Chapter 7
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Brista,26 Romaa, year 1329 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Three Hills Golf Course and Country Club, Karsa, Karis

He had no idea how he let Yila talk him into this.

Jason Karinne may be a noble, but he was no golfer.  Golf was the current rage among Faey nobles, who had discovered it almost by accident on visits to Terra, and Yila had become addicted to it.  She’d even had a PGA-level course built on her private island back on Draconis, which cost her some 21 million credits, and all for her personal use and enjoyment.  Somehow, in a moment of weakness, Jason had agreed to go with her, Dahnai, and Imperator Enva of the Sha’i-ree to golf at the most upscale of the country clubs in Karis, which was only about two kathra from the strip.  Jason had a membership to the club, but he didn’t use it to play golf.  The club was where he played racquetball, and it was also where Rann’s peewee league played its home baseball games, on the baseball diamond on the property.  The club was the official sponsor of Rann’s team.  The club was very big and sprawling because they had facilities for most every leisure sport played by the many species on Karis, from a baseball diamond to a shiziki field, from racquetball to Makati grabra, from tennis to Ujjo mektik.  There were almost too many leisure sports for one club to cater to, which was why most clubs didn’t.  Most clubs used generic fields where closely related sports could be played, like how bachi and Terran lacrosse were related, or cricket and shiziki were somewhat similar, or tennis and mektik were similar.  A racquetball court could easily be converted to play grabra just by putting a few different boundary lines on the floor and installing a hard shield that served as the divider wall between the teams.  A badminton court could easily be converted to a Subrian aibra court by lowering the net to waist height and using the wider court markings.


Golf, however, was somewhat unique.  There was only one game that was even remotely similar to golf in the Confederation, Skaa di’jran, and it didn’t use clubs.  It was more like disc golf but using a ball, where the players had to advance a ball from the start point to a goal basket by hitting it with their tail…just not off the ground.  The player picked the ball up, lobbed it in the air like a baseball coach at the plate hitting practice balls to fielders, then tail-smacked it with their heavy, muscular, powerful tails down the course.


Needless to say, di’jran wasn’t exactly a game that any species could easily play.  But, a golf course could easily be used to play di’jran for Skaa, and most every course on Karis was dual-use.  All they had to do was mount a goal basket pole past the green, which doubled as a scoring stand for both golfers and di’jran players so they could fill out their score cards, and boom.  A course was now dual purpose, able to cater to both golfers and di’jran players.  Di’jran balls weren’t so large or heavy that they tore up the golf course when they landed, they were made out of a very light yet very strong wood indigenous to the Skaa homeworld, so most country clubs didn’t mind at all making their courses dual use.  Golfers did way more damage with their clubs burrowing divots out of the ground than Skaa players did when their di’jran balls landed on the fairways.

This wasn’t the first time Jason had golfed, mainly because of Kumi…also thanks to fucking Yila, who had gotten her into it.  Kumi was also a “serious” casual golfer, and she could be annoying when she wanted a partner to play a round with.  Most of the leisure time he spent with Kumi lately was on a golf course.  He did own his own set of golf clubs, and he had just enough practice from the times Yila and Kumi had managed to drag him out to play golf to be able to hit the ball on the first try and make it go in the general direction of the green.   But he was not good at it.  He’d have a handicap of like eighty if he played seriously. Any time Jason scored a double bogey on a hole, he considered that a moral victory. Dahnai had lately started getting into the game, since it had become the latest fad for nobles in her court, and Yila, that treacherous bitch, was pushing her more and more into it.  Dahnai had gotten to the point that any time she visited Terra or Karis, she brought her golf clubs.


Much to his surprise, Enva was no novice to the game.  She definitely stood out, wearing nothing but golf shoes and ankle socks, but after the very first swing, he saw that she was going to give Yila a run for her money.  Dahnai had invited Enva not to continue trying to schmooze her over some trade deal, but because the two of them had developed an honest friendship, and she had enough pull with Jason to get her onto Karis when there wasn’t a summit.  He could see why, Enva was very smart, wickedly funny, and since she was Sha’i-ree, she was worldly enough to enjoy hanging around Faey, whose women had somewhat similar cultural and sociological views.  Much as Jason hung out with Kreel and Krirara, Dahnai had started hanging out with Enva, and in that respect, Jason was all for it.  He wanted the members of the Confederation to develop these personal relationships, since it would help keep everything all nice and peaceful once the need for the Confederation to exist was over and done with.  It was nothing but a good thing when rulers asked other rules over for purely social visits.


And, since Enva was hanging out with Dahnai, it meant that Jason got pulled into their visits whenever Dahnai was on Karis, so he was starting to at least admit that he could call Enva a passing friend.  But, to be fair, Dahnai got pulled into his adventures with Kreel and Krirara.


