Chapter 9

Koira, 1 Hiraa, 4401, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Monday, 8 November 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Koira, 1 Hiraa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Karsa Medical Annex, Karsa, Karis

Raisha proved the exception rather than the rule.


Duchess Lyra Melissa McGee Ayalle Karinne yawned before promptly falling back asleep, which she did with quite the audience watching her.  Jason, Jyslin, Tim, Dahnai, and Kellin crowded around her crib with Symone sleeping just beside it, recovering from what for her had been a very long and very unpleasant labor.  Lyra had Tim’s bronzed skin, had Symone’s lovely face, and what seemed a constant for Faey-Terran kids, had a Faey’s pointed ears.  But Tim and Symone had to make sure their child was different from all the others, and that was with Lyra’s hair.  Her hair was the most curious shade of light aqua, and her eyes were a shimmering, brilliant golden-amber color, which made her very striking.  Her eyes reminded Jason of Palla, so they weren’t unique, but he had never seen that shade of light aqua on any Faey before.  Sure, he’d seen aqua, but never that specific shade of it.  Lyra’s striking eyes were closed at the moment, and she was settling into a nice sleep after what for her was a pretty eventful day.

Why do you pronounce her name Laira when you had it spelled Lyra on the birth document? Dahnai asked.  That’s not how it should be spelled, unless her name was Lyva.

Because it’s an English name, not a Faey name, so I’m pronouncing it the proper English way, Tim replied.  I went with the closest Faey spelling of the name.

You realize that every single Faey that can read English that reads her name is going to pronounce it Lira.


And when she corrects them, they’ll never forget her name, Tim replied with a grin.  I’m not the only one that gave my kid a different name.  After all, look at Myleena.  It should be pronounced My-lehh-na, but she pronounces it like it’s spelled Myliina.

That’s an old grammatical quirk in Faey, it goes back into antiquity, Dahnai retorted.  Any Faey that has basic education knows that old exception to the rule, that the e sound turns into an i sound if the vowel is doubled.  It’s just an alternate spelling of the ii sound, usually used when it follows an L or R sound.  Every language has those little quirks in it.  Don’t get me started on how many fuckin’ contradictions there are in how you spell words in English.

Well, I’m setting a new trend then.  Maybe it’ll catch on, Tim countered..

Dahnai rolled her eyes, which made Jyslin giggle.  I hope that you’re spelling the twins’ names so they won’t endure a lifetime of being mispronounced?


Of course.  Bethany may be a Terran name, but I convinced Jayce to use the Faey spelling when it’s written in Faey.  English is almost silly.  A vowel can have four or five different pronunciations, and each one has a different meaning.


That’s because you never bothered to learn how to tell when to use short vowels or long vowels, Jason retorted.  People who speak English have no problem telling them apart, so the problem is you, not English.


A limited species shows its limitations with its limited language, Dahnai teased.


English makes you think.  Faey caters to brain-dead holo addicts who wanted the simplest, laziest language that could possibly be created.


Hey now, you’re getting into dangerous territory, baby, Dahnai threatened with a slight smile..


The truth hurts, I know, Jason drawled mentally, which earned him another swat.  When are we heading back to Dracora for the cleansing ceremony?


I’m supposed to be there right now, but I wasn’t gonna miss this, she replied with a smile, looking down at Lyra.  That’s my god-daughter down there, after all.  I told them to reschedule for 16:00, that gives me a good three hours to get home, get dressed, and relax a bit before the ceremony.  I’m the Empress, I can get away with it.

Templars aren’t afraid of you, Dahnai, Jason warned with a slight smile.

Don’t remind me.  But, we do have to get there.  It’s about an hour back to Dracora once I get on the transport. Seriously, could you have put the Stargate a little closer?


It’s where it is for a reason, Jason replied.  Besides, why are you bitching?  It’s the closest Stargate to Karsa.


Yeah, speaking of Stargates, we’re gonna talk about those other Stargates you have in orbit, Dahnai sent soberly.  Like where they go and what’s on the other side.


I’m so glad you think so, Jason retorted.  We’re independent now.  What’s on the other side of those gates is none of your damn business.

Dahnai and Jason shared a short, direct stare, until Kellin nudged her.  Let’s not start a fight over Lyra’s crib, he sent sternly.  And we do need to go, love.  You can congratulate Symone when we get back.  She looks totally wiped out.


Fourteen hours of labor can do that to a girl, Jyslin noted, compassion rippling through her thought.

I’m going to wait for her to wake up as long as I can, Jason said.  If she doesn’t, I’ll be there in time for the ceremony to start.  If not, I’ll be there a little early.


Don’t be late, Dahnai warned.


I won’t be.

Tim and Jyslin stayed with Symone, and Jason escorted Dahnai and Kellin out into the waiting room.  All the kids, Saelle, and Evin were waiting there with the guards, having already visited Symone and seen Lyra.  Alright, guys, let’s get ready to go, Dahnai sent across the waiting room.  Captain, we’ll be heading straight to the palace for the ceremony, she told the captain of her guard detachment.


We have your skimmer ready for departure, your Majesty, the guard answered.  Come along Princess Sirri, Prince Maer.  Let’s go.


I don’t think we’re coming straight back, Dahnai told Jason.  The ceremony doesn’t take that long, but we’re all pretty tired, so we’ll probably get some rest before coming back.  I’ll be back for dinner.


I am coming back, and odds are we’ll be back home on the strip.  Songa will release Symone sometime today, and she probably won’t want to travel to the summer palace.


 Of course she won’t.  I’ll send my chefs—


Chefs?  Ayama would murder them the instant they set foot in her kitchen, Jason interrupted, which made Dahnai laugh.


Probably.  But that’s a lot of people to cook for.


If she wants help, she’ll ask for it.  I learned long ago that you don’t go messing in Ayama’s business.  She has very nasty ways of making her displeasure known.


She runs that house with an iron fist, doesn’t she? Dahnai grinned.


It’s her house, we just live in it, Jason sent dryly, which made her laugh.


Dahnai left with her little entourage of kids, fosters, and guards, and Jason returned to the recovery room and sat nearby as Symone slept, just being nearby, while his kids and Danelle stayed in the waiting room so they could do homework and play some games without risking waking Symone up.  She’d had a long and rough labor but a smooth delivery, and Songa had already said that she’d be discharged to return home as soon as she woke up.  While Tim and Jyslin talked about the first couple of weeks of being a parent and what Tim should expect, Jason decided to at least get a little paperwork done…and realized that he’d been taking these “paperwork time outs” more and more lately.  Probably because he hadn’t spent much time in his office since Dahnai came to have her two month-long maternity in her summer palace.  That was tradition for the Empress, to spend two months on vacation after giving birth so she could rest, recover, spend some time with her newborns before handing them off to the fosters, and do a lot of the ceremonial crap that came with brand new High Princesses.  There’d be even more ceremonial crap if it was the Crown Princess.  She’d be here until the end of Toraa, and that meant that she’d be taking up a lot of Jason’s time.  He wasn’t going to spend all that time at her palace, but she certainly thought that he was.  He’d been staying over there since she arrived, but he’d be returning home in a couple of days and just commuting back and forth about once a day to go spend time with her.

She was his amu dorai, and he did honestly want to spend time with her while she was here.  He didn’t get to spend time with her a fraction as much as he wanted to.  But he also had a house to run, and the stark reality of paperwork trumped his desire to hang out with Dahnai.


And there were actual things going on now, not just watching and listening and waiting.  The RK empires were reacting much the way Cybi predicted, with worry, fear, and also a little curiosity, now that they had probes out there picking up their burst communication and Cybi could understand their language.  She wasn’t eavesdropping on their encrypted military and government transmissions, but their entertainment transmissions were abuzz with the arrival of the “aliens” from a distance so vast that most of the lay citizens almost didn’t believe it.  Images of the battleships had reached their news outlets as well, depending on the liberties of the empire.  The Hrathari were an oppressive dictatorship, Cybi had managed to learn, so the information filtered down to the common citizen was very sparse and heavily censored, and mostly propaganda anyway.  Jason hadn’t heard anything back from Yeri yet as to if any of them were planning on attending the summit, but they’d better decide soon.  RJ-44 was on the far side of the RJ sector from the RK sector, and that was a whole lot of travel time for empires that had a relativity delay in hyperspace.  It was 8 days of hyperspace travel from the center of the RK sector to RJ-44 using those ingenious jump catapults, which meant that they’d have to decide soon if they were attending and jump their ships to RJ-44.  The Birkons, the most distant of the empires, were looking at a 14.3 day jump with a catapult boost, and were looking at a nearly 50 day return trip...which they wouldn’t be taking.  A KMS cruiser could tow a Birkon battle cruiser, and Jason would offer to get them all back home via tow in real time.


More detailed analysis of the RK sector painted a very interesting picture.  First off, those six nations were big.  The smallest of them, the Druvom Empire, numbered 170 star systems just in the RK sector.  They had some 120 more systems in the outlying RKA. RLA, and RL sectors, which made them nearly three times as big as the Imperium…and that was the smallest of the six.  There were quite a few more viable terrestrial systems in the RK sector than in the home sector, and with only six empires there to claim them, it allowed the six empires to reach sizes that dwarfed the empires of the Confederation in territory and size…but not in technology.  Even the tiny Confederate empires like the Shio could give an RK empire a run for its money with its superior technology.  They were huge empires with lots of military assets, which had belied the fact that only 10 warships were at RK-02 when they arrived.  The Keelo didn’t keep much presence there since it was as far from Hrathrari territory as a Keelo system could get, so they felt relatively safe leaving only light defense there.

That made sense once more intelligence came in.  None of the empires there had any kind of stealth technology, and all six had sufficiently advanced scanner systems that let them see invading battle fleets coming.  The catapults let them get defenses to an imperiled star system before the invaders arrived, at least in the core systems.  Within the core systems, they also had substantial defenses around their planets and stations, with orbital batteries, military warships, ground batteries, and orbital stations representing significant defensive firepower to deter invasion.  Most of the warring empires’ militaries were in the outlying sectors, however, defending what they had and trying to capture other systems from their enemies.  Because they could see it coming in the core sector, they didn’t need to stack their defenses within the core sector, they instead used those assets to attack the lesser defended colonized systems in the outlying sectors.


The situation reminded Jason of the New World Colonial era of Terra, back when the colonizing powers—France, Spain, the Netherlands, Belgium, Great Britain, and Portugal—fought wars in the colonized territory and on the seas without ever firing a shot at each other in their home territory.  They were almost wars by proxy, fought on foreign land for control of that foreign land.  These RK empires were doing the same thing.  The Keelo-Hrathari and Druvom-Birkon conflicts were being fought out in the hinterlands, far away from the “civilized” core sector, where armies and navies clashed over control of colonized star systems and never tried to invade the enemy’s established core sector territory.

More detailed information about the six empires was also being gathered.  The Keelo was a representative Republic like the Skaa Republic, the Jun, and the Grimja.  The Hrathari was a military dictatorship, and a fairly oppressive one at that, reminding Jason of North Korea.  The closest Confederate comparison was the Jobodi, but Field Marshal Grran was by no means an oppressive dictator.  He was actually very popular and highly respected in the Jobodi Empire.  The two alliance-based governments were both council systems like the Alliance, the Colonists, and the Kirri, where council members were selected to represent the interests of the empire.  The Birkons were an autocratic empire like the Imperium, the Collective, the Verutans, and the Skaa Empire, but the Birkon Emperor seemed to be very popular among his people, and he wasn’t oppressive.  The Druvoms were a religious autocracy where the high priest of their religion held power, something like the Haumda but not quite.  Gau was considered the High Archon of their religion, but the Haumda were simply a very religious people whose faith intertwined into every aspect of their daily life and government.  The church of the Druvom ruled the Druvom, cutting out the middle men and the figureheads and doing so directly.

That was what was going on over in the RK sector.  Krirara had sent him a message stating she’d swayed another council member over to her side, and only had to convince one more to get the council to vote on joining the Confederation.  That, Jason very much wanted to see.  There was still no word from the Farguut or the Morbods as to if they were interested in joining the Confederation, which Jason also wanted to see.  They were very large empires, each one with about 60 systems, and if they joined, then it would be every major empire in the Grimja sector in the Confederation.  There were six other smaller empires on the far side of the sector, but they were about the size of the Colonies, each with about a dozen systems.  The Farguut and the Morbods were major empires, as things were measured in the Grimja sector.

That wasn’t the only thing he was keeping an eye on.  The Rakarri had taken another step towards unification in that the council of kings on the largest continent was now trying to organize a council of kings from every continent, forming their own style of United Nations.  If they pulled that off, that body could negotiate with the Imperium and the Karinnes under Jason’s requirements for extended contact.  It was slow going for them, since they had to sail ships across the sea and spread the word with messengers, but they seemed quite serious about it.

