtly tease the more serious rulers like Sk’Vrae and Assaba to fill the dead space between reports and witnesses.  Jason had liked him almost immediately when he met him at Karis, and his mind had not changed. Kreel was irreverent, self-deprecating, and had a knack for taking the stuffier members of the council down a peg or two with his observations, but he was also highly intelligent, observant, and seemed far more attuned to the nuances of inter-council politics than Jason would attribute to someone who had only been on the council for seven days.  Jason had formed the opinion that the High Councilor Kreel was far more dangerous than the other members of the council believed, his political skill and exceptional intelligence masked behind an informal, deceptive façade.


He finally found a report that he was interested in.  The Karinne Exploration Service had finally finished their detailed survey mission of the QME sector, and they’d found 14 different planets of great interest to the Karinnes.  There were four life-sustaining planets within Terran and Faey tolerance, and one of them was a  tropical water planet with low gravity that might be of great interest to the Menoda.  It was within Menodan gravity tolerance, 81 degrees shuki average mean temperature—about 74 degrees Fahrenheit mean average temperature, fairly warm for Terrans—about .68 atmospheric pressure and .71 standard gravity.  The planet was 94% water by surface area, with only one small continent and a series of small islands dotted along tectonic plates through the rest of the planet’s surface.  The planet had very poor heavy mineral reserves, not uncommon for low-gravity planets, but it did have uncommonly large and widespread gold deposits.

At that moment, Meya and Myra were leading a large expedition into the R quadrant to check out a star system that Karinne history suggested was perfect to become their first outpost in the R quadrant.  The system was RG-118, sitting right on the edge of the galactic rim and orbiting an average-sized star not too much unlike the Terran sun in age, mass, and energy output.  The star was about a billion years younger than the Terran sun, and the thousand-year removed data they had on it was that it was held three life-sustaining planets in fairly close orbits in the star’s “life zone”, and one of those was one of the rarest of all galactic phenomena, a double-planet system.  One of those planets was a gaia-class planet which was 19.7% larger than the smaller planet, with very poor heavy metal deposits but perfect conditions for the support of life—of quite a few versions of life, due to its thick atmosphere seeded with large numbers of gases in addition to the relatively common nitrogen/oxygen/carbon dioxide compositions present on many terrestrial worlds.  In some ways, RG118-3A was like Terra, which was classified as very, very poor in mineral deposits when it came to useful heavy metal resources.  The smaller planet was classified as a temperate arid terrestrial planet with a slightly colder climate due to its atmospheric composition, and was also almost ridiculously rich in heavy metal deposits, so much so that the planet was only 8.01% lighter in mass than its larger twin in the system despite being 19.7% smaller.  The two planets orbited one another around a fixed imaginary point between them rather than one orbiting the other, which was what made the phenomenon so exceedingly rare.  Systems like that became unstable very quickly in the measuring of time in astronomy, where the instability would cause the planets to either fly out of their orbits or crash into one another.  In fact, a thousand years ago, the astrocartography mission that had surveyed the system had predicted that the system would become unstable and cause the smaller planet to become captured into an orbit around the larger planet in 4.6 million years.  The gravitational pull of the larger planet was slowing the smaller planet down in its orbit, and when it reached a critical point, the orbit of the two planets around their imaginary fixed point would become unstable, the larger planet would become fixed within its orbit, and the smaller planet would be captured by the larger planet and become a very large moon.  That, or the smaller planet would crash into the larger planet.  The survey ran the models and showed that the planets were only 83,000 kathra apart upon their formation, but they were separating as they slowed down in their dual orbit, to where they were now 590,000 kathra apart.  It had taken the two planets some 2.9 billion years to separate to that distance.  And in 4.6 million years, the two would finally get so far apart that the gravitational pull holding them in their dual orbits would break down and cause the double planet system to turn into a standard planet-moon system.

A blink of the eyes in the lifespan of the universe, but a hell of a long time for the puny mortals living within it.  But, even back then, the Karinnes had the technology to stabilize the system and maintain it.


The planets certainly had an interesting day cycle.  They had almost exactly identical 22.8 hour day cycles and had the same angular tilt of 21 degrees, which were close to Terra’s own statistics, which meant that the larger planet had a faster rotational orbit speed than the smaller planet, yet the planets had only a .000013156 difference between their rotational velocities.  The planets orbited each other on the same plane as their orbit around the star, and they were in direct line.  The two planets orbited each other in a cycle of about 13 days, and in that cycle the planets eclipsed one another from the star during the cycle.  This created a “night” during the cycle that lasted 13.4 hours on the larger planet and 18.7 hours on the smaller one, a night that lasted more than a day every 13 days.  It also caused the sky to be dominated by the other planet, given how close they were to each other.  The two planets were closer to each other than Terra was to its moon.


There was one other planet in the system that was life-sustaining.  It was planet 2, and to a Shio, it would be perfect.  It was closer to the star and thus had a fairly hot climate, was very wet, and was dominated by jungles on the three continents on the surface.  However, planet 2 held a sentient reptilian race still in its stone age, and because of that, Jason would quarantine off the planet if the species was still there.

Jason checked the location of the Scimitar and its seven supporting vessels, and was glad to see that they’d arrive at RG-118 in about two hours. Knowing the twins, they would have an advance scientific posts set up within an hour of getting into orbit, as sensor dropships spread out to scan the planet’s surface.  They were supposed to survey both the twin planets, Meya commanding one exploration detail and Myra the other.


He already had a standard interdictor and a colonization team ready to ship out on a jump freighter with the destroyer Tikanne escorting, only recently off the repair docks.  That was a two day trip from Karis due to the distance involved, but he could afford to take one destroyer off the board for four days.  As soon as Meya and Myra gave them their initial survey reports, they’d move to claim the system.  By the time the interdictor was in logarithmic mode, they’d probably have the outpost secured and advance farming and mining teams en route, and a Stargate shipped out as soon as they had one.  They’d set it up exactly like Exile, a “commute colony” where the workers there would come back to Karis when they were off work.

The Stargates probably wouldn’t be a problem from here out.  Dellin had finished the ten Stargate docks Jason had ordered him to build, and they were now constructing ten of their own Stargates.  It would take about a month to complete them, due to the size and complexity, and it would take a hefty chunk of credits as well.  Stargates were expensive to build, and they’d have to train the Stargate operational and maintenance crews that staffed them—Stargates usually had around 200 operational and maintenance personnel inside them on the average, keeping the unit in a state of constant operation, and they also usually had around 200 Marines or Tarks aboard as well to serve as security and defense, should someone try to board a Stargate and attempt to take control of it from the inside.  But it was still cheaper than buying them from the Imperium, and besides, they wouldn’t have to explain to anyone what they were doing with their own Stargates.

Cybi had tweaked the standard Stargate design a little for their own version, making them more efficient on top of the only having one size.  Stargates came in a variety of sizes, capable of allowing ships of different sizes to pass through, but the Karinnes would only build Stargates large enough to allow their capitol ships to pass through, but it would cost them about the same to build a capitol Stargate as it took one of the Imperium companies to build a Class III Stargate, large enough to allow a tactical battleship to pass through.  The smaller Stargates were used mainly for freighter and commercial traffic, where the big ones were primarily for military ships.  Due to the distance involved and why the Karinnes would be using their Stargates, it was decided that only one version would be designed and built, so they could always get a capitol ship to the other side.  Karinne Stargates would be cheaper to build, require less energy to operate, and have fewer components and systems than standard Stargates, which would reduce maintenance costs.

Finally, he managed to get to the bottom of his inbox, which only took about three hours.  He leaned back in his chair and stretched a little, then turned and looked out the window.  It was a really nice day in Karsa today, warm and sunny, and looking just as it always did.  Bunvar had finished all the repairs to the city, leaving it looking exactly as it had before the attack.  The White House sat on a hill with megabuildings all around it, blocking his view of most of the rest of Karsa, but he could see a few things.  The Karsa Sports Complex was just barely visible several kathra to the south, across the low hills of south-central Karsa upon which no megabuildings could be constructed, with its oval of metal spires stretching out over the stands that held the emitters for the airskin shield activated for baseball and shizuki games, but not for bachi or soccer games.  Those games were always played in current natural weather.  The stands, on the other hand, had airskin protection to keep the spectators dry while the athletes got wet.  Jyslin was over there right now, or at least in the building beside it, along with Frinia as the two of them prepared for the upcoming IBL season. The Grand Avenue that ran from the White House all the way out to the coast to the east gave him a tiny sliver of a view of the ocean, at least theoretically.  The Avenue was one of the major transport arteries through Karsa, nearly half a kathra wide and with mass transit train lines on the edges as hovercars soared through the gaps between them, and grassy parks and lawns on the ground below.  It continued to the west, going all the way out to the edge of the city, and a similar major thoroughfare ran from north to south called the Grand Boulevard with the White House in the center.  The White House had originally held the Dukal palace of the Grand Duchess Karinne, at least until Jason converted it into the current seat, so it was, in its way, the heart of the city.