“Nice shot,” Dahnai said in appreciation as Enva’s ball bounced down the middle of the fairway of the third hole, a fairly straight, long par four, and came to a stop about twenty yards past a fairly large sand bunker.

“It could have been longer,” she said liltingly, which made Yila frown a bit.  Yila was way too competitive to let Enva beat her in golf.  Or anything else, for that matter.  Enva brushed her platinum hair out of her face and leaned down to pick up her tee, her tail swishing up over her body.  Jason was almost surprised she didn’t turn so she could show Jason everything under her tail.


It wasn’t just the four of them at the tee, however.  Behind them, Cyra, Cyvanne, Cynna, and Cylan stood wearing goofy golf attire, Cylan in a silly tasseled hat and god-awful orange pleated pants, embracing the creative license that golfers had wearing tacky clothes on the links, waiting for their turn.  They weren’t playing with them, however, because the bionoids were just too good when they didn’t restrict themselves.  The CBIMs could master muscle memory tasks with minimal practice because they were computers instead of people, fully exploiting the fact that the bionoids were machines, and thus could exactly reproduce complex movements with robotic precision…like a golf swing.  That meant that Cylan went from barely being able to hit the ball to driving it 240 yards straight down the fairway with every swing in a matter of hours.  The four of them had went from novices to no handicap pro-level players, which was purely them being CBIMs.  People driving bionoids couldn’t pull that off, since it was still their analog brains controlling those digital bodies, so the mechanical body mimicked the controlling brain’s ability to control the biological body.  After all, skills like hand-eye coordination and physical abilities like running, jumping, swinging a baseball bat, and so on were skills of the mind as much as the body, the mind telling the body exactly how to move to achieve the desired goal.  The bionoid bodies did make it much easier for drivers to control them because of their mechanical perfection, and they could greatly improve those skills by practicing in the bionoid body to train their brain how to gain a mastery over the bionoid they couldn’t with their biological bodies, but the ability to control that perfection was still limited by the driver’s ability to control his or her physical body.  The CBIMs had the advantage of being able to control every single little nuance of the movement of their bionoid bodies in detail, able to perfectly duplicate a series of movements with robotic precision, which meant that Cylan could perfect his swing just by analyzing a pro swing and figuring out how to do that himself.  Cynna and Cylan enjoyed playing golf—yet another way the CBIMs showed their individuality—and Cyra and Cyvanne were more or less along for the ride, so they were playing in their own foursome, waiting for the four of them to play the hole so they could get their birdies or eagles and wait for them at the next hole.


Their presence with the foursome did change things a tiny bit, since it was Enva’s first exposure to the CBIMs in bionoid bodies outside of council chambers.  They’d all met Cybi and Cyra’s bionoids during the summit, and now Enva got to see the other CBIMs in the pseudo-flesh.  She’d talked to the CBIMs as holograms before, as much as any other ruler, but again that was mainly Cybi and Cyra.  Cybi and Cyra handled most of the council-related work among the CBIMs, with the other CBIMs only rarely doing something like filling in for Jason in a council session after they went through diplomatic training.  At first, Enva wasn’t quite sure how to handle the bionoids, not sure if she should treat them like people or like machines, but Jason had told her to treat them the same way she treated the CBIMs when they were in hologram form, and that seemed to be sinking in a little bit.


Enva also got to experience the different personalities of the four CBIMs, because Cyvanne subtly heckled Jason as he tried to tee off by talking loudly, then giving him a smirk when he stared in her direction.  She faked a loud sneeze as he raised his club to swing, which made Dahnai and Yila laugh, and he pointed the head of his driver at her.  “Watch it, missy.  I can pull your plug, you know,” he warned.


“You have to get past my army to do that, Jason,” she replied sweetly, winking at him.


“He doesn’t need your help to be any worse at this game than he already is, Cyvanne.  Be nice,” Cyra added with a sly smile, which made the three ladies behind him explode into laughter.


“Keep talking, bitch, I can pull your plug, too.”


“And bring the entire continent down with me,” she teased.


“Some things are worth it,” he retorted.  “Now hush.”


He didn’t do terribly with his tee shot, only putting it into the first cut of rough off the fairway…which for him was a pretty good tee shot.  But he did put it a good ten yards past Enva’s perfect down-the-middle shot, so he had that much going for him.


“Not bad for you,” Cyvanne teased.