On the other side of the sector cluster, down in the B ring, the Confederation was starting to get some attention as well.  The B ring empires were much more distant than those in the Aridai sector, but not as distant as the Rathii and Kirri from the Rath sector, so they didn’t have quite as much interest in what was going on.  They were empires as large as the Imperium and larger, as old as the Imperium or older, and much more established and less concerned about the happenings up in the A ring.  There were some 63 different empires in the three interior sectors of the cluster, most of them about the size of the Alliance, and occupying every single terrestrial system in the sectors, as well as quite a few very hostile systems where they used gigantic orbital stations similar to the one at Raxxad.  Several of the larger empires in those sectors were professing some interest in joining the Confederation, which Jason suspected was because of three things; the Confederation seemed to be working, those empires abutted the middle sectors and were thus within reasonable range of Confederate warships, and the Confederate empires were gaining power fast by helping one another.  Much as Cybi had said of the RK empires, Jason had the feeling that the larger B ring empires were considering joining the Confederation if only to have them as allies instead of potential enemies.  And there were some big empires over there.  The Sha’i-ree was an empire of 201 systems, more than twice the size of the Imperium, but they were very peaceful.  Over in the next sector, the Koui was similarly very large, some 183 systems, but not many other empires liked them all that much because they were so…weird.


They were humanoids, although not all that attractive to Faey, Terrans, and Shio, but they’d taken the concept of cybernetic enhancement to the extreme.  There was virtually no Koui that had his or her natural eyes, arms, and legs anymore.  They replaced what they could from their bodies with cybernetic implants, reminding Jason of the Borg from the old Star Trek TV show, but the Koui weren’t aggressive like the Borg were, and their cybernetic implants weren’t garishly mechanical, they were instead patterned after natural limbs while looking obviously cybernetic.  One couldn’t meet an adult Koui with natural eyes, ears, or limbs, and they also had cybernetic implants in their bodies that did things like filter toxins and poisons, increase lung efficiency, bone implants that made their bones almost impossible to break, and other such things.  They simply saw replacing the natural with the cybernetic to be a quality of life issue, to extend life and create a more pleasant life experience, one devoid of failing organs and weakening bodies as they aged.  Over time, that outlook caused them to admire the beauty of the machine, but only when the machine was patterned after the living part it replaced.  Most Koui worked to afford better cybernetics, which they felt made them better.  It was the Faey vanity taken in an entirely different direction, and just as powerful.  Koui who didn’t have shiny cybernetics were seen as poor and lower class, so the average Koui wanted obvious cybernetics that didn’t look ridiculous, making their prosthetics to enhance what they saw as beautiful, which was elegant and sleek.  They were like the Faey in that regard.  Cyberlimbs were made of chrome-like metal, cybereyes were obvious, and they often had implants in their flesh that were purely ornamental, getting a stylish dermal implant the way a Terran might get a tattoo, or a Faey might pierce her ears—which was the only widely acceptable form of body alteration in mainstream Faey culture.  Faey like Yila and Saelle were definitely outside the norm, though the opinion of jaingi was starting to change in the Imperium.

As a result, the Koui were just a tiny step behind the Imperium when it came to cybernetic technology, and had been as eager as the Moridon to get their hands on cyberjack technology.  The Koui had also been researching direct brain-machine interface, but lacked the medical expertise to wire a machine up to the brain directly without causing irreparable brain damage. They did it like the Faey did it, connecting machines to nerve endings outside the brain, they were just much better at it than most other empires.

More and more, things just kept seeming to get bigger and bigger.  The galaxy was starting to open up, to the Karinnes and to the Confederation, and in more than one way.  More empires were starting to consider the Confederation.  The Karinnes were encountering distant empires in far-flung parts of the galaxy.  There were now 83 unique empires comprised of 133 intelligent species with students in the Academy, four new empires sending students just over the last two months, as more and more distant empires sent their scientists and students there to learn, returning the Academy to what it was in the age of the old Karinnes.  Those participants represented the inhabitants of 11 different sectors—12 if the first of the Imxi students were counted, being sent by their new overlords to learn Confederate-level technology.


12 sectors…out of some 25,601 in the galaxy.


It reminded Jason of just how big the galaxy really was, and how small the Karinnes were in relation to it.


But, that was out there.   There was plenty enough going on just on Karis to keep his inbox from getting too empty.  Reports from his cabinet, direct reports from important people, status reports from Dellin and cryptic “all is well” reports from 3D, Jason worked through the top of the stack, at least until he got word from the Hive leaders on Kirga that they’d be happy to come over and look at his administrative office and see if they couldn’t streamline things to help take so much of the burden off of him but also allow him to keep up with what was going on.  Jason did delegate authority and trusted those to whom he gave authority, but he also liked to know what was going on, what was really going on, so he was never surprised.  Getting to the truth of things was probably the most important aspect of Brall’s job, for Brall was the man that went out there and looked, asked questions on the ground and on site, then reported back his honest observations to Jason.  In that respect, Brall was even more important than Chirk in keeping Jason well informed.

Nobody on Karis traveled more or knew more about what was going on than Brall.


Work was put on the back burner, however, when Symone gave a little sigh and stirred.  He was up and at her bedside in a heartbeat, smiling down at her as she opened her eyes, Tim and Jyslin holding her hands.  “It’s about time,” Jason said gently.  “Feeling better?”


“Yeah,” she replied, then she gave a yawn.  “Still dead tired, though.  The meds Songa has me on are pretty good, I don’t feel any pain at all.”


“You probably won’t need them after tomorrow,” Jyslin told her.  “I was sore for a few days after delivering Rann, but it wasn’t all that bad.”


“You certainly complained enough,” Jason teased.


“That was to annoy you,” she replied, giving him a dirty look.


“Okay guys, lemme up.  I woke up to go to the bathroom, and you’re keeping me from the toilet,” she said with a playful smile.


Tim laughed and helped her sit up.  “Alright.  Feel like walking or you want a hoverchair?”


“I can walk to the bathroom, baby,” she said, a touch tartly, gingerly swinging her legs out from the bed.


After tending her business, she paused to admire Lyra a moment, smiling down at her with pure love glowing in her beautiful eyes.  She looked almost reluctant, reaching down as if to touch her newborn daughter, but pulled her hand back.  I’ll let her sleep.  Trelle knows, I’ll be begging her to sleep in a few days.


Enjoy it while you can, Jyslin grinned.


When can we go home?


Songa said whenever you woke up and felt ready, Tim replied.


Okay.  Lemme talk to Songa and see if now isn’t too soon..


Sounds like a plan, he nodded, helping Symone back into bed.


Dahnai left to go to that ceremony?


Yeah, she has to do a lot more preparing than me, so she had to leave early.  She said she’d be back in time for dinner tonight, on the strip.  I told her you weren’t going to want to go to her palace.


Yup.  I want Lyra to spend the first couple of days home at home, not in a skimmer flying back and forth between home and Dahnai’s place.

But now that you’re awake and I’m sure you’re gonna be okay, I have to go too, Jason told her, patting her leg.

I know, baby, Symone nodded.  I should be home by the time you get back.


It won’t be that long.  I’m not hanging around over there.  As soon as the ceremony’s over, I’ll be on the way back.  Dahnai’s going to stay over at her palace for a bit to rest and catch up on some paperwork.


Okay, baby.  See you back home.


See you soon, hon, he said, supplanting Tim and kissing her.


Jason took a corvette up to the newly commissioned battleship Yorktown, which was going to take him to Draconis, and set up in the visitor’s lounge just off the main landing bay.  Ryn and Shen helped him into his formal robes as the new battleship headed for the Draconis Stargate, along with the ship’s captain, Samantha Kerry.  She was one of the veteran warhorse Terrans who had been military before coming to the house, and like Justin, Samantha—or Sammy to her friends—was a telepath.  She was a surprisingly fit and highly capable 55 year old woman who had been a cargo pilot in the American Navy before the subjugation, came to the house with the other Terran telepaths, then worked her way up from the tactical position on a destroyer all the way to the chair of a battleship.  She’d transferred over from a heavy cruiser and opted to bring the name of her old ship along with her.  Her father had served on the American carrier Yorktown in World War II, and she’d wanted to honor the name by bringing it to the KMS.  So, how’s the chair, Sammy? Jason asked as Shen helped him into his inner robe.

It’s just a bigger ship, that’s all, Jayce, she replied easily.  I like it well enough, but I also miss my cruiser a little bit.


Buyer’s remorse already?


Of course not, she chuckled aloud.  But when you command a ship long enough, you get…attached to it a little bit.  Look at Sevi.  What did you have to do to get her off the original Abarax?

Jason laughed.  Something I won’t repeat in polite company, he replied with a dry nuance to his thought.


We’ve been hearing rumors that they’re designing a new class of battleship, she noted as the ship turned a little and accelerated.


They aren’t rumors, he replied.  The boys over at naval engineering are designing the Mark II Battleship as we speak.  It’s about 35% larger than this ship and carries additional weaponry.  We’re designing them for one specific reason.


Death Star killers?

Jason nodded grimly.  That’s what they’re being built to do, take out those fucking death star ships the Syndicate uses.  They’re too small for a GRAF cannon, but the guys over at 3D have developed two new weapons that both pack a tremendous punch.  Actually, they developed one of them last year, but we’ve never had a ship that it was practical to put on it, at least until now.  That’s what we’re putting on the Mark II.  They’re designing it to mount this particular weapon.

What kind of weapons?


The first is a variation of a pulse cannon that fires a much more powerful Teryon bundle that’s far more stable. The pulse only has a .03%  destabilization ratio in transit and the ratio goes up to only 4.8% when it strikes a solid object.  That gives the cannon the longest range of any pulse weapon we have.  If the pulse doesn’t hit anything, it’ll travel nearly 4700 kathra before it finally destabilizes and the Teryon energy escapes back into hyperspace.  But, since it’s not a rail cannon, it means that the pulse bundle actually travels and that’ll make aiming at things at extreme range a real trick.  A ratio like that means that once it makes contact with a solid object, the pulse travels just over two kathras before detonating.  That’s two kathras deep into a ship, Sammy.  That’ll let it go halfway through the Aegis when hit in the bow before it explodes, and it explodes with nearly three times the power of a standard heavy pulse blast.  It was designed so the pulse’s stability can be changed by the gunner to give it more or less penetrating power, so the cannons can be brought to bear against smaller ships, but the weapon’s  primary function is to take out capitol size ships or bigger.  That should let it do substantial damage to the core systems we figure are kept deep inside one of the Syndicate’s death star ships.  We originally designed it to mount on our own capitol ships to take out other capitol ships, but we found that it was actually better to mount a GRAF cannon on our own capitol ships for that, so this weapon’s been sitting on the shelf for over a year.  Well, we pulled it off the shelf when the command staff ordered the new battleship designed.  The downside it is that this pulse cannon variant takes an absolute fuckton of additional power to use, and the cannon itself is an absolute beast.  It’s half the size of a GRAF cannon.  It’s so big we can only mount two onto a Mark II.

Fuck, that is big, Sammy agreed.  I hope it fires faster than the GRAF.

It does, he nodded.  It can fire once every two seconds, and they can’t fire both cannons at the same time else it drains too much of the ship’s power, so the system is being designed to fire the two cannons in a rotating cycle.  Four or five Mark II battleships in a formation should help our forces take out those death star ships much more easily.  We can’t have a capitol ship everywhere to face off against them.  We’re only going to have five or six capitol ships by the time the Syndicate gets here, depending on how fast Dellin can get them built.

What’s the other weapon?


It’s a very special kind of rail cannon that fires a rail shell comprised of a stable Teryon core encased in layered iron and titanium, he answered.  It does the same thing as the super-heavy pulse cannon, but it does it in a different way.  What it does is basically fire a pulse blast at the speed of a rail cannon.  The Teryon core of the shell explodes instantly on being fired and  escapes back into hyperspace in a matter of microseconds, but it still travels a few thousand kathra before it dissipates because it’s being fired at relativistic speed.  And because the Teryon blast is already exploding on firing, it creates a cone of Teryon energy behind the wake point of the rail trajectory that expands as the blast moves forward.  So it’s only six shakra wide at the barrel of the rail cannon, but at its terminus, the Teryon blast is nearly 120 shakra wide.


Holy shit, seriously?


Jason nodded.  It has a range of 1,670 kathra, so it’s not a true long-range weapon like a standard rail cannon is, but anything in the blast cone when it fires is disintegrated.  In close quarters, it’ll be brutal, but it’s optimum range is about 1,500 kathra, when the cone effect of the blast is really wide and it can do some major damage.  The cone effect can go completely through a death-star sized ship if the cannon is fired from very close range, but it doesn’t explode.  But still, a hole completely through a ship will no doubt cause extensive damage, especially if that hole is sixty or seventy shakra wide, he sent dryly.  We tested this with a fighter-mounted rail cannon variant, our original prototype before we upscaled, and the fighter destroyed a Consortium cruiser with one shot.  The weapon shows a lot of promise, but it’s got a few bugs we’re still working out.  We’re gonna go ahead and install eight of these special rail cannons on the Mark II battleship then just upgrade and refit once we have a fully operational and bug-free system.


What kind of bugs?


Well, for one, the cannon can’t be aimed.  The recoil makes it like a GRAF cannon, the cannon is hard-mounted directly into the superstructure of the ship to absorb the recoil, and it has to be aimed by moving the ship instead of the cannon.  That limits its utility a little in short-range high maneuverability scenarios, but that’s not what the weapon was designed for, so we consider it a fair trade.  For another,  it tends to blow up the rail cannon that fires the slug, he told her with an audible grunt.  The Teryon blast’s energy wake feeds back into the magnetic catapult system that fires the shell and overloads it, and so far we haven’t been able to work around it.  We’ve been trying to find some way to create a Teryon shell that delays its explosion until after it clears the barrel, but so far no luck.  The acceleration of the slug ruptures the containment bubble no matter how we try to set it.  The rail cannon itself is a different kind of cannon.  It’s about ten times bigger than a standard cannon due to the shell it has to fire, and it sucks up a truly obscene amount of power. It’ll drain as much power as the next-gen pulse cannons will.  All that power is just to fire the slug at the same speed as a normal slug.  The Teryon core resists being catapulted because of its containment system, the magnetic flux field interferes with the magnetic coils that fire the shell.  Because of that, the rail cannon’s gonna have to use the same power system as the next-gen pulse cannon, and they won’t be able to be fired at the same time.  The captain will have to decide which weapon to use based on the situation.