It was just too damn beautiful to be at work, but he had too much going on.  The council would be meeting in about an hour, which was too close to let him get involved in much of anything, and he had a scheduled cabinet meeting afterwards.  He also had a meeting with the Land Use Authority to go over opening Teria City, and an official meeting with Zaa to go over her clan taking over the city of Jaxtra, which was in seven hours.  Another day wasted thanks to reports, paperwork, and people who just loved to talk…sometimes he hated this job.


But that was just too damn bad.  The job chose him, and he would do it to the best of his ability.


At least he was making headway in the make Aya less of a bitch department.  After nearly two days of discussion, badgering, cajoling, and even an attempt at outright bribery, he had finally gotten her to lift a few of the restrictions she had on him.  They were still in place for the rest of his family, but if they wanted more freedom, they could fight Aya the same way he had.  He was now allowed to move about the entire White House without armor, at the cost of increasing the guard presence inside the building, and she’d agreed to allow him to travel to Exile next week to make an official visit to the Exiles living there.  He hadn’t seen them for a while, and he wanted to see how they were doing.

There were other trips on the docket, trips for which Aya was preparing.  After the Consortium was eradicated from their galaxy, Jason had agreed to travel to the Verutan sector and visit the Verutan and Haumda empires and the Imbiri system, something of a tour of their neighbors along the edge of the sector.  The idea of taking a tour of the Verutan sector appealed to him very much, but Aya wouldn’t permit it as long as the Consortium existed in their galaxy.  Dahnai was getting in on it as well, demanding that he attend court as an observer at least once a takir, and Kreel had invited him to the Grimja Union for a state visit…which would involve a lot of drinking in the numerous pubs in Grimjaki, their capitol city.


There was one trip before all of those plans, however, and one he was really looking forward to taking.  In 12 days, he, Jyslin, and his children would be going to Kimdori Prime to visit Zaa and Grun, visiting the Hearth and some of the main sites on the planet.  Kimdori Prime was one of the most secluded and exotic locales in the quadrant, visited by only a handful due to the secrecy of the Kimdori and the exceptionally hostile environment of the planet to most forms of life.  They’d visit for four days.  Jyslin and his guards would have to wear radiation-resistant E-suits or armor during their stay, but Jason and his children would have no problems staying there without protection for four days.  They’d have to decontaminate afterwards, but that was mainly so the latent radiation built up in their bodies didn’t pose a threat to others.

One of the few actual advantages of being a Generation…radiation resistance.


After all the trials and tribulations of the last year, getting the chance to go to Kimdori Prime and visit Zaa in her home almost made up for it.


At least tonight would be fun.  Aura had managed to corral him and arrange a date, and he fully meant to enjoy both socializing with Aura over dinner and the sex in the pool house afterwards.  Jyslin had already made arrangements to stay overnight with Tim and Symone.


Thinking of Aura made him think of Dahnai, and that made him bring up a holo of Hiyaivi Island, which was where a small army of Makati were hard at work building Dahnai’s summer palace.  They’d started only two days ago and already had the foundations of all the buildings laid, three of the smaller buildings half-constructed, and most of the major landscaping completed to turn the island into a private, secluded paradise of gardens and woods and lawns for the Empress, a luxurious palace where she and her family could relax and not have to worry about much of anything.  The price tag attached to that project wasn’t anything to sneeze at, mainly since the Karinnes were paying for the construction, but it was worth it in his eyes.  He was obligated to build her that palace in their treaty, and besides, it was for Dahnai, so he wanted her to be happy there.  The island itself was almost perfectly located, only about 230 kathra from the equator about in the center of the north edge of Karga on the map, but along a natural current that kept the mean temperatures there comfortable.  The temperature rarely went below 81 shuki or above 101 shuki—below 73F or above 92F, the temperature regulated by seasonal wind patterns and water currents to produce almost perfect consistency through all seasons.  The closest comparison he’d found to its unique weather pattern was Hawaii back on Terra, an island chain where there was virtually no seasonal deviance from the average mean high and low temperatures.  The island was about six square kathra in area, large enough for a small village, with a compound of the main palace and 14 supporting buildings, from facilities and support infrastructure to barracks for the Imperial Guard.  There would even be a small marina there for boats, and all just for Dahnai and her family.  Red Horn estimated completion of the project in 32 days, and he had no doubt it would be done before that deadline.  Makati always went long on their estimates to take unforeseen delays into account.

Leaning back in his chair a little, he closed his eyes and merged up into the biogenic relay servicing his office through his gestalt, and he cast his consciousness into the network.  He’d been practicing this unique aspect of the Generations, the ability to merge to biogenic computers and, in a way, send his mind into the machine, to where he was now fairly proficient at it.  It required a pretty unique set of skills with which Karinne genetic instinct had no experience.  Generations instinctively knew how to commune, but learning how to merge with biogenic units and make use of the merge was a skill that required practice.  He navigated the biogenic network around the planet and found what he was looking for, the camera pod Cybi used to keep an eye on the kids when they were at school.  He pushed his awareness into that pod and accessed its camera, getting a good view of the 16 students in the class, virtually all of which were strip kids.  Rann, Shya, Kyri, Sora, Aran, Danelle, and Zachary all sat together at one of the three circular tables in the room, his kids all in their armor, them all looking at a special kind of hologram in the center that had no facing; everyone at the table saw the same image, as if it were oriented towards them.  It was a series of basic algebra problems as the teacher explained the concept behind it.

Algebra.  Faey were so far ahead of Terrans in that regard.  Where Terran kids learned that two plus two equals four, Faey kids learned that “X plus two” could also equal four, and the objective of the problem was to find the value of X.  Faey taught algebra along with standard math and they started in kindergarten, and Jason had to admit that their system worked. Given the mind-boggling complexity of Faey calculus, Faey students had to start on the basics of it as early as possible.  And the basics of calculus had their roots in algebra.


Kyri glanced at the camera pod repeatedly as they listened to their teacher, then she gave it a slight smile.  [I know you’re in there, Daddy,] she declared, communing directly with the camera pod’s biogenic circuitry.  Jason wasn’t surprised.  Kyri was far more sensitive than her siblings.  She was the only child that could sense another Generation merged to a nearby device, a trick that only Jason and Myleena had mastered thus far.  Kyri wanted to learn how to merge with the biogenic network herself, but there were blocks on the entire network that kept the kids out of it.  The same reason they wouldn’t give the kids actual gestalts was what also kept them from being able to merge with anything but approved devices, like toys and other isolated devices.  The toys taught them how to merge, but they weren’t allowed to access the planetary biogenic network until they were older and had the wisdom and discipline to not cause problems.  A Generation had access to most of the planet’s computer networks while merged, and could cause untold havoc if they weren’t careful…and six year olds weren’t exactly known for their self control.  [What are you doing?]


[Just seeing how class was going,] he answered.


[Booooor-riiiiing,] she complained, putting her hand on her cheek and leaning on it.  Jason could see that none of his kids had their gauntlets on.  He couldn’t blame them for that.  [I hate math.]

[Welcome to growing up, pippy.  The older you get, the more things you have to do that you don’t like.] 

[Then why does anyone ever grow up?] she asked.

[Because we don’t have much of a choice in the matter,] he replied.  [I’m clearly distracting you, and Miss Rekali’s giving you a hard look, so get your mind back in class and I’ll leave you alone.  See you tonight, pippy.]


[‘Kay.]

His children suitably checked, Jason disengaged himself from the network and found himself literally nose to nose with Miaari.  The Kimdori was kneeling on his desk, leaning over to the point where she was right in his face.  He flinched a tiny bit, then smacked her irritably on the shoulder as she laughed.  “You could be dead right now,” she said with a toothy grin.

“Riiiight,” he replied blandly as she stepped down off his desk.  “You’re in a playful mood,” he observed when she sat in the chair opposite his desk.


“I’m not so old that I can’t enjoy myself,” she replied primly.


“I figured you woulda lost your playfulness at ten thousand years old,” he shot back with a sly smile.  “What brings you by?”


“A few reports,” she replied, pointing at one of the secure handpanels her department used for such things.  Those kinds of reports were never transmitted, they were only placed on dedicated secure devices that were hand-delivered to the recipient.  “It’s the full analysis and report of the data pulled off the captured Consortium battleship, as well as the current analysis and projections of the last of the data we stole from the Consortium command center in the nebula.”

“Will I have time to read these before the council meeting in an hour?”


She shook her head.  “Those are the complete reports.  They are quite lengthy.”


“Well, there went the rest of my free time for the next two days,” he sighed.


“Jason, it might be time for you to consider delegating more responsibility,” she said seriously. “You’ve spent almost twenty hours a day in this office for the last takir.”


“I know, but I just can’t see delegating some of this,” he said, waving his hand at his panel.  “It’s just too important.  But I have put a lot of the council workload in Yeri.  I’m sure she wants to kill me now,” he chuckled.