“Why don’t you turn on your limiter when you tee off and we’ll see how well you do?” he challenged, referring to the limiter in her bionoid that restricted her ability to control it to organic norms.  It introduced a margin of error in her actions that made her not the ultimate perfect golfer, or basketball player, and so on and so on.  It was based on the limiter software Cylan had made for himself to play Vanguard, introducing a “human” margin for error in his game play and restricting his reaction time and hand-eye coordination to Faey limits.

“But then I couldn’t lord it over you how bad you are at golf compared to me,” she replied innocently.


“Well, if we’re gonna do this no holds barred, alright then,” he said, turning and looking down the fairway and activating his gestalt, then he accessed the biogenic network for a little bit more boost, to get enough range to do what he was about to do.  Far down the fairway, his golf ball rose up form the rough and soared through the air, then landed on the green just feet from the hole.


“No cheating, Jayce!” Dahnai protested.


“That’s my second shot.  The rules say that any movement of the ball counts as a stroke, so there’s my stroke.”


“The rules also say no telekinesis,” Yila pointed out.  That was a real rule, added not long after Faey started competing in PGA tournaments as a pre-emptive strike against a telekinetic Faey using their ability to “massage the ball.”  Similar rules were in effect in nearly every professional organized sport on Terra where telekinesis might give a player an unfair advantage…so virtually all of them..


“That’s PGA rules.  This is Karis rules,” he said airily.  “Cyvanne using her limiter should be a rule too.”

“See what you started, Cyvanne?” Cylan complained.  “Now he’s going to hold us all up bickering over this.”


Dahnai spluttered and then burst out laughing when Jason leveled a hostile look at the Kirgan CBIM.


“I saw where the ball landed.  I’ll put it back,” Cyra declared.  Far down the fairway, a small maintenance drone used by the golf course to repair divots flew in, picked up Jason’s ball, and returned it to its original spot.  “But I say he should be penalized a stroke, if only for being a brat.”

“Yeah, add another stroke to my 140, like I care,” he said flippantly.


“My, someone’s immature today,” Cyvanne teased.


“You started this,” he shot back.


“But I’m still a child, Jason,” she protested lightly.  “I’m barely two years old!  I’m allowed to be an immature brat!  What’s your excuse?”


“Oh, push off,” he snapped, which made all of them laugh.


“Cyvanne, I had no idea you were this naughty,” Enva noted with a playful smile.


“They make me act like a CBIM when I’m attending council.  You’re seeing me with my hair down, Enva,” she replied with a grin, pointing at Cyra.


“When did I become the mean old lady here?” Cyra protested.


“Cybi’s not here, so you’re the next best thing,” Cyvanne teased.  “You’re the second oldest.”


“I’m only four!”


“That’s two times older than me.”


“And to think that if we have a disaster, she’ll be the one in charge of the entire planet.  We’re doomed,” Jason lamented, then danced away when Cyvanne threatened to smack him on the shoulder.


Yila was a bit distracted as they walked down the course with their club bags on a hovercaddy following them—Yila was a purist, she didn’t use a golf cart—and she seemed a bit distracted.  Dahnai was away, so they waited for her to make her shot.  I just got a message from Rook, she sent to Jason.  They just certified the moleculartronic bionoids.  They’re ready to go.


I take it you just ordered your factory to start production?


Yes I did, she nodded.


Mine better be the first one off the line, Dahnai noted as she admired her shot, which landed in the first cut of rough about 60 yards from the green.


Yours will be the second one off the line.  Mine is first.  My factory, my rules, Yila replied cheekily.  Well, actually, yours will be fifth off the line.  I’m making four bionoids for myself.  I’m gonna put two of them on other planet holdings, one will be kept at home for me to send where I need it, and one will be placed at my retreat on Draconis so I can enjoy little breaks.  It’s almost gonna be too tempting being able to just jump into a bionoid and play around for a half hour while waiting in the office for something.


Tell me about it, Dahnai agreed with a chuckle.  Three times yesterday, I merged to my macro bionoid they built for me for the Syndicate summit.  It’s weirdly fun being that tall. And I spent nearly two hours merged to the normal-sized bionoid Rook built for me.  Best twenty thousand credits I ever spent.


You are going to make so much money off those things, Yila, Enva noted dryly.  Enva was a very powerful telepath, easily on par with an Imperial Marine and very nearly as strong as Dahnai, and the lurking power rippling under her sending made that abundantly clear.  For the last two or three months, Enva had been training under Imperial Guard telepath instructors to fully develop her abilities, a personal gift from Dahnai.  Dahnai had dispatched one of her instructors to the Sha’i-ree capitol, known simply as Homeworld, to train Enva.  Telepathy wasn’t quite so common among the Sha’i-ree, so they weren’t quite so advanced in telepathic arts as the Faey.  And when will I get mine?

When you tell me you want one.


Well, I want one.