And you had this on a fighter?  How did it power it?


The smaller shell didn’t take as much power by proportion, but it still nearly blew out the Wolf’s power system when it was used, he answered.  The original design almost blew up the fighter.  We tried using the original design and just put it on a line vessel, but after we did more testing, we found out that it was only by a miracle that the original prototypes didn’t blow up those fighters.  It was because they fired them in the nebula.  The gravity field and EM fields in the nebula dampened the blowback effect on the cannons after they fired the shells.  When used anywhere else but a nebula or in a planet’s gravity well, the cannons just blow up when we try to fire them, and we didn’t figure that out because we tested it in a gravity well instead of in deep space.  So, we had to completely redesign the entire thing to make it viable.  What we got after the redesign doesn’t have the same range as the prototype, but it’s far more stable, he told her.  It’s not a threat to the ship, only to the cannon itself.  That was a fair trade-off to get a viable system that can still do insane damage at short range.

Sounds like the original version might be a useful ground battery system, Sammy noted.


Not quite.  When fired from the ground into space, the wake of the shot blows a whole lot of atmosphere out into space, he noted dryly.  What Myli’s looking into is using it as a low-orbital weapons platform just outside the atmosphere.  When fired from outside the atmosphere but deep in the planet’s gravity well, it’s stable enough to actually fire.  It still blows up the cannon and the orbital platform it’s on, but we don’t see that as necessarily crippling.  Fighter-mount rail cannons aren’t very hard to make, and they’re fairly cheap.  Our idea is to adapt the original design as a disposable one-shot weapon system that has a range of around 3,000 kathra.  That should scare the fuck out of anything closing on a Karinne planet, Jason sent darkly, which made Sammy laugh.  The guys over at 3D were banging their head against that wall for about five months, first trying to figure out why the prototype wouldn’t work in our deep space tests. But it has major promise if we can work out the bugs.  It’s a one shot one kill weapon that has decent range.  If we could only get it to work without having to replace the rail cannon after ever shot, he sent wryly.

Make disposable barrels, swap them out after every shot, Sammy replied evenly.  If the slug is burning out the magnetic catapult system, just make barrels that you can replace after it fires.  Install some hard breakers between the barrel and the gun so it disconnects after charging, move the charging system into the barrel rather than the cannon mount unit, and bingo.  Fire, replace barrel, load, fire.  Or even better, just preload the slug in the barrel so it’s a single unit.  Fire, swap barrel, fire, and so on and so on.

That’s actually not a bad idea, Sammy.  I’ll pass that along to Myleena and she’ll take a look at it.  It just might do as a temporary fix, until we solve the problem.


Sammy scratched her chin in thought.  I see where you’re going with it.  The new pulse cannon will be for combat at any range and in evasive maneuver situations, but this new rail cannon will be especially devastating in short-range scenarios.  It’ll be the artillery the fleet fires as the enemy closes to range, softening them up.

That’s the way we’re designing it, he nodded.  After feeling that bite a few times, the Syndicate might not come with 3,000 kathra of any of our Mark II battleships.

What other kind of weaponry will this Mark II carry?


The usual, just more of them, Jason answered as Ryn tied the chest ties of his inner robe and Shen shook out his outer robe, getting it ready.  It’ll carry six particle beam projectors, multiple standard pulse and rail batteries, plasma torpedo launchers, and it’ll have enough internal bay space to carry a squadron of 40 Wolf fighters and a company of 40 Gladiators.  Most of the extra space in the Mark II is going to be eaten up by the new heavy pulse cannons and the power plants to fuel them.  The ship is just small enough for a shockwave generator.  That was the maximum size they could go.  And it has some pretty rugged shields, since they can pull directly off the cannon plants to back up the shield generators if they need to, the same way the capitol ships can draw directly off the GRAF power plants.  That’ll give it some pretty hefty defenses.

Sounds like I accepted a battleship too quickly, Sammy grinned.


Jason laughed as he shrugged into his outer robe, and Shen started tying it together in front.  We might not see the new Mark II for a year, dink. It hasn’t even been fully designed yet, and Dellin estimates it’ll take about four months to build the first one.


Really?  They created that frigate pretty fast.


It was already designed, they just shelved the project, he told her.  All they had to do was tweak the original plans a bit to accept some new upgrades and then build it.

Ohhh, okay. How does it look?


The frigate?  No problems so far, and it’s almost done with its shakedown. If the post-shakedown inspection pans out, I’ll add them to the fleet.  They’re pretty nasty little ships, but I wouldn’t suggest serving on one unless you’re a Beryan or a Makati.


Cramped?


Oh  yeah, he nodded as Shen wrapped the sash around his waist three times, then tied it off.  She tugged on it a bit to get it just so, so the tails of the sash hung properly, then she adjusted the lapels of his outer robe so they laid flat.  You about done trussing me up, girls?


We can tie things tighter, your Grace, Shen sent lightly.


No thanks, these robes keep reminding me that I need to lose some weight, he grunted, pulling a little on the sleeve.  Unlike most male formal robes, Jason had sleeves of equal length, and his sleeves nearly covered his hands.  That was mainly so he couldn’t accidentally make skin to skin contact with any of the Grand Duchesses of the Siann.  He had little straps in his sleeves that he could grab hold of to pull his hands fully into his sleeves, which he often did by tucking his hands into the opposite sleeves in front of him.  Since the robes had no pockets, it gave him something to do with his hands.


You’re all done, your Grace, Shen declared, patting his shoulders and smoothing out the material.


That’s much faster than I can ever do it, Jason sent wryly as he turned and looked at himself in a holographic mirror, admiring his reflection.  The robes didn’t look half bad, even if the blue of his robes always seemed to clash with the red sash…but the red sash was an ancient tradition of the Siann, so he was more or less stuck with it.  The red marked him as a married man, and he’d never dishonor Jyslin by wearing the blue sash, which would go with his blue robes, but also would mark him as unmarried.  A purple sash denoted a widow, and the white sash was the exclusive sash of the Imperial family, white being the royal color.  It was why the Imperial Guard wore white armor, and only Imperial servants could wear white inside the palace.  Dahnai and her family could wear any color robes they pleased, but the white sash told everyone that whoever was wearing it was in the Imperial family.  The only other color sash that could be worn was the yellow sash, and only Maer could wear that sash, but only after he was married.  It was the mark of a Prince of the current Empress who was married to a woman in another House, marking him as formerly of the Imperial family.

Actually, technically speaking, Shya could also wear the yellow sash, since she left House Merrane to marry Rann.  But she’d never do that, since a yellow sash was a boy’s sash.  Jason had ordered red sashes for both Rann and Shya for their formal robes, and that was correct under Siann livery, since Shya had the option of wearing either red or yellow because she was a girl.  The Clerk of Protocol had told Jason so when he asked about it.


We have experience, your Grace, Ryn smiled.  But we dressed you entirely too fast.  Whatever will we do until we get there?


I’m sure you’ll find something, he answered.


Speaking of that, I’d better get to the bridge for the gate crossing.  We can’t be more than ten minutes out, Sammy realized.


Jason caught up on paperwork as they crossed over to Draconis space and cruised to the planet, then he did his best not to yawn in public as they had the rather boring two hour cleansing ceremony, which was like baptism in the Faey religion and was being broadcast live to the Imperium over Courtwatch.  It dealt purely with the worship of Trelle, and next year, the twins would have other ceremonies dealing with Demir and Aris, meant to invoke the blessing and protection of all three of the Faey gods onto the newborns.  But it was an official function, so the cathedral was filled with nobles from every house of the Siann, and the members of the Highborn Council were up on the dais with Dahnai, Jason, Kellin, and the kids.  The only reason Jason was up there was because he was Raisha’s father.  The only reason he was there at all was because he was Raisha’s father.  The cleansing ceremony was also the first public and official presentation of the infants to the general public.  Dahnai had released pictures of them already, but this was the first time anyone outside the Imperial staff and the Siann had seen the newborns live.  For that reason, the ceremony was a bit longer than it needed to be.


Jason made sure to avoid all silliness by getting right back on the corvette that brought him down as soon as the ceremony was over, not even going with Dahnai back to her apartment in the palace, and headed back up to the battleship.  He was more than happy to have the girls take the robes right back off of him as they headed for the Karis Stargate, and was back in a tee and jeans before they transited the gate and returned to Karis space.  He got back home and went straight to Tim and Symone’s house, where Symone was asleep, Jyslin was relaxing in the recliner, and Tim was doing the same thing Jason did when he had spare time, going through reports from work on a secure handpanel.  How was the ceremony? Tim asked.

Boring, he answered.  How is Symone?


Sleeping, Tim relayed.  And Jys sent the kids back to school, so we have a little time to rest and relax in peace.  Oh, by the way, I’ve finally scheduled my jack implantation.

Really?  When?


Tomorrow, he answered.


Well, that’s certainly well timed, Jyslin sent lightly.  Wouldn’t have anything to do with getting out of changing diapers, would it?


Actually, it’s so I can be here to change diapers, he replied easily.  Miaari already agreed to give me assignments I can do at home during my assimilation training, and I figured it wouldn’t be much extra work.  So I’ll do four hours of jack assimilation in the morning while Symone takes care of Lyra, and that puts both of us home the rest of the day..


That’s actually a pretty good plan.  I’m surprised you thought of it, Tim, Jyslin teased.


Yeah, fuck you too, Jys, he shot back, which made her laugh.  I’m looking forward to it.  I almost feel like the last guy on the block without the new toy.


Temika and Mike don’t have jacks yet.  I think Temika might never get one.


Temika and Mike both got their jacks, Jayce, Jyslin told him.  They got them the day after the twins were born.

What?  Why wasn’t I told?


Because you’ve been too busy to keep up with strip gossip, she answered.  And it’s not that big of a deal.  Tim actually is the last one on the strip without a jack, at least if we don’t count you.


I don’t need a jack, Jason retorted.


Now that I have a window where I can do the training without missing too much work, I’m ready to fix that, Tim told them.


Actually, not everyone has a jack.  None of the Imperial guards have one. I wonder if Aya considers a jack to be a violation of the guard oaths, he mused.

No, I don’t consider them to be against the oaths, Aya chided from the barracks behind their two houses.  I’m just waiting for some additional research to be done by Songa before I allow it.


Over what?


If the jacks compromise our defenses.  An Imperial Guard’s mental defenses must be absolutely unassailable, Jason.  I won’t permit any of my women to get jacks until I have multiple conclusive reports and extensive research that says the jacks won’t give an attacker some undiscovered back door into our minds.  Once I’m absolutely sure that a jack is safe for an Imperial Guard, I’ll institute an implantation schedule so the guards can rotate through implantation and training without reducing our staffing.


Institute?  No option?


No option, she replied.  The benefits of a jack will make it mandatory equipment for any guard that serves under my command.  I’ll be the first woman in the rotation, so yes, I’ll be practicing what I preach.

Bully.


We’ve established that fact multiple times in the past, Jason, she sent with a sardonic flourish in her thought, which made all three of them laugh. Besides, every single guard in my detachment has been all but begging me to allow it, so I won’t be pushing them into the annex at gunpoint.  They’ve seen what you can do as a Generation much more than most others, so they certainly see the usefulness of a jack.

Good.  Well, if Symone’s sleeping, I’m going to go over to my home office and knock out some paperwork, Jason told them.  Tell me when she wakes up, if she doesn’t tell me herself.


Sure thing, baby, Jyslin told him.


Ayama, that beautiful woman, intercepted him in the kitchen and pushed him into a chair, where she had a fairly large platter of chicken and sausage jambalaya out on the kitchen table, one of the New Orleans dishes he’d come to love when he was living there.  Just seeing it made him realize he was absolutely famished, and attacked the food like a starving man.  Amber jumped up onto the table and filched some of his jambalaya, which earned her a stern word from Ayama and a small plate of her own jambalaya; Amber never ate pet food, she ate what the people ate, sitting on the table to be part of the family meal…and often had people food specially prepared just for her, several pages of Ayama’s hand-written cookbook were filled with recipes just for Amber, things she liked that no one else in the house did.  Such were the demands of prissy little vulpars.


She kept him company, sleeping in his lap since he wasn’t wearing armor, and he spent nearly as much time petting the tiny vulpar as he did working on his paperwork.  The most welcome one was that the Hive leaders had arrived and were examining the way he had his office set up, and that meant they’d have some recommendations for him very soon.  The rest of the reports were the stupor-inducing kind, mainly from the Confederation offices, things they sent him all the time that he felt he really had no reason reading.

He was almost relieved when the White House sent him word that Krirara wanted to talk to him.  She appeared on a flat hologram in front of his desk, sitting at her own desk in the council building.  “Jason,” she said with a slight, warm smile.


“Hey Krirara. What’s up?”


“I have a voting majority,” she declared with a triumphant smile.  “I wore Krazrou down.  I bring the matter up for vote tomorrow morning my time.”