“That is her job, Jason, and she will be fine with it,” she said calmly.  “In truth, you should give most of what work the house has gained from the separation to Yeri.  Let her sort through things and only bring to your attention what is truly important.  She can field the offers and screen the missives.”


“It would reduce my workload a whole lot,” he said with a grunt, leaning back in his chair.  “We’re being drowned in diplomatic offers.  Trade, research, exploration, consultation, you name it, and not just from governments.  I have a stack of offers from mega-corps tall enough to reach the ceiling.  And I can’t count how many requests I’ve gotten for official embassies to be allowed to be placed on Karis.  What part of closed system do these people not understand?  They have their embassies on Terra, that is having an embassy with the Karinnes.  It’s going to get on my desk.”


“Because Terra is not Karis, and this is where they want their spies,” she said lightly.  “I think you can trust Yeri to know what should be brought to you and what should be rejected without wasting your time.”

“I suppose,” he said with another sigh.


“Have you eaten lunch yet?  There should be time before the meeting, and I doubt you’ll want to face that on an empty stomach,” she offered.


He chuckled, then stood up.  “That’s a good idea.”


Shen and Suri escorted him and Miaari down to the cafeteria, where he enjoyed being able to sit at a table and eat without armor.  The armor wasn’t that uncomfortable, thanks to the gel backing inside it and the power assist to help when he didn’t feel like moving it around himself, but it wasn’t as comfortable as good old jeans and a tee shirt, which was by far his preferred attire.  He was wearing a Karsa Paladins tee that day, one of the new ones that had started being sold on Karis, the front of the tee dominated by the mascot, a stylized Faey woman in gleaming silver armor and brandishing a two-handed sword.  The team had identical twins who wore a replica of that armor to serve as their on-pitch mascot, who took turns playing the role for games and also for publicity appearances.  Jason had seen that armor, and it made him glad he wore Crusader armor.  It wasn’t designed to protect, but it was faithful to the original ideals in that it was made of steel and inlaid with a chrome-like alloy that made it so shiny, it had no power assist anywhere in it, and it was heavy.  The suit weighed around 26 konn, which was around 27 kilograms or about 60 pounds or so.  That was even heavier than Crusader armor, which only weighed 18 konn due to the metal used in its construction.  In Terran measures, that was about 19 kilograms, or around 43 pounds.  The sword itself weighed 10 konn, which was about 10.5 kilograms or 24 pounds.  Not only that, it was also very hot in that armor, so hot that the mascots did cheat with an enviro-suit that also served as padding to keep them from having heat stroke as they ran around down on the pitch.  IBL teams even took their mascots seriously, where the mascots had as close to “real” as they could get in their costumes.  That armor was a faithful reproduction of the real armor Faey warriors wore back in their Iron Age, with only a few cosmetic alterations to make it more flashy and give the wearer flexibility.  Jason had almost expected the sword to be sharpened, but it wasn’t…and it didn’t really need to be.  A sword that big could do some major damage if it was used as a weapon without needing to be sharp.

Frinia had almost burned a hole through his head with her glare when he suggested replacing the three suits of armor, the primary suits and a backup suit, with something much lighter, like crystallized titanium or iso-aluminum brushed over with a coating of reflective alloy, almost insulted that he would dare suggest such a thing.


Jason had put his foot down when they designed the armor for the mascot of the newly formed Karsa Warriors, their new D league team.  The armor that mascot wore was a fully functional suit of Crusader armor brushed over with a molecular layer of Carbidium to give it a golden sheen.  The mascot had an “away game” suit that was only for show, but it only weighed 12 konn because it was made of iso-aluminum, one of the lightest metals known to Karinne science that was also fairly sturdy and chemically stable.  Jason wouldn’t let a suit of Crusader armor out for someone to try to steal.

Navii sat down beside him with a tray holding a large salad, and he nodded to her.  “Things must be settling down if you left the command center,” he noted lightly.


She chuckled in her raspy voice.  “We just got the Dreamer off the repair dock and back on the board,” she replied.  “Everything else is still on schedule.  Dellin hasn’t made any major updates.”

“That’s good to hear.  How about promotions?” he asked, a bit hesitantly.  He’d lost four ship captains in the attack on Karis, and those chairs had to be filled with new captains.


“We’ve decided that Commander Rola Karinne from the tactical cruiser Revenge will take over the Jefferson,” she replied with a sober voice. She’d been personal friends with Drae, and losing her had been hard for the venerable woman.  “Since the other ships were decommissioned, we don’t have to worry much about replacing their captains.”

“I think Drae would have liked that choice, Navii,” he said, patting her gnarled hand fondly.  Drae’s death was almost avoidable.  Her ship, the Jefferson, had been heavily damaged in the attack at the nebula and was still on the repair dock when the Consortium attacked Karis, so she’d taken command of one of the cruisers that had just come off the docks rather than sit out the battle.  She hadn’t been forced to do it, she’d volunteered…and had been killed for her patriotism and sense of duty.  Of the ships whose captains were killed, only the Jefferson had survived enough to be repaired, but the names of the other three ships that had been destroyed would live on, assigned to new ships coming off the docks when the time came.  Given how many ships were beyond any hope of salvage, Jason was honestly surprised that he only lost four ship captains, but that was due to the design of the ships.  The bridge and the captain’s quarters were in the deepest part of the ship, the most heavily protected, so it had to be something absolutely cataclysmic to kill a ship captain.  He’d had several other captains get injured, which was testament to the ferocity of the battle.


“I think so too.  Rola is a very capable ship captain,” she replied with a wan smile.

After a big cheese steak and some potato wedges, Jason returned to his office and checked on the repair schedules, consulting the board he still had synced to Dellin’s main board in his ops center, and he saw that everything was still on schedule.  The Aegis and Iyaneri were still undergoing repairs, but they had three battleships back on the board, all the tactical battleships, and four heavy cruisers.  Both carriers were also back on the board, which meant that they had enough ships now to form two task forces if necessary.  He switched over to the construction docks and saw that everything there was also on schedule.  They’d pared way back on building new ships, shifting manpower to repairing damaged ships, but there was still some activity on that side.  The eighth battleship was about two takirs from completion, and there were six more tactical battleships in various stages of assembly.  They’d shifted the ship roles a little since the introduction of the tactical battleships.  The regular battleships would serve as flagships for task force commanders, the commanding ship in the formation if there was no capitol ship present, where the tactical battleships would be doing most of the in-your-face fighting.  And because of that delineation, they were discussing doing a redesign of the main battleship to make it bigger and carry more firepower.  They wanted to increase the mass of a battleship by about 60% and pack some more firepower on it, but they also wanted to continue production of the current battleship design to serve as support for the task force, mainly as carrier defense and long-range weapon support, carrying weapons 3D was kicking around developing, high-energy weapons that had far more range than the currently used weapons.  The new battleship class, the Mark II, would then be the flagship for the formation.  They were also discussing the possibility of creating an even larger command ship class vessel, some 40% larger than the current design, a monstrosity that would be so huge and complicated to build that they might only finish one in the three years they had.


Jason knew why they were doing that.  They knew what was coming, and they knew that even a Karinne battleship was the size of a toy compared to some of the Syndicate vessels.  Creating a larger class of battleship put more big ships on the line to combat the titanic behemoths the Syndicate had in their fleet.  Their strategy wasn’t going to revolve around those huge ships, it was actually doing to revolve around cruisers and destroyers, but really big ships would have both strategic and tactical worth in the war to come.

He had just enough time to read the report that Myleena had dropped off that morning before heading to Kosigi, a status report of what was going on in 3D, and the news was that there was little news.  Jenny and Eraen were still working on the diffuser and hadn’t made any major progress thus far.  The cyberjack program was in a holding pattern, mainly because they were waiting to see how Justin Taggart responded to the jack they implanted just two days ago.  Songa had decided to implant the jack before performing the brain surgery to replace the damaged sections of Justin’s brain to reduce the shock to his system, and also to discern if a jack implantation on an uninjured talent would damage their telepathic abilities.  She did have a point, he’d realized, when she told him of the change.  If the injuries to Justin were why a jack implantation procedure didn’t damage his talent, then they wouldn’t know until another telepath volunteered and subsequently had her talent damaged by the surgery.  By implanting the jack now, they’d know for certain if the procedure did any damage to Justin’s talent by baselining his abilities before the surgery compared to after.  The fact that his talent was already damaged would have no bearing on that result, for a further degradation of his telepathic abilities would mean that the jack implantation procedure was the cause.  Supposedly, she’d have a preliminary report for him about how it went sometime tonight, after they brought Justin out of his induced coma and gave him the initial exam.  Of course, they wouldn’t have ironclad results until after Justin’s brain was repaired.  If he got his full talent back at his original strength, then they’d have no doubt that the jack implantation procedure would pose no threat to a talented brain.