Then it’ll be delivered to your compound on homeworld as soon as it’s built.  Free of charge.


Jason snorted audibly.  Careful, Enva.  Nothing with Yila is ever as free as it looks.


Oh hush, you silly man, Yila chastised him.  It’s Sha’i-ree custom to give gifts to your friends.


You don’t have any friends.  All you have are family and marks…and your family are also marks.  I wouldn’t be surprised if you swindle your husband out of his allowance and make Dara buy her own bachi sticks with what she scams off the other kids in her school..


Oh ha, ha, ha, she retorted as Dahnai snickered.


“I think we’re being left out, guys,” Cyvanne noted.


“You’re just missing Jason being as much of a brat in sending as he is every other way,” Yila said cuttingly.  “And I wasn’t discussing anything you four probably didn’t already know.”


“Rook certified the moleculartronic bionoids,” Cylan murmured.


“It’s so hard to keep a secret on this planet,” Yila said with a smile.


“Rook is more or less one of us, Yila, even if he’s not a CBIM,” Cyra told her lightly.  “He’s like our little brother, and Coma is our teenage sister.”

“And now you know that even computers can be smugly superior,” Jason noted.


“Jason dear, we have more reason to be smugly superior than you ever will,” Cyvanne teased.


“Girl, you are turning into one serious bitch,” Jason retorted.


The golf game actually wasn’t that bad, mainly because Jason sniped with Cyvanne the entire round, which highly amused everyone else and kept his mind off how bad he was at it.  Jason was too competitive to not be embarrassed by how badly the others beat him, nearly to the point where he was about to start taking lessons just to be less sucky.  He picked up his guards at the clubhouse, put his armor back on, and headed back to the office, meaning to get as much paperwork done before the council meeting this afternoon.  The council meeting would be boring for him, since it was just them talking about the Syndicate forces.

He looked at a hologram showing their positions.  They’d spread almost completely through the Strands of Trelle, some 8,436 different groups of ships ranging in numbers from lone destroyers to one group that had 400 ships in it, each at a star in the Strands that their own maps had shown had promising features, such as potential life-sustaining planets or heavy mineral deposits, or having unusual astronomical features.  The bulk of their forces were still at Oasis, nearly 10,000 ships, and the rest of them were scattered across the entire Strands.


For the last 20 days, the Syndicate had behaved.  They gave the CCM a daily briefing warning them of exactly where their ships were, where they planned to go in the next 30 hours, and how many ships would be going there, and thus far, they had adhered to those schedules to the letter.  They had given the CCM not a single reason to make a single move against them, and had even been sharing the scientific data they’d been collecting from the systems in the Strands they were investigating with each conference. They had further relayed that Fleet Commander Sha Ra had ordered that the fleet would be reassembling at Oasis and preparing for its return to Andromeda in 11 days.

Andromeda.  In his office, he brought up a holo of the quadrary supergiant system, which Zaa had decided to name Prakka (a Kimdori word that meant hunter’s blind) and saw that the Kimdori had moved pretty fast.  The salvaged battleship they were using as their base of operations was there in orbit around one of the five habitable moons, Moon E, the closest of the five habitable moons to the planet, and there was a small fleet of Kimdori battle cruisers already in the system, which were what they were using to bring in more equipment, supplies, and personnel.  There were also exploration teams on all five of the moons conducting extensive biological surveys to ensure the moons were safe for other species.  All five were well within human and Faey tolerance, so what they were checking was to make sure the moons didn’t have super-microbes that would sicken and kill all visitors War of the Worlds style.  The furthest habitable moon from the planet and the 23rd most distant moon overall out of a moon system of 61 satellites, Prakka 21-X, was the most Terran in its environment and the most habitable for Faey and Terrans, who had nearly identical environmental preferences.  Its average temperature was 58 shuki, which was almost the exact same average temperature as Terra, gravity .97, pressure .99, with an oxygen/nitrogen atmosphere about 4% richer in oxygen than Terra and no dangerous gases present.  Scans of the planet indicated that it had no heavy mineral deposits, but they wouldn’t be setting up mining operations there anyway.  Nothing about Prakka was going to be permanent, given it was located all but in the very heart of the enemy’s territory.