“Outstanding!” he said brightly, sitting up and startling Amber awake.  She gave a little hiss of displeasure and jumped up onto the desk, glaring at him.  “Sorry,” he told the vulpar, patting her gently on the head.  “By the way, Krirara, Amber.  Amber, Krirara.”


“A vulpar!” Krirara said brightly.  “Among the most treasured of pets among my people!  Hello, little one,” she crooned, which made Amber tilt her head in curiosity.  “How many other kits did your vulpar have?”


“We only have Amber, Krirara.”


“She’s still a kit, Jason.  How did you get one so young?  The mother would never give up a kit that young.”

“I didn’t steal her, thank you very much.  Amber is here with the mother’s blessing.  And if you try to lure Amber away, Rann will kill you,” Jason warned, which made her laugh.


“I have a vulpar living in my house, thank you very much,” Krirara said haughtily, teasing him a bit with his own words, and understanding in those words that nobody owned a vulpar.  “We have a fairly young male vulpar named Kruri living with us.  We’ve had him for five years.”

“Back to the subject at hand, Krirara,” Jason chuckled, petting Amber.  “You’re sure you’ll get it passed?”


She nodded.  “But part and parcel of the deal is that the Karinnes install a Stargate from Terra to Kirri’arr, a gate that we control and which we can defend with our navy.”


“That’s the standard deal I offer to anyone who wants a Stargate, Krirara,” he assured her.  “I’ll have a pair available in two days, so they’ll be ready when you pass the vote.  You’re going to need an entry station for your Stargate, where you can inspect all goods and travelers moving in and out of your territory.  You have any large orbital stations you can divert?”


“Actually yes, we have one at Krakkarda’arr we can repurpose, but we’ll need to hire your house to tow it to Terra.”

“I can do that for you, no problem,” he assured her.  “How about I send a cruiser to Kirri’arr to pick up your naval staff officers and engineering specialists so they can tour Kosigi and get some information from Admiral Dellin?”


“That was the next thing I was going to ask,” she smiled.  “We will very much take advantage of your generous offer to use Kosigi for shipbuilding operations.”


“Alright, it’ll be there in about two hours,” he said, splitting his attention to send the order to Myri and warning Dellin that the Kirri officers were coming to tour the base.  “We’ll have to wait until you’re voted into the Confederation to move that station.  What about interdiction?”


“When the time comes, yes.  But right now, interdictors would actually cause more problems than they would solve,” she replied.  “When the Andromedans arrive, we’ll have you interdict our systems to protect them.  By then we should have a system in place to be able to function with interdiction in effect.”


“Sounds like a good plan,” he nodded.  “By the way, Symone had Lyra this morning.”


“Congratulations!  Do you have pictures?”


“Of course I do,” he chuckled, then sent her a couple dozen images of her.


“Aww, she’s adorable,” Krirara said in a loving voice as she looked down a little to look at the pictures.  “A little too bald for my tastes, but all babies are adorable.”

“At least I won’t mistake her for my pet,” Jason teased. 


She gave him a tart look, which made him laugh.  “I’ll take that as an indication that you’re too busy to talk to me,” she said bitingly, which just made him laugh harder.


“Actually, yeah, I’m sorta in the middle of something,” he said.  “Mainly trying to reduce the size of my inbox to merely insurmountable, since I’ll be so busy with other things the next few days.”


“I can imagine.  I understand the Faey amu convention.  That makes Symone like your second mate.”


He nodded.  “So I’m waiting for her to wake up so I can go over and be with her.  And certain Kirri females have a habit of keeping me from doing my work,” he accused.


“That’s your fault for having such a short attention span,” she retorted with a playful smile.  “The honest truth is, I’m the one too busy to talk today.  With the vote tomorrow and your ship coming, I have much to do.  I’ll talk to you later, alright?”


“I might be too busy to answer,” he warned.  “Symone just had Lyra and Dahnai’s spending her maternity in her vacation palace here on Karis, so my attention is pretty much taken.”


“Then both of us have much to do,” she chuckled.  “I’ll send your office updates as needed, that way you can spend some quality time with your females.”


“Thank you,” he said with an honest smile.


As soon as Krirara’s hologram winked out, it was replaced with Zaa’s.  “I just finished talking to Moderator Krarou, and she has a voting majority.  They’re going to vote on applying for entry into the Confederation tomorrow morning her time.”


“Good,” Zaa nodded.  “The Kirri are exactly the kind of members we want.  Are they moving operations into Kosigi?”


“I already have a cruiser on the way to pick up their officers and engineers to talk it over with Dellin,” he answered.


“Excellent.  How is Symone?”


“Resting comfortably, thank you for asking,” he replied.  “And Lyra’s absolutely beautiful.”


“I know, I’ve got quite a few pictures of her from Handmaiden Miaari,” she smiled.  “I would come to Karis in the near future, Jason,” she said.  “I find the need to take a short rest, and Karis is a good place to come when I would like to relax.   And I would see all the new cubs in less formal circumstances.”

“You’re welcome here anytime, Denmother,” he said with an honest smile.  “Just talk to Yeri about a hotel—“


“I have vacation quarters in Jaxtra, cousin,” she told him.  “There has always been a house there for the Denmother or Denfather, and with Jaxtra repopulated by the Kimdori, there is one again.”


“Then you’re good to go,” he nodded.  “Just let me know when you’re getting here.”


“Not for some few days, I have too many things to finish before I can take a rest,” she replied.  “I’ll probably remain for six or seven days.”

“I’m not gonna kick you off the planet, Denmother.  I might confine you to Jaxtra once you get too obnoxious, but I won’t kick you out,” he said, which made her chuckle.


“I’ll let you know when I intend to come,” she told him.  “But for now, I’ll warn the other members of the Confederation of the Kirri’s intent.  No doubt that will be the topic of discussion at tomorrow’s meeting that you won’t attend.”


“I learned how to play hooky from you, Denmother,” he said grandly.  “I’ll talk to you later.”


“Until later, cousin.”


Jason picked up Amber and leaned back in his chair, cradling her in the crook of his arm.  He was already looking forward to seeing Zaa again.  She was one of his closer friends as well as being his mentor in political affairs.  “I get the feeling that Zaa’s going to hang around until the twins are born, girl.  I just hope you don’t get too jealous.  Newborns take a lot of attention,” he told her, stroking her fur.  “It’s not that we don’t love you, little girl, it’s that we’ll have two babies in the house.  They’re going to be noisy sometimes, and they’ll take a lot of attention from both me and Jyslin to take care of them.  You’ll just have to endure it for a while,” he chuckled, scratching her behind the ears, which made her purr.  “When they get old enough, I think you’ll really enjoy having them around, at least after you train them up a bit.  Two new kids to play with.  Three actually, since I bet Lyra’s going to be spending nearly as much time over here as we do over at Tim and Symone’s,” he corrected.  “What do you think of that?”

She gave a noncommittal little yip.


“That’s a good attitude,” he said.  “Just don’t let them drive you crazy, little girl.  If they start annoying you, well, you’ve got the rest of the house and outside, where they’re only going to be in whichever room we put them in.  Besides, Rann will still be spending most of his time with you anyway.  I’m the one that’ll have his attention split because of the twins.  Six year old boys don’t have much interest in babies after the first couple of days, since they don’t do much but eat, sleep, and cry,” he chuckled.  “And even if we are busy, don’t ever forget that you’re a part of this family and we love you very much.  Don’t let us ignore you, Amber.  You’ll have to give us some time to take care of the twins, but don’t just sit back and let us not pay attention to you when we aren’t taking care of them.  Okay?”


She gave another, more enthusiastic yip, and pushed her head up against his fingers.


“That’s my girl,” he told her, looking down at her with a gentle smile.  She looked up at him in return, then reared up, putting her little paws on his collarbones and leaning up enough to lick his chin with her curiously hot tongue, her two tails swishing back and forth in a nearly hypnotic pattern.  “You are so a daddy’s girl,” he laughed, stroking the fur on her back.
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Kosigi Command Center, Kosigi Lunar Station

Leaning a little on the central projection console, Jason and Krirara Krarou watched as a large space dock was towed into position in the new Kirri sector within Kosigi, a half-built Kirri cruiser literally bolted into the frame so it could be towed along with the dock.  The dock was one of the ones from Kirri space, towed in by the battleship Victory, and the last of the 31 large-scale docks the Kirri had in orbit around Kranvaka’arr.  With the last dock in place, the Kirri shipworkers could get down to business, and that business was first finishing the 14 cruisers that were in the docks towed into Kosigi.  Krirara had managed to arrange a trip to Karis to look over Kosigi in person and talk about some trade deals, but the fact of the matter was, she just wanted to come see Karis in person, to get the chance to do what the other rulers did during the summit, and Jason was more than happy to arrange it.  Krirara had toured Kosigi and had seen some of the historical sites on the planet, but she’d also worked Kumi and Temika to secure trade deals while she was here.  She’d already secured three new deals from Kumi and Temika, trading food and some unique Kirri crafts like their kriji woven goods for the industrial resources her empire lacked.

Krirara was here for another reason, as well.  In three hours, she had an appointment in the Karsa Medical Annex to get a cyberjack, and as of right now, 6 of her 16 council members had completed the procedure with the other 10 waiting their turn.  It took Songa a bit to figure out where was best to place the jack, but once she had a good spot, she was ready to go.  The ears of a Kirri, the musculature that controlled those ears, and their bone architecture made it a bit tricky to properly place the jack so it could plug into an interface that would wrap loosely around the ear, about the only place it could go on a Kirri’s head and still do its job.  She found a good spot behind and below the left ear, which required Kirri-specific interfaces to have an extension reaching down to the jack socket so they could be properly placed wrapped loosely around the left ear.  Kirri interfaces thus far were the only ones they’d designed that would have a cord running from the jack to the interface rather than just have the jack plug on the interface itself.  The cord was encased in a protective metal housing to keep it from fouling on things or getting caught up and pulled out, which gave Kirri interfaces a little “arm” of sorts that reached down from the main body.  They’d also designed an external interface patterned after Kimdori memory bands that were worn around the wrist, and a tiny remote transceiver would plug into the jack that was on a dedicated short-range hyperthreaded frequency to its interface.  The remote nature of these bands made them .1 microseconds slower, but on the other hand, they wouldn’t be on top of the head potentially making the fur under them uncomfortable.

The Kirri were a welcome addition to the Confederation.  Krirara had already found her groove on the council, and the Kirri were quickly becoming nearly universally liked by the various Confederate rulers.  Krirara was calm, measured, even-tempered, logical, and approachable, which mirrored basic Kirri personality, and Jason was proved right that she was very much a moderating influence on the more egotistical members of the council.  Krirara was already the one settling disagreements in the council and always negotiating, bartering, be it trade deals with other council members or arbitrating negotiations between other members.  In a very short time, Krirara had become the referee on council, the impartial, intelligent individual that could boil things down to stock and hammer out compromises between separate parties.  It was how the Kirri Council operated, and Krirara had brought those skills up to the next level.  In many ways, Krirara had usurped that position from Jason, and he was more than happy to have the council members crying to someone else rather than him.  While Krirara wasn’t as adamantly neutral as Jason was, she was always fair, and that went a very long way with the other council members.


Within the Confederation, everyone that dealt with the Kirri liked the Kirri, and not because they were gregarious like the Grimja or charismatic like the Shio.  They were just…nice.  Calm, rational, logical, yes, but always nice.  Within hours of the Stargate being set up to Kirri’arr, Kirri had started arriving at Terra looking for work; unemployment was something of a problem for the Kirri, due to the lack of heavy industry and the fact that a farm only needed so many farmers before the farmers were more of a hindrance than a help.  The Kirri’s economy was much like Europe’s in the first decade of the 21st century, more of a service and support economy than an industrial economy, and those conditions led to high levels of unemployment.  Those Kirri were finding all kinds of work on Terra, working in factories producing Confederate weapons, generic ship parts like universal mounts, and other shared Confederate technology, and the Kirri had set up a mass transit system that let them commute from Kirri territory to Terra and back every day.  It was two hours one way for the average Kirri worker, but they were more than eager to sit on a transport four hours a day if only to have a job.  Since no Kirri would leave their inhabited planets on a permanent basis, the Kirri had set up a very efficient mass transit system so that any Kirri on any planet or moon or station only had a maximum three hour commute to get to Terra.  Some planets only had a half hour commute, at least if one didn’t count them waiting for the transport to get back from its constant run back and forth between its two points.  There were transports moving back and forth between Terra and the Kirri starport from which it originated at all times so that there was a transport leaving exactly every 37 minutes, creating a constant stream of transports flying in and out of the Kirri Stargate at Terra.

They were pulling that off thanks to the fact that the Kirri had opted to allow Jason and Dahnai to install a Stargate at every Kirri system with Kirri’arr serving as the hub of the Kirri system.  Jason had demanded interdiction at every Kirri system when they asked for Stargates, and the Kirri Council debated that for about three days before they agreed.  Jason wasn’t having that many Stargates that far out from the home sector without interdictors in place preventing some pirate—be it private or governmental—from trying to jump in an attack force in relatively undefended Kirri space and capture one.  There wasn’t very much smuggling and illegal activity in the Kirri empire anyway, so they didn’t lose all that much with interdictors being up.  They’d installed the last of the Stargates just yesterday, and it had taken both Jason and Dahnai’s combined industrial Stargate-producing might to build enough Stargates to create the Kirri Stargate network.