The jack program was now up to 15,500 participants.  They’d increased the trial pool yet again, and the results were highly promising.  They’d finished their training programs to learn how to use and control the jack, and whatever the jack was plugged into, and they showed as much ability as a Generation merged to a biogenic computer.  They still couldn’t utilize telepathy like that, which was what the Generation program had been about, but they could do just about everything else.  The riggers they’d fitted with jacks were giving Kyva some competition, relatively speaking.  She could still kick their asses, but a jacked rigger lasted a lot longer against her than an unjacked rigger, because of increased response time and the ability to assimilate the sensor data fed to them quickly.  After the last trial group finished, a group consisting of more than just Terrans, then they were planning on offering cyberjack implantation to any member of the house who so wished it, but they had to pay the C430 cost of implantation themselves.  This last trial group held every race currently members of the House of Karinne except for Faey, and it would ensure that Songa’s procedures were safe and effective.  She’d mapped out how to implant a jack into every race of the house,  but it still required an actual volunteer and a trial to make sure what Songa worked out on paper matched the real world.

Jason mused again at how the Faey near-phobia about doing anything to, with, or anywhere near the brain had created a void in both their medical knowledge and their technological capability.  They’d had the technology to invent their own cyberjacks for some 400 years, but they’d never even considered wiring a Faey brain so it could interface with a computer.  And the Faey were the only race in the sector cluster with both the medical and technological knowledge to do it.  Of the other civilizations, the Colonists and the Alliance were the only ones even close to the level the Faey had with cybernetics, machines that were implanted into and worked with a biological organism.  Colonial and Alliance medicine could replace limbs with cybernetic prosthetics, but they weren’t nearly as good. They could connect a machine to a nerve ending to allow the user to control the limb, but they lacked the technology to allow the user to feel through the limb, they still hadn’t cracked that level of cybernetic technology.  That was the main difference between Faey cybernetic technology and the technology of other civilizations.  Most other civilizations hadn’t fully explored cybernetic technology the way the Faey had, for various reasons.  The Urumi and Skaa didn’t need to, since they could regrow lost limbs over time naturally.   The Shio and the Jobodi had developed cloned replacement medicine long before cybernetic medicine, so for them it was a somewhat useless branch of medical technology.  Only the Faey had explored cybernetic technology to that level, part of their endlessly inquisitive natures that made them good at science…and also a pain in the neck.

His alarm beeped warning him he had two minutes, so he put away the reports, made sure the three handpanels couldn’t be seen by anyone, and activated his side of the conference program.  Two holograms winked in immediately, Sk’Vrae and Kim, who were chatting with each other amiably; Sk’Vrae and Kim had a personal friendship, he’d come to learn.  Sk’Vrae nodded to him when his hologram appeared to her, probably in her office back on Uruma.  “Jason,” Kim said with a smile.  “How goes things today?”


“Buried up to my eyeballs in paperwork,” he grunted in reply, which made Kim chuckle.


“I know that feeling.  It seems I can never clear my inbox since the planet was granted protectorate status,” he replied.  “Many of the things we simply sent up the chain of command now stop with me.”


“That sums up my position almost perfectly,” Jason said without much humor.

“It sounds like it is time for both of you to increase your staffs to take some of the load off of you,” Sk’Vrae declared.  “I have a large staff that helps organize and manage the paperwork that comes with rule.”


“Yeah, more than one person is pushing me to do that,” Jason nodded.  “But I’m not sure.  I don’t like the idea of being out of the loop.”


“The house is growing too large for you to micro-manage every detail, Jason,” Sk’Vrae chided gently.  “Imagine what your workload will be like in a year if you don’t reorganize your executive office.”


He nearly groaned, just as another hologram winked on, that of Magran.  He gave Jason a curious look, no doubt over his expression, which made Kim laugh lightly.

Jason usually drifted through council meetings, because little of it ever really concerned him, but the addition of Shakizarr and Kreel had made him much more attentive since they were added to the council.  Part of it was that they were discussing matters that did concern him, and part of it was so he could observe the two rulers.  Not everyone was in attendance today, however.  Dahnai was making a rare no-show, one of her advisors sitting in for her, and Zaa was also not in attendance, which wasn’t quite as unusual.  Because of the jockeying between Dahnai and Assaba, she rarely if ever missed a council meeting.  He did pay some attention when Lorna delivered a report on fleet readiness, and more attention when she gave a very basic overview of the attack on the nebula.  “Given we know exactly how many enemy ships there are and where they are, we’re planning a fairly straightforward operation,” she said as she pointed to an image of the nebula.  “To minimize risk to our own ships, we will begin the operation by taking out Consortium long-range sensor pods spread around and through the nebula to give them advance warning using corvettes and fighters, which can move more swiftly within the nebula than line ships.  Using fighters also only allows the Consortium to see the fighters before the pods are destroyed, hiding the full size and makeup of our fleet.  This part of the operation will consist of a single KMS ship jumping in and launching fighters, and then immediately jumping back out out of range of the sensor pods outside the nebula.  We’ve selected the Dreamer for this operation, and the attacking fighters will be from the KMS Ghost Squadron and the Alliance Navy War Talon squadron, two of the best fighter squadrons in the Confederate Combined Military.  These fighters will be able to outrun any Consortium vessels within the nebula, their size will make them extremely hard to see inside, and the nebula’s disruption of automated targeting and sensor systems will make it very difficult for any automated defenses to destroy them.  They will destroy the Consortium sensor network pod by pod, creating a blind zone for our incoming fleet.  Once the pods are destroyed, our fleet will jump in, and we’ll begin the attack by sending in some of the automated weaponry developed by the Karinnes to weaken their defenses and create confusion, while our fleet enters the nebula and gets into position outside of their sensor range.  This will also force them to draw in their ships to defend the remains of their base, which they have been trying to salvage and repair.  The other main objective of this automated attack is to knock out their primary command and control center, which Kimdori reconnaissance places in the remains of the base that was partially destroyed in the Karinne attack.  Once their com-con is eliminated, our fleet will attack from all sides, striking swiftly from the concealment of the nebula, and destroy them to the last ship.  This tactic should minimize damage to our own ships.”

“Simple and straightforward, but also tactically sound given the environmental conditions,” Grran’s vocoder intoned monotonously as his fingers danced before him.


“Yes, Field Marshall,” Lorna nodded.  “The nebula can be used against them when approached properly, and we intend to do just that, primarily through the use of fighters to knock out the sensor pod network they have set up within the nebula.  Without their sensor network, they’ll have no idea where we are, and the limited visibility within the nebula will allow our ships to get right on top of them before they can respond.”


“It sounds like a viable strategy, General,” Shakizarr nodded, his black hair bobbing a little.  “We have our ships in position and ready to be moved to Terra.  When will the Stargate arrive at Veruta Prime?”


“They haven’t finished building it yet, Grand Imperial Majesty,” the aide for Dahnai spoke up.  “It’s scheduled for completion in three days, but then it has to be thoroughly tested before it can be put in service.  At this time, we simply have no more Stargates to spare.  Every operational gate in the Imperium is in use, and every corporation capable of building Stargates has their factories at double manpower to meet the demand.”


“We’re also capable of building Stargates, and we’re working on them in Kosigi,” Jason added.  “Our first ones won’t be ready for at least a month, though.”


“The Stargate slated for Veruta Prime is scheduled for delivery and activation in nine days,” Lorna continued.  “The Stargate for Grimdi is scheduled for delivery and activation in twelve days.”

“That gives us time to pull in our fleet from the other side of our territory,” Kreel said in his usual easygoing voice.  “We should have 470 ships at Grimdi by the time the Stargate arrives.”

“Added to the 1400 from the Verutans, that should give us more than enough to sweep the Consortium out of that nebula and out of our galaxy,” Shakizarr declared.

Dellin presented the next report, and that was the one both Shakizarr and Kreel wanted to hear.  Dellin’s handsome face appeared in a hologram that showed his control center behind him.  He saluted crisply as he introduced himself, then went to the board behind him.  “We’ve completed our schedule and dock allocation preparations for the Verutans and the Grimja to begin shipbuilding operations within Kosigi,” he called.  “The respective empires will have to bring their own equipment, proprietary technology, docks and workers, but everything else will be provided within Kosigi, at set zero-profit rates for materials.  What you pay for these materials is exactly what it cost to produce them.  Karinne transports will be made available to tow dock facilities to Karis, and also remember that all workers coming to Kosigi will have to pass a security screening.  We’ll have technological consultants from the Academy on hand and at the service of your engineers to help integrate standard Confederate technology into these ships if you so wish it.  We utilize a number of universal mount pieces of equipment,” he explained at Shakizarr’s curious look.  “A single piece that can be installed into any Confederate ship.  Don’t worry, your Majesty, it doesn’t require that your Navy reveal its classified engineering specs.  It only requires a basic knowledge of your power system and computer architecture so your ships can power and control the modules.  Installation of these pieces of equipment is purely optional and voluntary, and probably mainly unnecessary for now, since the majority of our universal mount equipment are Torsion cannons, which we won’t be using against the Syndicate.”