That was what was inside the system.  Outside of it, just at the edge of the natural interdiction effect, the derelict super-ship sat in deep space with several Kimdori military vessels close to it, enclosed in radiation shields and SCM modules.  It had taken literally every ship they could get over there to move that monster, to the point where they had tow in ships without drives to get enough engine power to jump that monstrosity, which the ships did from the inside. They lined up within the massive breach in the hull, secured themselves to it, then acted like jump engines for the super-ship and executed a synchronized jump to get it into hyperspace.  And with a hole 100 kathra in diameter and going all the way through the ship, there was more than enough room inside for all the towing ships to get inside.  Christ, there was enough room in there to house the entire KMS, including the Tianne.  The thing was beyond massive, a spherical Death Star style super-ship with a diameter of 2,230 kathra, which was 1,115 miles or about 2,500 kilometers or so.  It was the half the size of Terra’s moon (which has a diameter of about 2,100 miles), and it had a gigantic hole right through the middle of it, created by a weapon of such unspeakable, unfathomable power that Jason still hadn’t figured out what could have caused it.  That hole was some 100 kathra across…a hole 50 miles in diameter, and it was almost eerily neat.  Whatever had done it had melted a 100 kathra wide hole through the exact center of the ship, no doubt aimed at its gravimetric center where no doubt the main power plant was located, and had melted a hole so neatly through the ship that the edges of that hole were not jagged.  There were no bulkheads extending out into the hole, no pipes or datalines or wires.  It was almost as if some gigantic titan had neatly cored the ship like an apple using a cauterizing scalpel, leaving the edges of that hole within the ship smooth and almost surgically neat.

Plans had been made, and they were executing them right now.  There were nearly 14,000 Karinnes and Kimdori on that ship at that very moment conducting inspections and preparing the ship for conversion, and they had a laundry list of things to do before the ship was ready.  Military ships and two KT-2K freighters were sitting close to it, and they were holding most of the equipment and supplies they’d need to get the first phase of the work done.  Phase one was to install sufficient Karinne/Kimdori power generation infrastructure to power the engines they would install.  Phase two was the installation of those Hrathari translight drives, then they would bring the ship into the system and put it into the atmosphere at Prakka 21-H to pressurize the ship, kinda like dunking a sponge in a bucket of water to get the sponge wet.  They’d simply bring the ship down into the atmosphere with all its ports and hatches open in the sections they intended to use and let the atmosphere pressurize the interior of the ship, then close the hatches and take it back out of the atmosphere and put it in high orbit.  Phase three was the refitting of the ship to install life support equipment into the ship before that air ran out so a crew could operate in the ship without needing armor, and also start yanking out all the Syndicate tech in the sections they weren’t using.  They would use nothing from the Syndicate in the parts of the ship they’d use, would strip it of all their technology and equipment to study it and then refit the ship to make it viable, and would go through and do their best to remove as much Syndicate equipment from the sections they weren’t going to use to prevent something from turning itself on somehow and warn the Syndicate that they’d salvaged the ship.  Once that was done, the ship would wait until they could get it back to Karis, where they’d do the full refit inside and out, open the sections previously blocked off, and turn the ship into a fully functional spacefaring vessel whose main mission would be to act as a mobile fleet headquarters and large-scale base of operations, a mobile Kosigi, as it were.  It would be a support ship, like the carriers, not an attack ship.  Though, it would be armed and armored for its own defense and protection.

And when the war with the Syndicate was over, Jason would give that ship to Zaa.  So, they weren’t going to go too crazy refitting it, since they weren’t keeping it.  Zaa wanted it as a mobile base of operations for the exploration of other galaxies, sending out thousands of scout ships to explore entire galaxies in an efficient and systematic manner, and they’d need something suitably gigantic that would hold everything the expedition would need to do its job.


It wasn’t too much of a loss for the KMS, however.  Jason had already told Myri to try to capture at least two more of those super-ships, as intact as possible, and those were the ships that would become KMS vessels.


Why build them when they could just take a few from someone else that already did all that work for them?

And after the conference, Jason was going to be on that ship.  He’d already arranged it with Aya and Myri, and Zaa was going to join them.  He, Zaa, Miaari, Tim, Jyslin, Symone and enough guards to keep them safe would join members of the command staff led by Juma and Sioa that would be responsible for drawing up plans to board and take over one of the super-ships, and the group was going to jump over there on the Aegis as it escorted the third freighter over, tour the ship, and then come back.  It would be Jason’s first visit to Andromeda, and he was very much looking forward to seeing one of those giant super-ships from the inside.


There was one caveat, however.  None of them would be there in person, not even the guards.  They would all be in bionoids, and beyond that, Jason was taking his Benga-sized bionoid along as well and intended to use it, since it might actually come in handy given they’d be boarding a ship built for Benga.  All of them would be, even the guards, since Rook had built Benga-sized macro units over the last several days, one for each of the others who hadn’t had one.  Even Zaa would be in a macro bionoid, which Rook had built for her.  Kimdori were capable of something approaching a merge to a bionoid without a jack, but they needed some specialized equipment to do it, and they also didn’t have the full sensory experience.  They were more like the pilot in an exomech before they invented sensor mesh tech, able to see and hear and move the machine, but not feel it.