But that was the model that Jason was hoping to see in every Confederate empire.  It was now in six empires not counting the Imperium and the Collective, the Grimja, the Alliance, the Colonies, the Shio, the Jobodi, and now the Kirri, and Jason was seriously hoping that the other empires decided to trust Jason enough to allow Stargates into their territory.  They’d never be able to build enough to put a Stargate at every system before the Syndicate arrived, having to use the Grimja model where Stargates from Grimjar led to important hub systems in the Grimja Union, and ships jumped hyperspace from those points to the surrounding systems.  It was Karinne ships that did the jumping from those systems, since only Karinne and Kimdori ships were capable of jumping inbound with an interdictor up, so Jason very much wanted to see more Stargates in more Confederation systems.  Every Stargate put into service cut the workload on his very large, very expensive, and very overworked merchant marine fleet, which now included tugs.


The tugs were the latest product coming out of KPC, the Karinne corporation that produced most of the house’s skimmers, dropships, transports, freighters, and other commercial vessels. They’d seen a need for them after the freighters started towing so many ships not long after the Confederation formed, and they’d been producing them for about three months after ironing out the plans for them.  They were literally patterned after Terran marine tugboats, frigate-sized ships with big engines whose only purpose was to tow much larger ships through hyperspace.  A tug could tow a ship 50 times its mass through hyperspace thanks to its engines, letting a single tug tow a ship the size of a KMS destroyer through hyperspace, and destroyers were bigger than about half of the freighters the various empires in the Confederation used.  And if a single tug couldn’t do the job, they just brought in a second tug and had them sync their jump engines, and they just kept adding tugs until they had enough to jump the ship.  Yesterday, 10 Karinne tugs—which happened to be half of the tugs they had in the fleet—had jumped an Alliance battleship from Trieste to Farroll so it could get to the Stargate, ten frigate-sized ships towing a battleship…that was pretty impressive.  It was almost like a Gladiator’s flight pod, a ship that came along, secured the larger ship in towing beams, then jumped the towed ship to the destination.  They were still having Karinne freighters tow other ships along with them as they did their runs, but the tugs were proving invaluable because they didn’t have any cargo of their own.  They could move ships from location to location quickly and efficiently, jumping in, dropping off one ship or group of smaller ships, picking up another ship or group of ships, then turning around and jumping right back out.  Jrz’kii, who commanded the KMM as the Secretary of Transportation and Logistics, ordered 500 of them from KPC once their usefulness became apparent, with the initial order of 20 tugs and the testing of them in the fleet.  They were also very good at picking up free-floating cargo containers, which could be made huge since they had no extensive systems in them.  All they had were bare-bones environmental systems that protected their contents from exposure to the vacuum and bitter cold of space, so they could build a box the size a football field, stuff it to the gills with cargo, then have a freighter tug pick it up and jump it to its destination.

And that was where the jack upgrade became such a fucking godsend.  His merchant marine crews weren’t suffering any adverse reactions to extended hyperspace exposure, so they were able to jump much more frequently and for much longer.  There wasn’t a single report anywhere of a case of jump shock in the KMS, the KES, or the KMM, the Karinne Merchant Marine, the freighter fleet, since the jacks had been upgraded, and he had girls who were doing 90 second jumps every hour for ten hours a day.

Rilari Indarre, the young enlisted sailor that had given Jason her program and subsequently led to Myleena developing the jack upgrade, was now Rilari Indarre Karinne.  She was a Zarina in the house now, the lowest rank in the house structure.  She was also in OTS (all nobles in the KMS were officers), had a major commendation on her military record, had been awarded a C500,000 cash bonus.  And what she was most enthusiastic about, she was slated to join the engineering department on board the Aegis as an officer when she graduated and became an Ensign, where she would receive Academy-level training and instruction by some of the best engineers in the KMS, the highly distinguished Aegis engineering department whom the Makati among them had named the Shield’s Hammers.  Giving her a title, a commission, a commendation, and a hefty monetary bonus was the least Jason could do, since that young lady had all but eliminated one of the longest and most persistent hazards that came with jumping hyperspace, jump shock.  That accomplishment earned her that Zarina title and commission.  Jason rewarded those who excelled within the House of Karinne, and he was never stingy about it.


How long will it take for your people to set up the material deliveries? Krirara asked.  Much like Jyslin, Krirara only spoke to him when she had to, to include non-telepaths in the conversation.  But for Krirara, it was actually much easier.  Due to the shape of her maw and the fact that her lower jaw was fixed, unable to move in any direction but open and close, it wasn’t easy for her to speak Faey.  If not for a very long and nearly prehensile tongue, she would have been physically incapable of making many of the sounds necessary to speak Faey, the same problem the Jobodi had…but it carried the additional risk for a Kirri of biting her tongue with those very sharp teeth trying to create Faey language sounds.  And on the other side, the large number of growls and bark-like sounds in the Kirri language made it hard to speak, because it was a language with a very small number of distinct phonetic sounds—due to the fact that Kirri had muzzles and lacked prehensile lips—which they expanded by including aspects of pitch into the language syntax.  A word could have multiple meanings based solely on the pitch used to speak it, even things like if the pitch was ascending or descending while the word was spoken.  Even the length of time the word was spoken could change its meaning.  The common Kirri word krawr had 16 different meanings based on the pitch used, if that pitch was steady or changing, and how long the word was sounded.  This made Kirri a surprisingly complex and nearly musical language, since in some ways, it had to be sung to be spoken correctly due to the pitch requirements for its spoken syntax, and it took real attention to comprehend.  Jason remembered speaking Kirri, and the sore throat he had afterwards trying to modulate the growling-sound pitches correctly to say the right words.  Sending was a nice compromise so neither of them had to suffer a sore throat or risk a bitten tongue trying to speak.

They already have, Jason answered, zooming the hologram out.  This here is the warehouse area for your workers.  You tell us what you need, we’ll either help you get it here from your own territory or we’ll supply you the materials at cost.


At cost, eh?


This isn’t about making money, he told her seriously.  This is about protecting our galaxy from the Andromedans.  I’d give out the materials for free if I could, but they do have to be made, so that means you have to pay the salaries of the workers that made them.  Dellin always supplies a very detailed list of exactly how much things cost and why they cost what they do to the other governments’ construction managers.

I see they set up the  habitat modules.


You do know that they aren’t necessary, Jason chided lightly.


Tell that to my people, Jason, not to me, she replied.  They won’t come work here unless we have enclosed habitats.  It’s the modules or you allowing them to commute back and forth from Kirri space every day.


They can’t do that.


And so we have habitat modules, Krirara sent with a slight smile, swishing her tail a bit.  I’m just glad they’re already here and working, she sent, looking out where her workers were already detaching the half-built ships from their docks so they could resume construction.  Your security measures are almost silly.


We have a lot to protect here, and right now, there are more outsiders than there are Karinnes in this moon, he answered without a hint of guilt.  Every worker we allow to live inside Kosigi has to get past that screening so we know they’re not a threat.  So, you ready for the implantation?

Of course I am, she replied.  We studied your Songa’s data closely and referred to our own medical specialists, which is why we’re all getting jacks.  They are just too useful not to have.  I’m very much looking forward to it, though I’m not looking that forward to upgrading our entire computer network to make it interface-compatible.


It won’t be that hard, just some extra programming, Jason chuckled.  Just think of never having to use a keyboard again.


Exactly, she smiled.  And with our new trade deal where you supply us Kirri-specific interfaces, I’ll get the most out of mine.


Exclusive access to paw-woven kriji mats? You know we’d go for that, those things are wildly popular through half the Confederation members.  I can hear Yila screaming in frustration already.


You and her have quite the unusual relationship, she noted with a sly tilt to her thought.


I like her, but I’m not stupid enough to trust her, he replied dryly.  I don’t entirely trust Kumi, for that matter.  Temika is as much my spy in her office as she is Kumi’s main lieutenant.

Krirara laughed.  You must have a very lively life, filled with intrigue and shenanigans.


You have no idea, he agreed vehemently.  Never rule a Faey-majority noble house, Krirara.  They’re almost tear-out-your-hair aggravating sometimes.  Faey have their bright spots, but they’re all a bunch of freakin’ hyper-competitive, morally ambiguous opportunists.


We are right here, your Grace, Dellin sent tartly, which made Krirara give him a fang-filled smile. Perhaps you should send privately?


Oh no, I wanted you pack of treacherous jerks to hear every word, he replied cheekily, looking back at Dellin with dancing eyes.


Perhaps you should continue your tour, Moderator, before you see something the Grand Duke might want to keep secret, Dellin warned urbanely.  It’s always embarrassing for it to be seen by outsiders when he’s publicly spanked.


You’re not man enough to spank me, Dellin.


Perhaps, but I’m good friends with most of your guards.  And they are.

Dera and Ryn gave Jason a slightly predatory look from the side, which made him laugh.  Yeah, I think moving on is a good idea, before someone ends up scrubbing pots in the galley, Jason added, glancing back at Dellin.


With Dera and Ryn along, Jason and Krirara boarded a flying platform and they went out to take a closer look at the Kirri operation.  The dock manager had already gotten them going, with several thousand Kirri workers unpacking the half-built ships and conferring with Karinne base workers.  Krirara was quite willing to take Jason inside a Kirri warship, boarding one of the three Kirri battle cruisers hanging along the edge which had come with the docks, towed in by Karinne ships.  They were here for a scheduled refit, which would have taken place at the docks that were just moved to Karis…so they came along with the docks.  The military Kirri in the ships didn’t wear uniforms either, though they did wear bracelets that denoted rank.  The only time a Kirri covered himself was to put on armor, which the Kirri did use on their naval vessels.  But since the ship wasn’t in a potential combat situation, the crew wasn’t in armor.

After a very lengthy and surprisingly detailed tour of the battle cruiser, they boarded a skimmer and headed for the surface.  Dera and Aya piloted with Jason and Krirara in the passenger compartment, discussing the last council meeting.  I’m all for another summit, but this isn’t all that great of a time for me, Jason fretted.  At least they agreed to have it on Terra this time.


It’s the best place.  It is more or less the capitol of the Confederation, Krirara noted.  All the offices are there.  The headquarters of the CCM is there. With us and the Rathii joining, I suppose they decided it was a good time to have a summit, to discuss those things so sensitive that not even galactic crypto is secure enough.  I look forward to meeting the other rulers face to face.  That is how we Kirri prefer to do things.

More than just you two.  The Prakarikai and the Haumda have also joined since the first summit.  He laughed.  That’ll put me and Anivan in the same room.  That should be interesting.  After the ultimatum I dropped on her when I caught her people spying, I hear she goes to bed every night after burning me in effigy.


I’m also glad they finally pushed through that resolution to make the non-confidential parts of council meetings public, Krirara added.  That will give the other rulers a chance to see what goes on behind closed doors, at least partially.  After all, much of what we discuss affects them as well, either militarily or financially. If anything, those first images of the Syndicate fleet the Kimdori promised to have for us within the next ten standard days might sway some opinions.  The Kimdori had promised a first image of the invasion fleet, taken with an extreme-power hyperspace telescope able to see into hyperspace much the same way a standard telescope did into the night sky.  The telescope was on board one of the scout ships currently heading for Andromeda, controlled remotely from Kimdori Prime, and the scout ships were almost close enough to get a first look at the invading fleet, albeit a very fuzzy one.  Jason had seen long distance imaging from those kinds of telescopes before, and it wouldn’t have the best resolution due to the distances involved and the nature of hyperspace.  Extracting images visible to the naked eye out of hyperspace wasn’t easy.  It took a hell of a lot of software processing to assemble a good image.


That was because visibility in hyperspace was much like the desert at noon on a hot day.  Things up close were easy to see, but the further one looked, the more “heat shimmer” in the air distorted the image, and there were mirages in hyperspace as well, ghostly images of three dimensional objects that could flicker in and out of visibility depending on conditions in both hyperspace and normal space; after all, three-dimensional space was a part of hyperspace, which was simply the upper dimensions of space.

The really odd thing was, there was light in hyperspace.  It was truly a unique force, reaching into hyperspace without having hyperspace affect it the way it affected everything else that existed in upper dimensions.  Much like Terynium, the hyperspace substance used to make Teryon comm antennas and the antennas in interdictors, it was something that existed in all dimensions simultaneously.  But light in hyperspace behaved much differently than it did in normal space, even though it was the same light.  Light had a completely different set of rules and laws in hyperspace than it did in normal space, even when it was the same photon or light wave.  It acted entirely differently depending on where it was in relation to dimensional space, much akin to that famous old Terran experiment where a photon would be in two places at once simultaneously, yet it was just a single photon.  Einstein’s brain would have melted if he’d ever learned about that little contradiction in nature.

Now they’ll all know just how not-seriously some of us take council meetings, Jason laughed.  Kreel might become a stand-up comedian after they see him.


There’s little reason to be overly serious right now.  But I think even Kreel will get very serious when the Syndicate is nearly here.


True, he agreed as the skimmer vibrated a little…that was not normal.  It was a very faint vibration, but Jason had flows planes and skimmers too long to not be acutely aware of those tiny little things when he was flying, even if he wasn’t the one at the controls.  What’s going on, Ryn?


I’m not sure, she replied.  I’m getting some faint  vibration in the fuselage.  There’s no warning indicators.  Maybe it’s engine vibration.  We might have a loose mount, but we shouldn’t. This skimmer was inspected just two days ago.