“There is one piece of Confederate technology that will require at least giving the Karinnes the specs of your engines, and that’s if you want them refitted to be capable of jumping outbound from an interdictor,” Jason cut in.  “We have to analyze your engine capability and power generation to see if they’re capable of it, and if so, what upgrades it’ll require.  But that information is released only to the Karinnes.  The other Confederate members do not have access to the specs.”

“Yes, I’ve already released that data to your Duchess Myleena Karinne,” Shakizarr nodded.  “She is to give her report on the matter to my Naval engineering department later today.”


“Yup, so did we, and she already sent back a refit report that tells us what we need to do,” Kreel added.  “She also sent us the interdiction algorithm for our jump computer.”


“Guess I’m out of the loop, then,” Jason chuckled.


“So, esteemed rulers, as soon as your governments submit a schedule to me and to Miaari to start screening your inbound workers, we can get your allocated space within Kosigi up and running,” Dellin continued.  “We’ll have everything ready for you on our side by the time your teams arrive.”


“If I might add, several Moridon financial institutions will be on site within Kosigi to serve the workers,” Brayrak Kruu injected.  “These are fully staffed satellite branch offices of authorized Moridon banks, capable of making transactions with internal Verutan and Grimja banks, and will offer these financial services at no charge to the workers.  So rest easy that your workers will have access to their pay and the expertise of Moridon financial planners on how best to manage it.”


“Those pubs up in Kosigi I toured when I was there is about all my workers will need to be happy,” Kreel smiled.


“We should have the initial schedules on your desk by the end of the standard day, Admiral,” Shakizarr declared.


“We’re not quite finished yet, it should be there sometime tomorrow,” Kreel added.


The council wrapped up after Dellin gave his report, and Jason went from that meeting directly to another one, his regularly scheduled cabinet meeting.  Everyone but Kumi was there, who was on Moridon, but Temika was sitting in for her.  Temika was now second in command in Kumi’s office, and had proved to have a knack for the job.  They quieted down when he walked in.  “We’re all busy, so let’s get this done,” he said crisply as he took his seat, Shen and Suri standing by the door to the cabinet meeting room.  “I think we can dispense with most of the old business, so if anyone has anything new, put it on the table.”

“The updated logistic schedules for the change in Karinne supply schedules for the Shio and the Colonies is in effect,” Jrz’kii’s translator called in its monotone.  “It has reduced our workload by 18% overall.  I have included scheduled holidays for our freighter crews so they can take an extended break after working nonstop for nearly two months.”

 “Good thinking,” Jason nodded.

“The test farms on PR-371 have produced their second yield, with the predicted results after our first yield,” Grik’zzk continued.  “The planet can grow every common Karis crop within the affected area of the gravity inducers, and can grow 55% of our current crops outside of it, mainly the crops that do not have long stalks that can be affected by the gravity.  We will begin large-scale farming operations both inside and outside of the gravity inducer areas in two days, as soon as the equipment arrives.  We have also expanded the operating farmland around New Karsa on Exile by 21% to meet projected demand as the house population increases.”

“Excellent, I want to keep our food production at least twice our consumption.  Food always exports,” Jason nodded.


“Of note that should be passed along is that the farming details are having increased frequency of contact with the Gruug,” she continued.  “The contacts thus far have not been violent.  The Gruug flee whenever a vehicle approaches.”

Jason frowned a little bit.  “That is a little unusual.  If you could, please, send that on to Kovann so he can find out what’s going on.”  Kovann Heralle was the management executive in charge of New Karsa, the farm production manager and governor rolled into one.  He answered to both Grik’zzk and Jason in his two roles.


“He is aware of it, I have already informed him.  A report of the findings of his expeditionary team should reach us within the day.”

“Good.”

“I’ve gotten the construction timetables for the new projects organized and on the schedule,” Bunvar called.  “I’ve added it to the overall planned work schedules for the next two takirs.  Included on the queue is the new IBL practice facility and a new sports complex being built in Teria City for organized sports teams.  We’ll be using the generic layout plan so it can host any of the commonly played sports.”


“Speaking of Teria City, I have a work order request ready to be sent to you, Bunvar,” Rund said, looking over at her.  “We have the broadcast power node equipment already on the way, we just need the installation up.”


“I have a team ready to go in there and do it, as soon as I get the official work request,” she answered.


“It’ll be on your panel ten minutes after I get back to my office.”


“How far along is Teria City, anyway?” Yeri asked.


“It’s almost finished,” Jason replied, since the Land Use Authority fell under his office.  “And speaking of the Land Use Authority, I’ve decided to promote it to an independent agency with a cabinet member,” he told them.  “The Authority director, Lirren Karinne, will be joining the cabinet as soon as I get all the details ironed out, probably in two or three days.  His department will be called Interior, and won’t have any extra duties.”

“It’s about time you started reducing your own workload, Jason,” Yeri told him, a touch sternly.


“What are you doing behind my back that makes you want me to look the other way more, Yeri?” he challenged with a slight smile, which made her laugh.


“In all honesty, Jason, you should promote the Resident Services to its own department as well.  You still have control of that agency.”  Resident Services was the “human resources” offices for the planet, managing such things as hovercar licenses, marriage licenses, inscription management (the house still utilized inscription, but as a Planetary Guard operation where the members only served part time), population census, education, and coordinated with Songa and the Medical Service for resident health and welfare.  Their workload had reduced significantly when Terra gained independence, them taking control of their own services, but they still coordinated with the Urumi Brood Princesses to help provide Karinne services for the four systems the Karinnes administered.

“The Moridon finished the last of their Karsa branch offices, and it should be open tomorrow,” Temika called, looking at her panel.  She was wearing her hair much more severely than usual, a tight ponytail, but she was wearing a very flattering low-cut blouse that showed off a peek of her impressive cleavage.


“Any issues integrating them into the house banking system?” Jason asked.


“Nope, and believe it or not, we’ll make even more money off our own banks with Moridon banks here competing against them,” she replied with a chuckle.  “The satellite office of First Bank of Moridon opened yesterday, and all y’all have invitations to open accounts at reduced fees,” she added.  “One of the perks of being on the cabinet.”


“I’d take it if I were you,” Jason suggested.  “Those kinds of accounts are worth it, mainly for the access to Moridon financial experts.  Them, you can trust not to swindle you.  You don’t get that kind of assurance when you’re dealing with Kumi.”


They all laughed, even the Kizzik, and Temika just gave Jason an amusedly cool look.  “That’s my boss you’re talking about, Jayce.”


“Am I lying?”


“Well, no, but still,” she replied, which made Yeri laugh even louder.

Jason finished up the cabinet meeting after about another twenty minutes, since there was little new business to go over…everyone was still very busy with old business, the business of getting Karis back to normal operation after the battle.  He had 37 different reports in his in-box when he got back, making him glad that Chirk couldn’t hear after he muttered a few unfriendly things about her once back at his desk.  37 reports had piled up in the few hours that he’d been busy with other things.  Shen and Suri lounged in his private apartment off his office as he went over the reports, making sure to secure the door so only they could open it when they weren’t guarding it.  They often had long stretches of boring inactivity when they were with him, the hours he spent in his office where they had little to do, but weren’t allowed to stray far from him given how prone he was to wandering off without telling them if they weren’t right there to keep an eye on him.  Ever since his AWOL episode a few weeks ago, Aya had dictated that they lock the door when not at post mainly to keep him in, not to keep others out, where before they’d leave the door unlocked if they weren’t in his office.  Inside the White House, anyone that got to his door was screened at least three times by the Dukal Guard to get that far.  Aya wasn’t about to let him get where one of her guards couldn’t keep track of him, not since he escaped from them.

A holo of Yila popped on in front of his desk.  Today, she had opted for conservative, wearing a red poncho-like top that ended just under her attractive breasts adorned with the Trefani crest, a waistchain, and while he couldn’t see anything below her navel due to the hologram, he rather doubted there was anything south of that other than shoes of some kind.  “Good morning, Jason.  Why is the door locked?” she asked.


“Because you don’t own that door, woman,” he answered cheekily, which made her give him a challenging smile.  “What are you doing on Karis?  Kumi’s on Moridon.”


“I know, we just got back from Moridon about ten minutes ago,” she replied.  “Kumi’s over at her office taking care of a few things.”


“Then why are you bugging me?”


She laughed.  “Just open the door, you silly man.”


“Give it a minute,” he said.  “Shen or Suri have to open the door.  They lock me in when they’re not at the door.”


“That sounds slightly scandalous,” she teased.


Jason laughed.  “Yes, it’s a scandal that my guards lock me in my office like a misbehaving child when they’re not here to keep watch over the door,” he agreed.  Can one of you come open the door?  Yila’s here, he sent to the next room.


I’ll be right there, Shen replied.