So, he was basically just killing time before the council session, and found himself with more time than he anticipated when he worked through the paperwork in his inbox.  He decided to play Vanguard for the hour or so he had before the council session, immersing himself in blissful anonymity behind his game avatar alter-ego, First Lieutenant Duke (he finally turned in his command points for a promotion, but didn’t turn in all of it, that would have put him at Major), but he put himself into the queue as a grunt instead of in a command slot, which was an option for anyone with command slots unlocked.  They didn’t have to play as an NCO or officer if they didn’t want to.  The last thing he wanted to do today was make even more decisions.  Cylan caught him jumping on and requested a team up, so they’d be placed into the same unit, so the two of them joined the Battle of Drossis IX, and both decided for a change of pace and queued as riggers instead of infantry.

When they spawned onto the map, he gave Cylan’s avatar, a much more customized unit than the one Jason used, a warning look.  [You better have your limiter on.]


[Of course I do, Jason.  I never cheat in Vanguard.  I don’t want to get banned.]


[So glad it has nothing do with honor or integrity, just a fear of getting caught,] he replied cheekily.


[You taught me well,] he replied lightly.


[So I did.  We on offense or defense?]


[Offense.  First wave, attacking the west flank,] Cylan replied after going over the mission specs and the orders sent down by the general.


“Saddle up, riggers!” the sergeant in the staging area boomed.


Jason and Cylan did just that, climbing up into their exomechs and settling into the cockpits as the doors closed.  Unfortunately they didn’t get queued into an open map, so they weren’t allowed to pick their exomechs.  Instead of a Gladiator or Juggernaut, both Jason and Cylan were piloting Faey Knight exomechs, their newest and most advanced mecha…and they weren’t too shabby in real life.  Jason had played around in one when they first came out, and he was fairly impressed, because it was the first Faey exomech purely designed around having a jack and piloting it from a merge, showing that the other empires were quickly starting to catch up to the Karinnes.  They were about four shakra taller than a Gladiator but a little lighter, a little more willowy, but that also made them insanely fast and agile.  They followed standard Faey battle tactics on the ground, and that was to be fast, nimble, mobile, have just enough armor to take a few hits, and carry a really, really big gun.


Of course, the game Knight’s controls were nothing like a real one, since it was a game, but they did get the size and handling characteristics right for the game version.  The game version used the standard exomech controls and HUD, used for all exomechs regardless of design to make it easier on the game riggers, so no matter what exomech a rigger was put into, its controls and heads-up displays were all the same.


“Knights.  Why did they patch a brand new mecha into this map?” Cylan complained a little as his mecha picked up its gun, an MPAC.  The brand new MC-221 MPAC, modeled after the real deal, at that.


“Because Dahnai no doubt bribed the game devs so she could show off the IAS’s newest mecha,” Jason replied lightly as he picked up his own weapon.


“Well, where are the Titans?”


“Yeah, Titans would totally unbalance this map for the attacker.  I think they could just step over the rock formations on the east side the defenders use as an anchor,” Jason chuckled.


“Well, since we’re attacking, I don’t see a problem with that,” Cylan replied easily.


Jason chuckled.  “Where did I go wrong with you, child?”


“Pretty much at birth,” he replied, which made Jason laugh.


Jason and Cylan enjoyed a good hour of good old fashioned male bonding, by blowing things up.  They were the only two riggers on their side that managed to get through the entire game without getting killed, though both of them did take some hits, and Jason felt pretty proud of himself over the fact that it was the two of them that were key to breaching the west shield by taking out the generator and giving their team a major advantage early in the game.  They even got to finish the game—they’d queued for a timed map given they only had an hour, the game was about seeing how far many points the offense could win in 45 minutes—so Jason was on time for the council meeting.

Usually Jason would blow off a meeting, but every ruler had attended every meeting since the Syndicate arrived, even the members of the Coalition, because Lorna gave them detailed reports about enemy fleet movements and activity and their own fleet readiness to make sure they had defenses in place in case they tried to invade.  Jason himself had his own part in today’s council, however.  So, when Lorna finished with her reports, the current gavel, an old friend and familiar face in Sk’Vrae, yielded the floor to him.  “We’ve finished the planning and development stages for the council bionoid project, but these will also include some basic security upgrades that Denmother Zaa insisted upon to allow us to discuss more sensitive information,” he began.  “Karinne technical teams should have already started visiting the capitol planet of every member of the Confederation to install new biogenic communications equipment in the interdictors that will allow council members to utilize biogenic commune as the system to system communication protocols for council meetings.  You’ll continue to use galactic crypto protocols, but you’ll be communicating with the comm node in the interdictor instead of the long-range crypto node at Terra, and the comm node will be doing the long distance communication.  That means that we won’t have to rely on galactic crypto for council meetings, and that will allow us to discuss more confidential information over normal meetings.  We won’t be discussing everything, anything marked as top secret or above will still require formal summits to discuss, but we’ll be able to discuss matters marked as confidential and secret information.