Jason made Krirara give him an odd look when he got out of his seat, knelt down, and put his hand down on the deck, feeling the vibration.  It’s external, Jason told them.  It’s not the engines.


How can you tell that? Krirara asked curiously.

I’ve been flying things since I could walk, Krirara, Jason replied seriously.  And I’m an engineer by trade.  I know an external vibration when I feel one.  Are we in the atmosphere?


Not even close, Dera answered.


A dust cloud?


No dust particles on the scope, Jayce, Ryn answered.  No hull ionization that would come along with hitting dust either.


An ion burst in the solar wind?


Nothing strong enough to cause a vibration.

Are we close enough to another ship to intersect its artificial gravity field?


The closest ship to us is 33 kathra away, and that’s a Stick coming back from Kosigi using the same vector.  It must be heading for Karsa.  And Sticks don’t have artificial gravity.

Get the command center on the comm, see if the sensor officers know what it is, I’ll ask Cybi.  [Cybi, what was that?]

[I’m not sure.  It’s some kind of gravimetric spatial disturbance that just passed through the system,] she answered.  [A wave front.  It might be the gravi-kinetic front of a supernova, but I’m not registering any supernovas from the sensor net.  It might also be a space-quake.]  Space-quakes were just like earthquakes, but they happened in the fabric of space.   When natural forces caused spatial distortion, that distortion could explosively release to return to normal if the pressure being exerted on that space was suddenly removed.  That caused ripples of gravimetric disturbance—which was different from gravometric force, which was exclusive to artificially created spatial effects used in engines and gravband—that radiated out from the point of origin like ripples created by a rock thrown into a still pond.  It was the behavior of gravimetric forces that led to the science of gravology, a branch of astrophysics that dealt with the study of gravity and its effects on space and the natural world, and thus produced gravband technology and gravometric engines.  The term gravometric was named after the science rather than the energy.  They were different things, and thus the Faey had given them two similar but distinct names to distinguish them in research papers and journals.  Any engineer with basic education knew the difference between gravimetric and gravometric, mainly that one was artificial and the other was natural.

Space wasn’t as smooth and even as most believed.  There were countless gravimetric phenomena out there that made space more like a crumpled piece of paper than a smooth sheet.  And like any rugged terrain, sometimes things moved, and those movements caused reactions.  People on planets or deep in a gravity well never felt those ripples because the gravity well smothered them, but if they were strong enough, then they got noticed.  And if that one was strong enough to shake the skimmer this deep into Karis’ gravity well…that was fucking strong.

[Origin?]


[I’m calculating now,] she replied.


Cybi’s on it, she says it’s a gravimetric wake that originated from outside the system.  Dera, link us up with the Academy and see if any of the other sensor feeds from the other Confederate empires logged it.  That’ll give us a direction and maybe a distance.


Triangulate it out?  Good idea, Dera nodded.

[I have it.  It originated in the Jirunji sector,] Cybi told him.  [A Factor 7 space-quake.]


[Damn, that’s seriously strong.  Where in the sector?]


[About 31 light years from Chezaa.]


[Any damage?]


[Possibly, but it’s Chezaa, Jason.  Do you care?]



He had to laugh aloud.  [Maybe for the slaves they hold, but not for the Chezaan.  Can you get a cause?]


[Data coming in from Jun and Prakarikai long range sensor feeds suggest it was the collision of two free neutron stars,] Cybi answered.

[Holy shit, I’ve never heard of that ever happening,] Jason exclaimed.  Free neutron stars were just that, neutron stars that “roamed” galactic space, not locked into any orbit.  They were the hyper-compressed cores of supergiants whose supernovas actually knocked them from their galactic orbits, when the supernova explosion was so asymmetrical that it knocked the remnant neutron star out of its orbit in the galaxy.  That was a very rare occurrence, and that was only by the grace of God that it was so.  A free neutron star was a mobile killer of entire star systems, destroying any star system into which it wandered with its incredible gravity well, vacuuming up planets and small stars like the Hoover from Hell.  Only a supergiant star had the sheer mass and corresponding gravity well to escape immediate destruction by these free-roaming killers…though the neutron star could still kill a supergiant depending on how the two interacted.  When a neutron star encountered a supergiant, the supergiant either absorbed the neutron star into its mass rather than have the neutron star absorb it, which could possibly trigger a supernova if the neutron star had too much velocity when it collided with the supergiant, or it captured the neutron star into orbit.  When that happened, the neutron star slowly siphoned off mass from the parent star if its orbit was close enough, slowly killing the supergiant like a stellar parasite.  Either way, supergiants were the only stars that could stop a neutron star from moving through the galaxy.

Neutron stars mainly came from the interior sectors deep in the galaxy, about three quarters of the way to the galactic core, where there were tons and tons of supergiants and they could gain enough velocity to break free of the galactic orbit if they suffered an asymmetrical supernova.  Once free of galactic orbit, they slowly worked their way through the galaxy, and then eventually left the galaxy and hurtled out into intergalactic space.  Cybi kept very careful track of the four free neutron stars that were even now moving through the home sector, nearly done with their 27 million year journey from the core to the edge of the galaxy.  For two free neutron stars to meet up and collide…that was majorly rare.  Like once every hundred million years rare.

[Did it create a black hole?  Or even worse, a spatial rift?]


[No,] Cybi answered.  [I’ve got my own arrays pointed that way now, Jason.  I detect neither.]


[That’s good news,] he communed in relief, then switched to sending.  Cybi just got some data.  She says it’s a space-quake caused by two colliding free neutron stars, out in the Jirunji sector, he told the others.


Two colliding free neutron stars?  Has that ever happened in recorded history? Krirara sent, thoroughly surprised.


Not in Karinne history, Jason answered.  I bet ten credits the Haumda have an omen about it, he added spontaneously.


Any word on damage to systems close to the collision?  If it was that strong all the way out here, it must have had Torsion-level effects locally.  It might have completely destroyed an entire star system if it was close enough

It happened 31 light years from Chezaa, too far out to tear planets apart, but I’ll bet that broke some windows and maybe knocked down some weaker buildings.  They probably have light to moderate damage, but it’s Chezaa.  They can fix it their own damn selves.  Either way, it’s something for the scientists to orgasm over, not us.  I bet there’s all kinds of unique readings coming in over the sensors pointing in that direction  Two colliding neutron stars?  There must be an absolute soup of subatomic particles and naturally occurring tachyons  blowing out from them.

Krirara gave him an odd look, then burst into laughter.  I wasn’t sure if I was reading your thought correctly, she sent with a smile.  For a second, I thought you were making some kind of unnatural proposition involving scientists with loose morals.

Jason burst out laughing himself.  It’s a rather crude expression among the Faey and Terrans, and you’re my friend.  I’m allowed to be crude with you, he told her.  I didn’t realize I was framing in Faey.


You’re not framing at all, that’s what made it hard to figure out, she grinned.  I must say, sending with you certainly opens up a new level of your personality, Jason.  I had no idea you were so…salty.

He’s being polite, Moderator, Dera noted from the cockpit.  Just wait til he’s really comfortable with you, you’ll think he’s a dirty old man.  And if you’re gonna use Faey-centric thoughts, Jason, frame them.  Don’t leave things like that open to interpretation.  A slight shift in the texture of your thought, and you might be heading for the annex to treat bite wounds rather than to drop the Moderator off so she can get her jack.


Duly noted, Jason replied casually. And I grew up as a regular person surrounded by other regular people, Moderator.  Other Terrans might have been raised with impeccable manners, but I’m not one of them.  I play nice for the cameras and because I deal with people who have way too much of an opinion of themselves, but I’m a middle class blue-collar worker at heart.  It’s who I am, and it’s who I’ll always be. 

I see, she smiled. And I’d never bite you, Jason, she assured him grandly.  I might want to do it, but I’ve been in politics too long to succumb to those baser instincts.

Jason laughed brightly as he got back into his seat.  Well, I will be guided by you, Moderator, he sent with a playful grin.


They dropped Krirara off at the annex so she could join the other council members and wait for her turn to get her jack, and Jason left them to that and returned to the White House.  He had a cabinet meeting in about an hour, but Yeri had a standing request to see him as soon as he had time.  He let her know he was back by sending through the complex as he came in, and Yeri was waiting with Chirk and Brall in his office when he got there.  “Revered Hive-leader, the Hive Leaders have finished their examination and have issued a report,” Chirk told him as he came in.  “I queued it onto your office panel.”

“Outstanding, I’ve been waiting for them to finish,” he said as came up to Yeri.  “Alright, Yeri, step into my office.”


“Famous last words there, Yeri,” Brall warned with a craggy smile, which made her laugh.


Ryn and Dera locked the door behind them and stayed out in the reception office to chat with Chirk and Brall, and Jason flopped down into his chair behind his desk.  “Alright, hit me,” he said.


Yeri chuckled as she sat down, looking up.  A hologram wavered into reality over the desk, showing the freshly built Diplomatic Hall on Janja, built in classic Faey architecture.  “Red Horn finished it yesterday, and it has everything you wanted.  Seats five hundred in the main gallery, six different smaller conference rooms holding anywhere from ten to 100, kitchen, formal dining hall, recreational center, and all the latest security features to protect the diplomats, as well as heavy external defenses to protect the building from external attack.  It also has guest rooms for 100 visitors on the upper floors, in case someone needs a place to sleep.  I’ve assigned a staff of 20 diplomats, 60 support personnel, and 120 guards to the facility.  They’re all there already, getting things ready for the RK sector summit.”


“And where’s that?”


“All six empires have ships en route to the system,” she answered.  “Sensors show they’ll all drop into normal space right where we told them to starting tomorrow afternoon local time, and the diplomats will board a KMS vessel and jump in from there.  The Keelo only sent ten ships, but the Hrathari sent over a hundred,” she frowned a little.  “They’re staggered so the four warring parties won’t arrive at the same time or at the same place, but those ships are going to wait for their emissaries, and the arrival points we gave them are within long-range scanning distance of each other.  I’m a little worried a battle might break out.”


“Have Myri park a squadron at each arrival point and warn all of them that anyone that leaves the area in any direction other than back to their own territory gets blown out of the sky by us, problem solved,” Jason said.  “RJ-44 is our territory, if anyone’s gonna shoot at anyone, we’re gonna be the ones shooting.”


“That’s not very diplomatic, Jason,” she chuckled.


“Diplomacy is your job, Yeri,” he retorted.  “Speaking of diplomacy, you ready to host the summit?”


She nodded.  “I have everything organized, and I’ll be leaving for RJ-44 early tomorrow.  I just need the Academy feed with what information we’re willing to give them, and I’m fully ready.”

“I had Ayuma set that up earlier today.  When you access the Academy mainframe, it’ll be there.”


“What do you want me to focus on in tech swapping proposals?”


“The catapults,” he replied immediately.  “That’s really the only thing any of them have that we can use.  Feel free to make individual trade deals with any of them within the guidelines I set.  Foodstocks have the highest priority.  We’re selling every spare kaba pod we have to the Grimja and the Skaa and they’re still using food replicators.  So we need more food imports.  We need to close that food gap, that has highest priority.”


“Got it,” she nodded, touching her interface with a long finger, no doubt making a note of it in her interface’s memory.  “Okay, let me walk you through the outline of my presentation.”


For over two hours, forcing Jason to delay the cabinet meeting, Jason listened as Yeri went over what she planned to cover in detail, going over what they were going to tell the RK empires and how far they were willing to go to open relations.  Jason made sure to get the most detail when it came to how she was going to explain the Syndicate, the Consortium, and the threat the more aggressive home sector cluster empires posed to the RK empires, due to the vast technology gap.  Dahnai already had 90 INS ships and 470 scout ships refitted to jump in real time, and that number grew every day.  It was just a matter of time before a long-range scout came across the RK sector, as soon as one of them had the bright idea to hopscotch over the closer sectors that others might be exploring to find “virgin” territory to survey.  That may be months, that may be years, that may be decades, but it was going to happen, and the RK empires had the right to know about it.

When she was done, they discussed a few tweaks to her presentations, then they both got up and went straight to the cabinet room, where the other secretaries were waiting for them.  Yeri sat down as Jason filed in behind her, finishing the last of a donut, then he sat in his own chair.   Everyone was there except for Kumi, with Temika sitting in her usual chair, and as usual, Miaari wasn’t attending.  She rarely did unless it directly impacted her office.  “Sorry guys, me and Yeri were going over tomorrow’s RK summit,” he said.  “That’s just slightly important.”


“We’ll forgive you this time, Jayce,” Temika said with a smile.


“Where’s Kumi?”


“Annex, doctor’s appointment,” Temika replied, shrugging a bit.  “I didn’t run fast enough when she was looking for someone to fill in for her.”


Jason chuckled.  “I wish I could run fast enough to get out of these,” he said candidly.  “Alright, let’s start with old business then work around to new business.”