He was right about Yila’s wardrobe.  When Shen opened the door and took position beside it, Yila almost strutted in.  She only had on a pair of high thigh boots, covering the vast majority of her legs.  She smiled when she came in and went around the desk and stood beside him, looking down.  What? he asked.


I was just seeing if there was someone under there giving you a blowjob, she replied in a bantering mindset loaded with sexual innuendo.  Yila was a very, very salty woman, as many Grand Duchesses were.  Sometimes he thought that the Grand Duchesses of the Siann were ten times worse than the players in the locker room back in his days playing football for Michigan.  Kumi’s told me how modest you are when it comes to having sex in public

That’s not modesty, that’s regard for my neighbors, he replied lightly.  Besides, Tim and Symone are the exhibitionists, not me.

I know, they always put on a good show, she replied with a bandy nuance.


I’m sure you’re not here to gossip with me like a schoolgirl, Yila, he pressed.


You’re just no fun today, Jason.


I have a lot of work to do, so getting to the point is best for both of us.

She chuckled audibly and sat on the edge of his desk, as Cybi often did, leaning on her had.  We concluded those negotiations with the Moridon.  They accepted both of our offers, she relayed.  We’ve also got in the first profits from the expanded laminated titanium sales to the Verutans and the Haumda.


You came all the way over here just to tell me that?


Kumi has more to talk to you about, but that’s your business, she replied easily.  I’m here discuss that second D league team you formed.

Jason laughed.  You’re talking to the wrong Karinne.  Jyslin manages the team, not me.  I have nothing to do with it at all.  You wanna fight about it, you fight with her.


Oh, so she’s the one trying to cut me out.


We’re not disbanding the Jerama D league team, nit, he teased.  Karis could use a D league team, and it would have been too hard to move the Jerama team, so Jyslin decided that a second team was the best option.


Well, then, I guess it won’t be that hard to get my cut, since I’ll be discussing it with Jyslin.


Jason laughed.  I’ll let you make that discovery yourself, he sent easily. Now, if that’s all, you need to wiggle your cute butt back outside so I can finish this shit and get home before dark, he said, pointing at his panel.

I can do that, as long as I can come over for dinner tonight, she replied teasingly.  And I get to bring Dara.


Why don’t you just move that poor girl over here, he accused.


I’m trying, she replied with a grin.  And given how happy Zach is to see her every time she comes over, I won’t have to try much longer.

Sheesh, he sounded, which made her laugh.  Out, you treacherous bitch.  I have to finish this before my meeting in two hours.

Yila did in fact wiggle her way out of the office, making sure to give Jason quite the look at her bare blue butt, but he was too distracted to appreciate both the view and her trying to show it off.  He was determined to get home at a reasonable time today, so he had Chirk call Zaa and see if they could move their meeting up a couple of hours, so he could go straight from the Land Use Authority meeting to Zaa’s meeting.  He pored through the reports, then called Kovann for a detailed personal report on what was going on over on Exile.  Kovann was a very, very handsome Faey man, almost as handsome as Jann Wilson, but his hair was snowy white instead of Janns’ coal black.  Kovann was like Dellin, a born administrator and manager, and he ran New Karsa with exacting precision since taking it over some three months ago.  “It’s definitely an unusual pattern,” Kovann told him.  “There have been two very large tribes of Gruug that live on the coast that have moved north and inland for no apparent reason.  They’re right on the eastern edge of the expanded farmland.”

“No unusual wildlife activity?  Nothing that would make them switch from fishing to hunting?”


“Nothing I’ve seen in any of the local reports, your Grace,” he replied.  “I have a survey team over at the eastern coast right now conducting sensor sweeps.  We asked the Exiles on the island what might cause this, and they said that the Gruug sometimes leave a perfectly good territory for no logical reason.  It might be spiritual or religious in nature, but I have people making sure it’s not environmental.”


“Good.  You think we might need a fence?”


“At this moment, I don’t think so, but we’ll have to see.  If the Gruug get more invasive or violent, a fence might be in order.”


“Talk to Bunvar, have her draw up the plans for a fence, and I’ll make sure she can deploy a team to build it at a moment’s notice.  In the meantime, I want anyone working within 20 kathra of confirmed Gruug sightings in armor, Kovann.  They are very good at throwing spears, and we don’t have diplomatic contact with the Gruug on the continent.”


“It might be necessary, your Grace.”


“I know, and I’ll leave it up to you.  When you think it’s necessary, you handle it.   Read up on our report on how we talked with the Gruug on the island, but don’t make any assumptions.  They’re a very unpredictable species.”

“I’ll take care of it, your Grace.  I’ll send you priority reports.”


“Good man.”


After getting through that, he had just enough time to get a quick bite to eat in the cafeteria before going up a floor to the Land Use Authority main office.  It took up a fairly big chunk of the White House’s second floor, since it managed all government and private land use, managed the parks and preserves, and was the governing office when new sections of the planet were opened to inhabitation.  The authority’s managing director was a middle-aged Faey man,  Lirren Karinne.  He was one of the first non-Generation Faey that had moved to Karis, and had been a virtual godsend.  He’d worked for 30 years at Merrane Macrotechnology as a manager, so he had excellent organizational skills that made him perfect for the difficult and complex work that came with managing the planet’s land and its usage.  Though Jason was the ultimate head of the department, Lirren was the one that actually ran it.  Lirren also had something of a crush on Shen, so Jason gave him that moment of slightly awkward adjustment, then they got to the core of the matter.  Jason went over Lirren’s role as the newest member of the cabinet, which wasn’t much since he already ran everything, mainly going over how his role was going to change with the promotion and going over how inter-cabinet politics operated.  Lirren already interacted a great deal with Grik’zzk, Rund, and Bunvar, but he didn’t have much contact with the other cabinet members.  They spent nearly three hours discussing things, then he left Lirren to finish up his work for the day and headed back to his office to meet with Zaa.

That meeting only lasted about an hour.  Zaa submitted a request for a timetable of Kimdori moving to the city, Jason accepted it without even looking at it, then they spent the rest of the time discussing the Haumda and the Prakarikai.  Both were on the cusp of applying for admission into the Confederation, and while Jason was glad to hear that Gau was leaning that way, he wasn’t quite so enthusiastic about the Prakarikai.  They were stiff, formal, easily offended, hard to amuse, held grudges, and were stuffy, and that made them and the Grimja stay at each other’s throats almost constantly.  The Grimja thought the Prakarikai took themselves way too seriously—which they did—where the Prakarikai thought the Grimja were uncouth, undisciplined boors whose only value was to remain in financial thrall to them to buy their excess food.  The Prakarikai had a very unusual governing system, where the King and Queen ruled jointly, each having control of certain spheres of their empire’s operations.  The King was the one in command of  internal matters, meting out law, managing security and the military, and governing their 23 systems, where the Queen was in command of exterior matters, such as diplomacy, trade, exploration, and intelligence.  The Prakarikai as a race had a much higher than average number of people with telepathic or empathic ability, approaching 14%, so they were major players in the intelligence and espionage game in their sector.  If the Prakarikai joined the Confederation, it was the Queen that they’d have to deal with in council meetings…which sucked.  She was, by far, the more annoying of the two of them.  The King Jason could almost like because he was polite, but the Queen was an arrogant little bitch.

Little being the operative word.  Much like the Makati and the Beryans, the Prakarikai were a very, very diminutive race.  The average Prakarikai was only about three shakra tall, or about three and a half feet or a bit over a meter, thin and very human-like in appearance, almost like the hobbits from the old Lord of the Rings stories with delicate four-fingered hands and very large eyes for the size of their faces.  They didn’t have large, hairy feet, however, but they did have pointed ears, like the Faey, and bronzed brown skin, like a human with a deep tan.  They were very beautiful as a Faey or Terran would reckon such things, much more elf-like than the Faey due to their small size and pointed ears, but size was no indication of how dangerous those bastards could be.  For one, Prakarikai were all ceremony and stuffiness on the outside, but on the inside they had a nearly genetic need to take others down, to display their power and superiority in any way possible.  Jason often thought that the Prakarikai suffered from the biggest case of racial inferiority complex ever witnessed in an organized society, for they were gaudy, flamboyant, and almost obnoxious in their demonstrations of social, financial, or physical power.  There was no such thing as too much in Prakarikai society.  For another, Prakarika was a very heavy gravity planet, 3.28 standard, so while the Prakarikai may look slender and delicate, they were exceptionally tough and inhumanly strong little bastards.  Their small size was a direct result of the extremely heavy gravity of their home planet.  It was a standard in exobiology that the heavier the gravity, the shorter and smaller the life upon that planet tended to be to reduce the stress that gravity placed on the organism.  It wasn’t absolute, the Faey—a tall heavy gravity species—and the Beryans—a short lower gravity species, their home planet had .88 standard gravity—were a good example of that, but it was something of a predictable standard.