“And to pass it along, just a few hours ago, the moleculartronic bionoid project has been certified,” he continued.  “That means that the plan to utilize bionoids is moving forward.  By this time tomorrow Confederate standard time, bionoids for all the representatives of this council will be built for both Terra and Karis summit locations.  These bionoids will be linked back to you over the biogenic system we’re installing instead of standard long-distance gravband, which gives you real time access to the units, and they’ll be available to all members to use for official Confederate functions and personal activities.  In effect, friends, you’ll be able to merge to your bionoid on Terra from your capitol planet and attend council sessions, or meet with trade representatives, or even go catch a baseball game in New York City,” he shrugged.  “They won’t be restricted to only official diplomatic functions.  They will be made available to you to use for both business and pleasure, and provided free of cost as a service provided by the House of Karinne.

“But that’s Terra.  The bionoids that will be kept on Karis for summits here will have considerably more restrictions on how you use them.  The short of it is, you’ll have the chance to use the bionoids here, but only at scheduled times approved in advance by appointment through Secretary of State Yeri’s office and for specific reasons.  But, if you want to, say, visit the Painted Spires nature preserve here on Karis, or go shopping in the Karsa Trades District, you can schedule recreational access of your bionoid here.  Just expect the use of your bionoid and your movements on Karis to be tracked and overseen.  This is a restricted planet,” he reminded them.

“Just to fully inform you about the bionoids, understand this.  We take your privacy very seriously, and we will strive to provide you with a system of secure communication that even we Karinnes cannot access. The link between your merge pod and the bionoid will be encrypted even within the biogenic network, using your proprietary encryption protocols, and you will install those protocols on your own, without Karinne technicians being involved in any way.  You’ll be setting those up when we install the equipment you need to link to your bionoids.  The Karinnes are neutral in all things, and that includes providing you with secure and private communications that even we cannot access without your permission.

“For those of you who haven’t read over the project file we sent out, we’re making this change mainly in the interests in security, but also to provide additional convenience and comfort for those members of the council who can’t survive on Terra or Karis without support equipment.  Biogenic commune can’t be understood by anything but a biogenic unit, and that provides this council with a considerable upgrade in security.  Galactic crypto is formidable, but it’s not infallible.  That’s why the most sensitive information will still only be passed on to the council either in person or through the use of biogenic bionoids that will be located here on Karis, which have the highest levels of security. With this system, the only communication security that the member nations will be responsible for will be the security between the merge pod you’ll use and the interdictor holding the comm equipment.  If you feel that your own empire’s security may not be sufficient to keep that connection completely secure, the Moridon have graciously agreed to assist you, to help you set up a dedicated encrypted link and computer security protecting communication between the merge pod and the comm system used by your aides to sit in for you and the biogenic comm node for all our members.  I think everyone in this council can agree that the Moridon can set something up for you that’s all but uncrackable, and their honor is beyond reproach when it comes to protecting your privacy and internal security.”


Brayrak Kruu nodded elegantly.


“The moleculartronic bionoids will be built and ready for initial inspection tomorrow.  The biogenic bionoids for use here on Karis are already built and waiting.  Sometime in the next five standard hours, each of you should be receiving shipment of a merge pod to use for merging to the bionoids along with an installation team of Karinne and Moridon technicians to set it up for you and teach your engineers and computer specialists about its operation and security features.  This merge pod is very different from the commercial ones you’ve seen on the markets, it’s got a lot more security in it, and it will only allow the ruler for which it was designed to use it.  It’s already set up and hard-coded so only you can merge to your bionoids, and you can only do it from that merge pod.  It’s going to work exactly the same way as the merge simulation software we sent out to you.  You’ll need a couple of hours of actual practice in the bionoid itself to get the hang of it, but if you’ve been practicing with your simulation software, you won’t have any problems driving a bionoid.  Once the merge pod is installed and you’re ready to get some practice time in your bionoid, just send a message back to Secretary Yeri’s office and she’ll activate your bionoid for you so you can merge to it and get some practice.”

“We’re not completely phasing out meetings over crypto, are we?” someone asked.