After nearly three hours catching up on a lot of house business he’d been neglecting since Dahnai arrived, he returned to his office to read that report by the Kirgan Kizzik.  Much as he expected, they found the way he’d set up his administration to be highly inefficient, and listed nearly 26 pages of suggested changes to streamline things, which included creating 23 new offices within existing departments and two entirely new departments in the White House to take over many of the things Jason and his executive staff were doing themselves.  It would create the Department of House Member Services, which would take over all house member services and programs and would also serve as the point of interaction between the house and the Medical Service, and the Department of Science and Research, which would handle all aspects of scientific pursuit within the house except for the educational services, the Academy, and 3D.  Education would go to House Member Services, but the Academy and 3D would remain independent Divisions that answered directly to Jason.  The KES would also remain an independent Division, but it would have to send copies of all its research and findings to the new science department to keep them informed of what the KES discovered in their explorations.  All the other various science offices and divisions would fold into the new department, as would the multiple research and development offices and divisions that weren’t part of the KMS, those fell under Myri’s jurisdiction.  The House Member Services department would handle education, but the Science department would handle research and scientific endeavors, which overlapped somewhat with education. Extensive research and scientific pursuit took place within the Academy and other schools of higher learning, so the two new departments would be sharing a little responsibility when it came to that area.  But the Kizzik had taken that into account, and had created a very efficient system where the boundaries were clearly drawn and the two departments couldn’t “go to war” over the shared divisions.  Each department had clearly defined roles and responsibilities, and the system would have them keep each other well informed and have them work together.  The Kizzik were well aware of Faey territoriality when it came to political power, so they put safeguards into the system to prevent pissing contests before they could even begin.

The end result would create a very controlled hierarchy under him where he had full awareness of what was going on—his highest priority when he explained it to the Hive leaders—but gave his underlings the ability to make decisions on their own and the authority to carry them out, giving them the latitude they needed to get things done without Jason having to approve everything.  That was where most of his headaches were coming from, the Kizzik reported, his need to micro-manage aspects of House business that he really didn’t need to be sticking his nose into.  So many things had to come through Jason’s office that he could entrust to his cabinet Secretaries, it was bogging down the entire administration.


After sitting for nearly and hour and pondering the report, he found that he could agree with every single recommendation they made.  All of their advice was sensible, practical, and efficient, which were the cornerstones of anything a Kizzik did.  They had some pretty good ideas about how to reorganize things to make it easier for everyone, not just him.

He got the six Hive Leaders of Kirga on holograms after reading the report.  “Alright, Revered Hive-leaders, I’ve read your report,” he told them.  “Do all of you agree to these recommendations?”


“We do unanimously,” Kr’Strkk answered.  “We took into account that it will not be Kizzik within these offices.  Despite that inefficiency, we project that efficiency in the executive will increase by 32% if our recommendations are accepted, and it will reduce your personal workload by over half.”

“That would have sold me right there had I not already made my decision,” he said dryly.  “I found all of your recommendations to make sense, revered Hive-leaders, but I need time to consider how I’m going to implement them.  It’s going to take some preparation to transition over.”

“We have considered the problem, and offer a previously prepared transition schedule,” Shikk said.  “We did not include it with the report of findings because it was uncertain if you would agree to our conclusions.”

“How about I have a few of you come over here and oversee the implementation of your proposed changes?” he asked.  “You thought up these changes, you’re the best ones to put them into place.  You can come over and get everyone ready for the changes, then set up a transition schedule while I look for qualified candidates to head the two new departments.”


“It would be our honor, Revered Hive-leader,” Chg’grr nodded statefully.


“Alright then.  Decide among yourselves who will come and who will stay to oversee the Kirgan hives and coordinate with Chirk.  She’ll be your point of contact for the transition, and will keep me informed.”


“As is proper,” Kr’Strkk stated.  “Allow the workers to work, revered Hive-leader.  They know their jobs and will do them well once they receive instruction.  You have issued your orders.  Entrust that we will carry them out to your specifications.”

“That’s exactly what I’m going to do, revered Hive-leaders,” he answered honestly.  “You know exactly what I want and how to set this up, since you organized it.  I’m positive that I’ll get exactly what you promised when you’re done.”


“We will arrive tomorrow to begin the preparations.”

“That’s fine with me.  My availability is going to be spotty for the next couple of takirs, so check with Chirk if you need to speak with me.  She always knows where I am and if I’m available.”


“It will be so, revered Hive-leader,” Ek’Lrr replied.


“Then I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said.


Jason leaned back in his chair and pondered a bit after the Kirgan Kizzik were dismissed.  Myleena would naturally be the best choice to head the new science department, but if he tried to stick her in that chair, she might brain him.  She already had so much on her plate, she didn’t need all the administrative paperwork bullshit that would come with that position…unless, of course, she took the job and just had her office handle the paperwork.


Actually, it wasn’t that she was the best choice, she was the only choice.  It would just formalize how things already worked, and she was the only one that knew half of what was going on in that area anyway…which was probably why the Kirgan Kizzik wanted to formally go in there and organize the various research labs and offices into a more efficient effort.  Myleena wouldn’t like them nosing in her business that much, but she’d get over it.

That was definitely the way to go.  Myleena could just hire a couple of secretaries to handle the paperwork if she didn’t like the extra duties that came with the job.


The other department…that wasn’t so easy.  He’d need someone already in the system that knew it very well, someone that could coordinate and get along with the Medical Service, and someone that Cybi liked, since they’d be dealing with Cybi quite a bit as well.  He’d need someone like Ayuma, a career bureaucrat that knew how to administer a large and complex system that dealt with multiple aspects of house member services and welfare, from recreational parks to member general welfare to house member health care.  The office would be managing the people side of things the same way Lirren managed the land side of things.  The only thing Interior would continue to oversee dealing with house members would be the Land Use Authority, which managed the housing system that assigned housing to new members and managed property ownership.  All other aspects of member social services would transfer to the new department, along with the large number of social services that Jason’s executive office still oversaw.

Jason leaned back in his chair and decided to break the bad news to Myleena.  [Myli,] he called into the biogenic network.


[Yeah babe?  I’m kinda busy at the moment,] she answered.  [I’m elbows deep in the transition module the Consortium uses on its striation decay limiters.  I’m studying them to see if they have any use in our own power system.]


[Stop teasing me with the fun things you get to do,] he complained.  [I just wanted to give you some advance warning, that’s all.]


[About?]


[Your upcoming promotion.  The Kizzik finished the examination of the executive, and they’ve issued their report.  One of their recommendations is to raise the Science and Technology Division to full department status, and I agree with it.  So congratulations, Secretary Myleena.]


[Babe.  When I get home, I’m gonna hit you so hard,] she warned, which made him laugh.


[Just hire an office staff and have them handle most of the paperwork that comes with the job.  The only real demand on your time will be having to come to cabinet meetings once or twice a takir.  I’ll snip out the part of their report that deals with the Science Division and send it to your gestalt so you can read over their recommendations.  They’re actually pretty good ones.]

[Well, I can at least do that much,] she replied without much enthusiasm.  [But you can summarize what you want to change.]


[Very little.  Raising the Division up to a department will give you some more resources, and it stops pushing so much of your work through my office.  Most of what the Kizzik were doing was trying to reduce my workload, hon, which seriously has gotten out of control.  Instead of me having to authorize so much shit you guys do, it gives you the authority to do it yourself.  You’ll still keep me in the loop and I still have to authorize the big stuff, but really what it does is give you a lot more freedom to do things your way instead of constantly asking me for permission.]


[Okay, now it doesn’t sound so bad,] Myleena communed brightly, which made him chuckle.  [Not that I don’t do things my way already, but at least now I don’t have to worry about you telling me I’m wrong,] she added impishly.


[I’ve always let you run the Division your way, cause I know you know what you’re doing,] he assured her.  [You’ve never let me down, cousin, and I don’t think you ever will.  But now you’ll have a bigger budget and the freedom to change some of the processes on your own.  You’ll have complete control over the department.]


[Trelle’s garland, I never say no to a bigger budget,] she communed with laughter rippling through her thought.  [So do I get the Academy too?]


[No, the Academy is a special case, it’s going to remain as an independent Division that answers directly to my office,] he answered.  [And even if it did get folded into another department, it wouldn’t be yours.  Education is the responsibility of the new Department of House Member Services, because first and foremost, the Academy is a school.]

[Nuts,] she complained. [But I still get access to the Academy, right?]


[Of course you do, dink,] he chided.  [I told you, very little is going to change other than the route the paperwork takes once it leaves your office.]


[3D’s staying independent too, right?]


[Yeah, no way is 3D answering to anyone but you and me,] he affirmed.  [I think the cabinet would choke if they knew how big a budget 3D has,] he added with an audible laugh.   [But you can’t innovate without spending lots of credits.  Speaking of 3D, anything to pass along?]


[Nothing worth you coming to visit,] she replied.  [Still working on the same projects, and nothing new to report.]

Cybi interjected herself into their private communion.  [I’m sorry to intrude, Jason, Myleena, but I thought you might want to know that Jyslin is about to begin the childbirth process,] she told them.  [My scanners are picking up the initial stages.  I calculate her water will break some time within the next three hours.]

Jason gave an audible cry of happiness, jumping up out of his chair.  [Alright, finally!] he threw into the biogenic network, but doing it publicly...and since Jason had complete access to all aspects of the network, it caused everyone connected to the network to hear him.  He laughed again when he got a few thousand mystified responses.  [Sorry all, got excited.  But Jyslin’s going to start labor in a few hours, guys.  The twins will be born sometime tonight or early tomorrow!]


[And when were you going to tell me that, baby?] Jyslin asked archly as the entire biogenic network blew up with excited chatter, which made him laugh again.


[Cybi just told me, I thought she told you first,] he answered.  [She said that you just started the, well, whatever it is Faey women do before they give birth.  She said your water will break sometime in the next three hours.  So we’re almost there, love!  You wanna go to the annex right now, or wait a bit?]


[I’m not feeling anything here, but we’ll head for the annex when you get home.  You call Dahnai and tell her, I’ll spread the word to anyone who didn’t hear that,] she told him archly.

[You always say that the mother’s the last to know.  I was just proving your point,] he told her flippantly.  Let me out, girls, he called as he buttoned up his office.  [I’ll be home in fifteen minutes tops.]


[Alright, we’ll be ready.]

Jason almost skipped out when the door opened.  “Chirk, send it over to Yeri’s office that they don’t give the official release until the twins are born,” he told her.  “But they can tell the Confederate Council that Jyslin’s going to be delivering late tonight or early tomorrow our time.  Oh, since the Kirri Council is here on Karis, you can have Yeri go ahead and tell them now, since they’re gonna hear about it anyway,” he added.  “Zaa and Denfather Grun are over in Jaxtra, get word to them, I’m sure they’ll want to come to the annex.  As far as business goes, unless it deals with the imminent explosion of the sun, I don’t want to hear about it until at least four hours after the twins are born,” he declared, to which Chirk nodded.


It was very relaxed and orderly, mainly because there was no sense of urgency.  Jyslin had plenty of time before her water even broke, and her labor wouldn’t start until after that.  When Jason arrived back home, all the kids were assembled, a TSV-50 was hovering overhead waiting to land in the water to carry all of them to the annex, along with four escorting Wolf fighters, and the girls on the strip were starting to assemble.  Ayama and Surin were packing food in carrying trays, the supper they’d been cooking for Jason and Dahnai’s families, and they weren’t about to let it go to waste.  Tim and Symone were coming out of their house with Lyra in a hovercarriage, and both gave Jason a big hug when he got to the deck.  Looks like everything’s under control, he sent in relief.

Ayama had a checklist, Tim noted as Ayama scurried past them carrying several large containers towards the dock.  Much more organized than when she had Rann, he added with a chuckle.


Ayama’s checklist got everyone on the fairly large passenger transport, the guards taking over herding the kids.  Jyslin still was showing no indication that she was close, and walked into the annex on her own when the transport landed on the big pad by the building.  There was quite a crowd of house members outside, cheering as Jyslin appeared, and she waved to them as she entered.  As soon as she on the other side of the door, however, Songa was there to take charge.  She put Jyslin in a hoverchair and had her carted up to the room that would serve as her waiting room, delivery room, and recovery room all in one.  This room was much bigger than Dahnai’s, mainly because it had a lot more people in it.  All the older kids were in the room—she was Mommy Jyslin after all—as well as all the strip girls, Luke, Mike, and Jenn and Erinn had managed to sneak aboard the transport.  The two male Generations were good friends with just about all the girls on the strip.  Not all of them would get to stay in the room for the delivery, however.  Only Jyslin’s immediate family and Dahnai’s immediate family would get to stay.  More and more people arrived to visit with Jyslin as they waited for Dahnai, Denmother and Denfather arriving with Miaari’s parents, Miaari, and Kemaari, joining the group inside the waiting room.  To Jason’s surprise, the entire Kirri Council also arrived to celebrate the birth.  The Kirri took pregnancy and childbirth very seriously, so it wasn’t really much of a surprise that they would drop everything and come see Jyslin even as they recovered from their jack implantation procedures.


Krirara was very proud of the metal jack rim on the left side of her head, just under and behind her left ear, her fur trimmed around it so stray hairs wouldn’t get caught in the plug when she’d get to plug in an interface.  Jason had to regard it a little bit when she wished Jyslin a speedy delivery, musing that she would be lucky that the interface’s bonding ability wouldn’t rub the fur off her head, if she opted for the interface rather than the wrist unit.  It could bond to the skin through the fur without compressing it.

What?


Just pondering if you’ll go with an interface or a wrist unit.


Both, she replied easily.  The wrist unit I’ll use at home since I don’t have to have it on me, and I’ll use the interface unit when I’m out and about.


That’s fairly clever, Jason noted.  But you might have to hook up your unit to a signal amplifier to give it house-wide coverage, if you’re just gonna leave it sitting on a table or something.


I have one of those already as well, she affirmed with a slight smile.