The last thing that made them very distasteful to many was that slavery was legal in their empire.  It was used as a form of punishment for criminals, who served their sentences as slaves to prominent or wealthy individuals or groups.  But they didn’t practice slavery outside their own race, which was the only reason they were tolerated by their neighbors.  One had to go all the way to Chezaa to find a society where slavery was legal and commonplace, which was a small independent planet on the very edge of the Grimja sector that served the slave needs of the next sector over, known to Karinne astrocartography as the Jirunji Sector.


After the meeting, Jason put his armor back on and headed home on the Marine corvette Kovira, stepping out onto the wharf in a fairly heavy downpour, a local shower not uncommon in the afternoon heat.  It was out to sea by the time he got inside and got his armor off.  Rann, Shya, and Aran burst into his room as he finished taking it off, sending excitedly to one another as they climbed up onto the bed, then Zachary followed.  All four of them were bare-ass naked, probably having just finished taking off their armor, and Aran and Zachary were a little damp from coming over at the tail end of the rain  Hey boys, hey Shya, Jason sent fondly as he started putting his armor on its stand without bothering to dress first.  What’s going on?

Oh, not much, Daddy, Rann replied.  We just got home from school a little bit ago.


I know, I was trying to get home around the same time, he nodded.  Yila and Dara are coming over tonight, he warned.


I like Dara, she’s funny, Aran sent with a giggle as he and Rann started jumping on the bed.  Isn’t Miss Aura coming too?

Yup, she’s having dinner with us too.


And breakfast, Shya added innocently, which made Jason chuckle.


And breakfast, he agreed mildly.


That’s good too, I really like Miss Aura, Aran added.  She’s really nice.

I know, that’s why I enjoy having her come visit.  Where are your sisters, and Danelle?


Dunno, probably over at Kyri’s house, Aran replied.  Doing girl stuff.

Silly, at your age, there’s not much difference between girl stuff and boy stuff, Jason chided playfully as he closed the armory, causing the stand to retract back into the wall and the doors close.


 Hey, I’m a girl, you know, Shya protested, looking at Aran and pointing at the part of her anatomy that obviously proved her declaration.

You’re married to Rann and you’re always with him, you’re just like a boy.

Shya looked decidedly insulted at that declaration, putting her hands on her hips and giving Aran a dirty look.


Leave it alone, little missy, Jason sent privately, which made her glance at him.  Since you’re all here, we can go down to the beach.  I need to relax a little after all the work I’ve been doing.

He was quite content to just sit back on a lounger on the beach and relax a while as he watched his sons and Shya frolic a little bit, but it was also one of those pointed and nearly harsh lessons that he didn’t live in Terran society anymore.  His three sons and daughter-in-law frolicked around nude, which was normal for the strip, but about 100 kathra down the beach, Tim was engaging in one of his favorite activities, torrid sex with the girls on the strip.  He had Sheleese in his clutches on a beach blanket, and while they were pretty far away, it was also abundantly clear what they were doing.  His children had seen that way too many times to take much interest in it, and since they were on private property, what they were doing was entirely legal under Imperium—and Karinne—law.  The laws concerning sex in public places focused mainly on such activities hindering or slowing the orderly flow of traffic or causing an undue disturbance of the peace, not that they were doing anything indecent.  After all, one could see that in much better detail on any number of viddy channels just by surfing.

He got another lesson in that when some of the others got to the beach.  Zora appeared with Sora, both of them nude, and Zora rather boldly sat in his lap rather than take a chair of her own, leaning back against him, and sending rather impishly, this is much more comfortable than usual.


Someone wants to work a double shift tomorrow, he threatened, smacking her playfully on the hip.


Oh come on, stop being such a prude, she protested.  Besides, get used to this, cause you’re coming over to my house tomorrow.  We’re going to be spending quite a lot of time with me on top of you, she added with a naughty tilt to her thought.


Can’t, me and Jys are double-dating with Tim and Symone tomorrow night.  But the day after is fine.


Then it’s a date, she declared eagerly. Sora, be careful, the waves are very high right now.

‘Kay Mommy, she answered as she waded into the surf, then was promptly knocked down by a powerful wave.  She laughed aloud when she surfaced, then turned and ran back for shore when another wave approached.  Jason wrapped his arms around Zora’s waist rather than make her move, and she told him about her day up in Kosigi.  She’d been very busy moving ships that day, mainly moving repaired ships off the docks and parking them in the void inside the moon, returning to a much safer job after serving as the navigator on a line vessel…and losing her arm.  Jason did almost unconsciously run his hand up and down her right arm, which looked completely normal and no different than it had before, but now there was about C280,000 worth of highly advanced Karinne cybernetic technology under that soft, warm flesh, including a highly advanced biogenic command minicomputer than managed the interface between Zora’s nerve endings and the machinery lurking within.  Does it feel the same? she asked him.


Almost.  What feels like bones are a little, well, more pronounced, he replied.  But it feels just like natural muscles and flesh otherwise.  How does it feel on your side?


Like nothing at all is different, she replied, clenching her right hand into a fist.  Jason could feel the artificial muscles under her flesh shift and ripple; they were placed almost exactly as the old muscles had been.  It wasn’t as efficient as a purely cybernetic arm, but it made it almost impossible to tell that she had an endolimb under that soft blue skin.  At least until I pick something up.  The onboard computer inside restricts the hand to my normal strength most of the time, but I can override it and use the full cyber strength if I have to.  It’s already come in handy.

How so?


I can open any jar in the fridge without effort, she replied playfully, which made him laugh.  Outside of that, it’s exactly the same, or at least that’s how it feels.  I have the same sensation, and it feels to me like  it has the same weight as my old arm.  Songa said that it’s a prototype, she noted.  That they’re testing biogenic tech in  cyber replacements.


Yup, you’ve got a biogenic crystal in that arm, so don’t ever think you’re leaving this house, woman, he declared, hugging her around her lower belly with his other arm.


So, I’m a half-Generation now? she asked teasingly.


Actually, something like that, he answered.  That crystal is directly connected to your nervous system, and it can actually access more than just what your brain is telling your arm to do.


Really?  Like what?


Well, Cybi said that she can’t hear your thoughts, but she can get a very general sense of a strong emotional state through the crystal.  It wasn’t expected, but it is a rather interesting development.  She and Songa are discussing implanting a biogenic crystal into the brain of a host and seeing what happens.


Isn’t that just a little, I dunno, monstrous?


That’s why they’re not actually gonna do it, they’re just discussing what might happen, he replied.  Biogenic crystals can’t interface with a non-Generation like that or the Karinnes would have just done that rather than develop the Generations.  But it is rather interesting that Cybi can sense more from you than just commands to your arm with your nervous system connected to that crystal.  That wasn’t exactly a surprise to Jason, given it was based on Kimdori DNA, and he knew exactly what Kimdori could do.  But it was a surprise that the crystals were exhibiting capability beyond established Karinne science and knowledge.  The biogenic crystals in interfaces weren’t directly connected to people implanted with a cyberjack, it connected to a micro-processor within the jack itself that acted as the input/output device between brain and computer, where Zora’s biogenic control unit was what was directly connected to her nerve endings, connecting the biogenic crystal directly to her nervous system.  The Karinnes had never explored directly interfacing a host with a crystal because even the Karinnes were very reluctant to alter the brain for fear that talent would be damaged, but they did have very advanced cybernetic technology.  But they’d never used biogenics in their cybernetic prosthetics, they’d only used cybertronic computer technology, upon which biogenic computer architecture was based, and was considered obsolete in the modern age of moleculartronic computer technology.

So, Cybi’s spying inside my head, is she? Zora chuckled.


Of course not, you goof.  She can just feel it when you express strong emotion, and she has a pretty good idea what emotion it is.


It proves she’s not just a computer, since she can tell one emotion from another.


Exactly, he agreed.  No computer could ever do that.


Mmm, Jason, just a little lower, she sent purringly, patting the hand he had on her lower belly, just above her pubic hair.


Stop flirting with me, woman, he commanded as he smacked her where his hand was resting, which made her laugh brightly.


Only if you give me a kiss, she retorted, turning her head and sliding aside a little bit.  He chuckled softly and did pay her fee.


Hey now, you’re gonna pay me for that, Zora, Jyslin declared with feigned outrage as she and Symone came down onto the beach.


Hey love, I didn’t know you were home, Jason sent.


I can see that, dallying with Zora and keeping you from sensing me come home, she grinned.


How was your day?


Not bad.  Me and Frinia lined up the first ten games for the Warriors next D league season, and Red Horn has the plans done for their practice facility and satellite offices.  They’re gonna build them in southeast Karsa, out near Lake Grinavi.


That’s some pretty terrain out there, Jason sent with an approving nod.  They’re still playing in the Jeyalle, right?


Yah, we didn’t change that.  It’s actually a really nice stadium, I took a tour of it the other day.  Not as big as the KSC, but pretty damn nice.

And did Yila threaten to tear your hair out?

Jyslin laughed raucously.  She tried, but she doesn’t have big enough tits to tangle with me, she replied, a bit smugly.  She wasn’t happy, though.