That is a fairly good idea, Jason mused as he thought about her idea.  I might talk to Myli about producing a software update that allows any standard vidlink to serve as an interface.  We’d just need to produce the transceivers, and that way people wouldn’t have to wear an interface all the time if they didn’t want to.  Though, it’s much less of an issue for people without fur, he sent with a sly look at Krirara.  Hell, I’ve worn this thing for so long it almost feels like a part of me, he added, touching his gestalt.

Dahnai arrived while the Kirri Council was still visiting, marching in with her kids, Kellin, Saelle, and Evin in tow.  “Where are you at, Jys?” she asked as soon as she was in the room.


“Water hasn’t broke yet,” she replied with a smile, taking Dahnai’s hand.  “Just waiting for this show to get moving, that’s all.”


“Ayama brought dinner for you guys,” Tim said.


“We saw her out in the waiting area with a portable food warmer,” she chuckled.


It was nearly a party in the room, at least until Jyslin’s water broke.  Songa hustled all of them out of the room to give her an initial assessment, which Jason used as an excuse to get something to eat.  Jason, Dahnai, and Krirara sat at a table out in the main area sharing Ayama’s cooking and talking a little politics while they waited for Songa to let them back into the room, and she limited the room to immediate family once she let them back in.  Two doctors attended Jyslin as she quickly started labor, Rann and Shya all but competing with the adults for space by her bed as they supported her through the contractions.  Rann had Amber cradled in his arms; not even their tiny vulpar was going to miss this.

Jyslin had had a very short labor when she had Rann, barely an hour, but she wasn’t so lucky the second time.  Five hours she suffered through the contractions, nearly breaking Jason’s hand twice when she unexpectedly clamped down on it when it was in an awkward position.  Songa and her assistant remained by her bed, and when they checked her dilation and timed the contractions, Songa declared that Jyslin would start giving birth on the next contraction.  This is it, love, Jason sent reassuringly, stroking her sweaty auburn hair from her face.  You ready?


I’m ready for this to be over, she replied with her teeth clenched, closing her eyes.  Let’s do this.  “And no more sending from here,” she said aloud, looking mainly at Rann.  “Remember, the babies will probably be sensitive to sending.  Let’s not disturb them once they’re born.”

Once it started, however, it moved along at a very fast pace.  Barely four minutes after she began her birthing contraction, Songa was lifting a very cranky newborn from the bottom of the birthing bed.  The baby had Jason’s skin, pointed ears, and had Jyslin’s dark red hair—at least Jason assumed so since it was wet.  The assistant checked Jyslin’s stomach with a sensor as Songa took the infant over to the nearby table and touched a scanner to her foot.  “Perfectly healthy,” she declared, looking back at them.  “Which one is she?”


“That’s Siyae,” Jyslin panted.


“Symone, you can come clean her up while we deliver Bethany,” Songa ordered.  Symone grinned and rushed right over, and she started cleaning Siyae up as Songa returned to her position to accept the second baby.


Ten minutes later, a carbon copy of Siyae was in Songa’s gloved hands, which wasn’t a surprise since they were identical twins.  Songa took her over to the exam station as the assistant helped deliver out the afterbirth, and Songa turned to look back at them.  “Also perfectly healthy,” she announced.  “Just give us a few moments, Jys.  Rest a little bit, dear, it’s almost over.  You did very well.”


“I do have a little experience,” she chuckled wearily as Tim kissed her forehead.  Symone brought over a now dry and resting Siyae, and Jason was right that her hair was almost exactly the same shade as Jyslin’s, that lovely auburn, she had Jason’s skin color, and so much of Jyslin’s face was in Siyae that there was absolutely no doubt who her mother was.  Jason could sense his bloodline in her as well, the mark of a Generation.  Jason took her from Songa and marveled at his tiny daughter for just a brief moment, then carefully handed her down to Jyslin.  She held Siyae as she delivered out the afterbirth, and the assistant cleaned her up as Songa brought over Bethany.  Again, Jason held his newborn baby girl, who was still crying, but she stopped crying almost unnaturally fast once she was in Jason’s arms.  Brilliant blue eyes looked up into his, the color of the Caribbean sea, and she yawned a little bit.  Jason set her very carefully on Jyslin’s breast, and she looked like the happiest woman in the world with her two healthy newborn daughters cuddled up to her.  She looked down at them with love and wonder, then smiled up at them all as Tim put a finger to his interface.


“Show them off to the whole house, baby,” Tim declared with a grin as he activated the camera in his interface.


“These are Duchesses Siyae and Bethany Karinne,” she proclaimed, nudging them in turn as she gave their names.  “Our twin daughters.”


Amber gave a little yip, and there was a muted roar of cheering from beyond the door as Jyslin’s proclamation and real-time video of her with her babies was broadcast over Civnet.  Jason leaned down and kissed Jyslin tenderly on the lips, then put a gentle hand on Bethany.  Though they were identical, Jason could already tell them apart because of the unique aspects of their minds.  Rann held Amber close to Siyae, and the little vulpar sniffed curiously at the swaddled newborn.  She then licked Siyae’s face, which made the baby wriggle a bit…but she certainly didn’t seem to mind it.  “I’m glad you like them, Amber,” Jyslin smiled.  “I’m positive they’re going to love you.”

Songa opened the room to all visitors, and Jyslin all but held court as friends filed in and out to see the babies.  The strip girls gushed over them, albeit quietly since the babies had fallen asleep after their very trying little experience, the kids asked all kinds of questions, and Krirara and the Kirri Council almost looked like they wanted to steal the newborns, they were so ecstatic over their birth.  Tim took a bunch of video and still pictures with his interface, spreading them all over Civnet, at least until Songa had had enough and kicked almost everyone out.  “I’ll take the newborns for their first extensive exam, dear,” Songa declared as an aide brought in a hovercrib.  “Then it’ll be your turn.  After the exam, it’s up to you what you want to do.  If you want to rest a little before going back home, that’s fine, but you’ll be clear to go back home if you don’t.”


“I’d rather rest in my own bed, Doctor,” she declared. “I’m not as weak as Symone,” she added, grinning at her amu dozei.


“Keep talking, bitch,” Symone threatened with a grin.

“In that case, you’ll be on a skimmer heading home in about an hour, dear,” Songa predicted.  “Get some rest while we run the newborns over to the scanning theater for an indepth sensor scan and exam.  You’ll be after them, then we’ll get you all ready to go back to the strip.”


“Sounds like a plan, Songa,” Jyslin nodded.  “And now that the birth is over, I could really use a painkiller,” she said hopefully.

Songa chuckled.  “I’ll turn on the pain inhibitor in the bed, it should take some of the bite off,” she replied.  Pain inhibitor fields didn’t penetrate very deeply into a body, so for something like the pain after childbirth, they could only reduce the pain Jyslin was feeling.  Drugs were usually the prescribed course of action for pain felt deep inside the body.  But for something like a skin laceration or a burn, they were awesome.  “I’ll have a prescription filled for you once you’re out of it.”


“Kinda makes you wonder why you don’t turn that on during childbirth,” Tim pondered, looking at Dahnai.


“Because it’s not natural,” Dahnai answered firmly.  “A woman would never do anything against the natural course unless the health of her or the baby was on the line, you dink.”


“Well, guess that makes you more of a man than me.  I’d demand painkillers if I was in that position.”


“Which proves why men are the weaker sex,” Dahnai declared with a smile.


Jyslin managed a brief dozing nap once the pain inhibitor field was on, resting somewhat comfortably after the ordeal of delivering the twins.  Jason stayed with her as Dahnai and the others drifted in and out of the room to talk to friends and family outside, but also giving Jason and Jyslin a few moments of privacy, even if Jyslin was sleeping through it.


It was Jason’s turn to show off the newborns once they came back from the exam with a clean bill of health.  They stayed in the hovercrib, a directional holoscreen over the top that allowed them to look in but made it dark enough inside for the infants to sleep without being bothered by changing light. Everyone did whisper, however, since the system did nothing to muffle sound.  A tentative low-power sending proved that both newborns were sensitive to sending, so that took sending off the table until that sensitivity faded, at least if they didn’t want to wake up the babies.  Everyone gathered around the hovercrib and admired Jason’s two new daughters, who were sleeping peacefully and looked totally beautiful, very nearly angelic in their little red swaddling blankets, which were actually sophisticated pieces of technology that kept the babies at a perfect temperature.

“They’re so tiny,” Kyri breathed as she stood up on her tiptoes, looking over the edge of the floating crib with amazed eyes.  “Even smaller than Lyra was when she was born.”


“They had to share space inside Mommy Jyslin’s tummy, where Lyra didn’t,” Jason said artfully.  They were a smaller than Lyra had been, but to be fair to Lyra, she’d been a big newborn.


Amber squirmed a bit in Rann’s arms, then she dropped down into the crib, curled up at the feet of the twins, and promptly fell asleep.  That made Jason laugh softly.  Amber was ever the opportunist, and she saw the perfect place to both sleep on a soft bed and get all kinds of attention at the same time.  Jason stopped Rann from trying to fish her out.  “She’s sleepy, pips, just let her sleep,” he told his son.  “She’s usually not awake this time of night.  It’s nearly 2400, after all.  I’m surprised you’re not falling asleep yourself, it’s way past your bedtime.”


“I’m too excited to sleep, Daddy,” Rann replied.  “But I am a little tired.”


Jason looked around and saw that Amber wasn’t the only one taking advantage of a soft cushion to get a quick nap.  Zachary and Sora were sleeping on one of the couches, and on another couch, Latoiya was sleeping with her head in Temika’s lap while Jari slept on the other side of her, leaning against Temika’s side.  “I think we’d better pack everyone up and get them home, girls,” he declared, looking at Jari.  “The kids are starting to fall over.”

“We’re just waiting for Jys, babes,” Myleena said, her hand on Danelle’s shoulder as she looked into the crib.


Once Jyslin was cleared by Songa to leave, they took the infants out into the waiting room and let the large group there take turns admiring them in their crib, but not too long since Jyslin was tired.  Everyone got their chance to look at the babies, however, which created a pretty curious sight as Zaa and Krirara stood side by side by the crib, which gave Jason a chance to compare both how similar and how different the two species were in their appearance. They had the same basic body shape, both had muzzles and animal ears and tails, but the radical difference in their legs and fur color made them quite strikingly different.


Despite the late hour, there was an even larger crowd outside the annex, which caused Aya to call in a skimmer to pick them up from the roof and take them home.  Jason helped Aya lock the crib into an anchor as Jyslin was helped into the seat beside it by Tim and Symone, then he took a seat by his wife.  [Better tell that crowd we’ve left, Songa,] he communed to her interface rather than send, to avoid disturbing the newborns.  [They might stay out there all night if you don’t.]

[Now I see why you left by the rooftop.  Coward,] she accused in reply.


[You’re the one that always reminds me that the annex is sovereign territory.  Well, woman, go be sovereign.]

It was just past midnight when they finally got home.  Ayama had made them a light meal, which Jyslin was more than happy to wolf down after they installed the newborns in the crib in their nursery.  Jason activated the sensors and other child-monitoring features in the room now that the twins were using.  If one of them cried or was in distress during the night, the sensors would warn them and they’d respond.  Tim and Symone only stayed a few moments before heading back to their house to put Lyra in her own bed.  Rann and Shya barely lasted ten minutes once they were home, crashing hard after all the excitement, to the point where Ayama had to put them to bed.  That left Jason and Jyslin alone in the nursery, looking down at their infant daughters.  Jyslin had a look only a mother could have, a look of pure love and contentment as she looked down at Bethany and Siyae.  Jason held her against him with his arm, as much supporting as anything else, since she was very tired.  They’re so beautiful, she sent in a way the twins couldn’t hear, since Jason and Jyslin were touching.  A sending at that level couldn’t even be heard by a listener.


They look just like you, love, of course they’re beautiful.

She gave him a loving glance, then kissed him.  We’re almost a third of the way there, she told him


To what?


To how many kids with you I want, she replied with a smile.  I’m aiming for ten, but seven is a more realistic goal.

Jason laughed.  Are you sure you can handle seven kids, love?


Of course I can, I’m the Duchess of Karis, she replied with insincere haughtiness.  Besides, that’s what friends are for.  Free babysitters.


They have their own kids.  And if I’m not mistaken, we might have a few more, he noted.  I think Sheleese might be pregnant.


Did she tell you?


No, just call it a hunch, he replied.  All the strip girls are trying to get pregnant again, so even if I’m wrong, it’s certainly not because Sheleese isn’t trying.

Jyslin flashed him a weary but impish grin.  Sheleese wants your baby next, she warned.

She still won’t let that go, will she?


Nope, Jyslin affirmed.  I’m sure you’ll enjoy her determination, she added flirtingly.


I’ll enjoy your determination more, he told her, which made her giggle.


Well, now that I have blackmail material, you can help me to bed, love.  I’m sore and exhausted, and I think I need to get as much rest as I can.  Two babies means getting woke up twice as often, she fretted.


We’ll see how it goes.  Bryn said that Riza and Miza always woke up at the same time to nurse, so it wasn’t all that bad.

Jyslin yawned.  Alright, love, take me to the bedroom.  I have got to get some sleep.


I guess I’ll let you, he sent playfully as he physically picked her up, which made her gasp.  She wrapped her arms around him, they both looked down one more time at their daughters, and certain that they were sleeping and comfortable, Jason turned and carried his wife to her well deserved rest.