She’s missing out on money, of course she’s unhappy, Jason observed nonchalantly.


I can’t wait to see the Paladins play, Zora sent eagerly.  I already have my season tickets!


I can’t leave my girls hangin’, Jyslin told her with a smile.  That was exactly the words she used, but that was how Jason’s brain translated Jyslin’s intent.  He often tended to do that if she didn’t frame her thought into a specific language, his own mind translating the intent of her thought into an English slang idiom.  We should have everything set up for the opening of training camp on 10 Kedaa, then the first match is on Midsummer’s Day.  We’re playing the Jerama Star Runners.  Our first home match is the next takir, we’re playing the Rigel Hammers.

And the money starts rolling in, Jason added.


We might make back what we paid for the team in about ten years, Jyslin laughed.


We will, that makes it a good investment, if you’re looking long term, Jason nodded.


This seems completely unfair to me, Jyslin mused, looking down at them with a finger on her chin.  I see the problem.


What? Zora asked.


I’m the one standing here while you’re the one getting pawed, she replied with a sly smile.  Up, that’s my husband you’re sitting on.


Push off, bitch, you get to sleep with him almost every night.  I don’t get pawed by him half as much as I’d like, she protested, reaching back over her head and running her fingers through his hair.  Are you and Jason going to the first game on Jerama?


If I can get Aya to let me go, Jason answered.

So whipped, Zora teased.


I don’t see you walking around off the strip without your armor either, bitch, Jason retorted, which made her laugh.


Temika wandered into view with her two kids, Latoiya and Jack Junior, who joined Jason’s kids and Shya in the packed sand where the waves were lapping the beach.  Temika had been worn down by the others to the point where she would now go nude on the beach, but she still wouldn’t dally with other men and wouldn’t let Mike dally with any other woman, so in that respect she held very firmly to her Terran views.  That fact was a bitter pill for a few men who lived around the strip, particularly Eraen, who had a huge crush on Temika.  He thought she was one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen…and that was a pretty fair opinion.  Temika was a very beautiful woman, her mixed heritage combining in her face and body in the most pleasing manner.  Even her thick, frizzy hair was exotically beautiful, and since it was black, Faey men naturally went crazy over it.  Hey Mika, Jyslin sent warmly.  Where have you been the last few days?

It’s really busy in the office right now, she answered, shrugging her shoulders and causing her generous breasts to bounce a little.  Every girl on the strip secretly envied Temika because of those breasts, which Jyslin often remarked were entirely too perfect.  It wasn’t their size that Jyslin envied, it was their shape.  Men admired their size, but Faey women admired their ideal curves that complemented Temika’s muscular, athletic frame to utter perfection.  And Mike’s been just as busy at work, so we’ve been real tired when we get home here lately.


Kumi back home yet?


Nah, she and Yila are at the office, she replied with an audible chuckle, then she altered her sending so only the three of them could hear her.  They’re molesting Jalen, Kumi’s secretary.  Kumi does it all the time, but she’s giving Yila a turn with him.  Sometimes I wonder how that girl gets any work done.  And how Jalen walks at the end of every day.

The only thing that she loves more than sex is making money, and when she’s having sex in her office, she gets to do both, Jason noted, which made all three women laugh.


The only reason she hired him was what he could do for her when she closes the office door, Temika nearly accused.


Kumi probably doesn’t bother to close her door, Jason noted, which made Temika laugh in a slightly embarrassed way.


That’s the truth.  She’s both an exhibitionist and a slut.


You send that word like it’s a bad thing, Zora teased lightly.


The whole lot of you Faey bitches are nothing but sluts, she accused with a smile.


And proud of it! Zora retorted, which made Jason laugh.


That’s the beauty of being the dominant gender in our society, Mika, we get to chase the boys to our hearts’ content, Jyslin sent with a grin.  Now we just have to finish converting you to the dark side.  We’ve got you halfway there.  We’ll unleash your inner slut, you mark my words.


Like hell you will, Temika replied with another audible laugh.


About two hours later, spent with good company on the beach, Dara arrived from Tamiri and Yila joined them for dinner.  Aura had already called to warn that she was running a little late, so they started without her.  They ate in the dining room, and Dara was a tiny bit irked that Zachary wasn’t there.  He was eating dinner at home with Ilia.  Yila complained about Jyslin’s new D league team for a good ten minutes before she finally let it go, just in time for Aura to come in, wearing an Exile short robe.  She looked very happy.  I’m so sorry I’m late, she apologized as she took a seat and accepted a glass of wine with a nod from Surin.

It happens, Jyslin smiled in reply.  So, what’s got you so happy, Aura?

She smiled beatifically.  I guess I can tell you, she answered.  I’m pregnant.

That’s fantastic! Jyslin almost jumped out of her chair answering.


Congratulations, Aura, Yila added while Jason gave Aura a surprised look.


I know, it was completely unexpected, she said, giving him a demure smile.  I certainly wasn’t trying.  I realized I missed my period today, and I went to the local clinic to get tested.  I’m carrying twins, two boys.  That was very rare in Faey biology.  Identical twins weren’t as uncommon among Faey as they were among Terrans, some 10% of all births, due to a quirk in Faey biology that caused the initial cell division in a female fertilized egg to completely separate, forming identical twins.  Male eggs, on the other hand, were much less apt to completely separate, which caused a large disparity between female twins and male twins.  The only thing rarer was fraternal twins, because Faey women virtually never released two eggs during a cycle.  That made Raisha and Miyai exceptionally rare, and even more so in that they had different fathers.  That was almost one in a million. 

So, is Jason the father?


He has to be, he’s the only man I’ve slept with for the last month, she replied.  I haven’t had medical confirmation, they didn’t do that, but it really couldn’t be anyone else.

And two more closer to the goal! Jyslin laughed brightly, then she opened her sending to nearly maximum power…and that was some impressive power. Everyone, Aura is pregnant, and Jason’s the father.  Twin boys! she announced, honest elation laced through her thought.  Aura blushed a little as the response came back, people she didn’t even know congratulating her via sending.

I hope you’re happy, Jason, she sent privately.


That’s a really silly question, Aura, he replied.  Of course I’m happy!  We’ll just have to have a talk about it after dinner.  There are some things that’ll change now, but not too many.


That’s fine.  Obviously, the first discussion will be about names.


I name one, you name one, he replied with a gentle smile.


That sounds completely fair to me.

Jyslin acted almost silly during and after dinner, on the edge of embarrassing Aura with her exuberance, but she and the others gave Jason and Aura space when they sat out on the pool deck and discussed the pregnancy, and how her carrying his children was going to change her life a little bit.  She would still have her job and very little would change concerning her position in his life as a friend and mistress—not uncommon in Faey society.  Aya did involve herself, coming out to warn Aura that she was now part of the Dukal family by virtue of the fact that she was carrying Jason’s sons, but mainly it was just him and her sitting on one of the benches on the side of the pool, holding hands as they discussed the change in both of their lives, and Aura’s quiet joy that she was pregnant again.  After losing her own child and her husband to a pestilence that struck the Exiled years before they rejoined the house, she was overjoyed that she had a chance to at least partially refill that hole in her heart, to have two more children to love and nurture.  Nothing could entirely replace her lost child, but having children with a man she admired deeply and considered a deep, true friend did much for her.  As for Jason, he couldn’t be happier that Aura was pregnant, that he wasn’t just having one more child, but two.  It didn’t change her position in his life any more than it did the girls in the squad after they bore his other children, but it did make him feel closer to her through their shared blessing.


The main thing is that you’re completely sealed to the house, and to me, hon, Jason warned.  You can never go back to Exile, at least not with our children.  They have to stay here.  They’ll be in far too much danger as Generations anywhere but on Karis.


I don’t want to move back to Exile, Jason.  I enjoy living on Karis and I like my job, and I have you to keep me content until I find a husband, so I have a very good life here.   I’ll be training on the KS-27 passenger carrier starting next takir, she announced proudly.  What is there for me back on Exile?  Doing almost nothing back in my old home?  Flying a Stick for the farm on the mainland?  I can do that here if I wanted to.

Good, but it’s only fair that you understand that you’re stuck with me now, woman, he smiled, which made her laugh aloud.


That sits fine with me, you silly man, she replied.  

Now, as for my name, I think I’ll name one of them Kevin, Jason sent, a hand on her cheek and his forehead against hers.  It’s always been one of my favorite Terran names.


Then I’ll name the other Kaelan, which was one of the most famous and respected philosophers of the house, Aura replied.  Do you like it?

I think it’s a fine name, he answered, then he gave her a tender kiss.  But don’t think this news of yours is keeping you out of the pool house tonight.


She laughed abruptly, then pulled back enough to give him a darling smile.  That thought never crossed my mind, silly, she replied.  What better way to celebrate my blessing than in the arms of the man who gave it to me?


Then let’s get right to that celebrating, he declared, which made her smile in anticipation as he stood up and then pulled her up by her hand.  We’ll talk more about it tomorrow.