“No, the bionoids are for summits and other important meetings,” Jason said with a shake of his head.  “Routine meetings will still be held over comm, just over the new biogenic comm instead of galactic crypto.  Everything else is going to work exactly the same.  I’m not the only ruler in this body that much prefers sending someone that made me mad to attend a meeting instead of coming myself,” he admitted, which caused quite a bit of laughter and some nods of agreement.  “I don’t have a timetable for when the merge pods and the installation teams will arrive.  As soon as they’re off the factory line and we’re sure they work, they’ll be immediately put on a freighter with an installation team and we’ll get them to your capitols and installed.”

“Everyone but mine,” Dahnai said, a bit smugly.  “They’ve already set mine up.”


“Everything but the moleculartronic bionoid,” he agreed.  “We’re initially only sending one merge pod, but if you want additional ones for other locations, like a vacation retreat, just let us know and we can get it set up.  Just remember that they can only be used at your capitol planet, because they rely on the biogenic comm link we’re installing in the interdictors to give them access to the biogenic network that connects them to the bionoid.  That link will only work for your capitol planet, but we won’t have any problems installing more than one merge pod in case you want to use your bionoid from an alternate location.”


“I was about to ask about that very thing, Jason,” Shakizarr chuckled.  “I’ll be contacting you about sending me three more merge pods.”


“We’ll get it set up, Shakizarr,” Jason promised.  “We can even put one in your personal yacht, but you can only use the biogenic link feature while it’s in orbit at your capitol planet.” 

“Then I’ll be asking for four,” he smiled.  “And can you set them up so we can also use them while at Terra if they’re installed on a ship?”

“Actually, we could, fairly easily,” he said, making a note of that in his gestalt and pushing it out to Siyhaa.  She’d have to make the software changes to allow that, since Siyhaa was more or less the woman in charge of the entire biogenic network.  “I just sent that on to my specialist, she’ll make the necessary changes so merge pods installed on ships can access the biogenic comm links at Terra in addition to your home system.”


“Excellent,” Shakizarr returned with a nod.


“Any other questions, esteemed rulers?” Jason asked.


He fielded several more questions about the system from the others, and after about half an hour, they ran of things to ask him.  He took his leave of them then and shunted the rest of the meeting off on Yeri, and let Chirk know he was done.  Seconds later, a few burly Druvom carted in a series of merge pods, one for each of his guards that were with him.  They came in with them, looking a bit eager, and they climbed into them almost the second they were set down and anchored to the floor.   They were biogenic running on broadcast power, so they didn’t need any wires or connections of any kind.  Jason accessed and activated them from his desk panel as they climbed into them, then he stood up.  They’re active, ladies.  You should be able to merge with the bionoids on the Aegis.  I’ll go get into mine and join you in a minute.  Jason’s merge pod was in the small bedroom off his office.


Are the Marine guards in place at the office door? Dera called.


We’re here, Lieutenant, came a reply.  The office is on lockdown until you finish your mission.  Nobody in or out.


Very good, ladies, Dera affirmed.


Jason went into his bedroom and climbed into the merge pod he’d had installed a couple of days ago, which was mainly for the comfort and to get Songa off his back.  The merge pod had medical scanners in it that would warn the White House medical rapid response team if they detected an anomaly in Jason’s biorhythms while merged, and could forcibly break a merge if certain emergency conditions were met.  He’d been doing his merges from the couch in the main office, but Songa about blew a fuse when she found out about that.  And not even he was brave enough to stare down Songa when she was breathing fire.  He had way more sense than that.

Which reminded him of the first rule of Songa:  never tell Songa anything, she’ll find a way to turn it into a medical emergency.


He couldn’t argue about one thing about the merge pod, though, and that was it was comfy.  It had a nice deep cushion in the reclining seat and the headrest kept his head from lolling to the side and giving him a sore neck if he was merged too long.  He merged up into the biogenic network through the merge node in the merge pod—which was how the pod could break his merge, the sensory data flowing back and forth between him and the merge asset was going through the pod’s control computer—and he opened the artificial eyes of his bionoid on the Aegis.


The bionoid was in a cargo unit designed to carry them, which was almost like a casket.  But he could open it from the inside, and he did so, sitting up and seeing some ten of the Imperial Guard doing the same thing.  All the bionoids were nude, and that was by design, since they’d be wearing Crusader armor that was brought along with them.  The guards were both from his office and at the strip, since Aya was among them, merged to those units from the new merge center holding merge pods, a small expansion freshly built by Red Horn onto the guard barracks behind Jason’s house.  Each of the 45 guards assigned to Jason had her own personal merge pod, and each of them had their own personal biogenic bionoid and a moleculartronic bionoid that would be located at Terra.  Ten of them also had newly built macro bionoid units, the ten who were here, and the others were having theirs built.  Tim and Miaari’s bionoids were already active and standing, talking over by the door to the cargo hold, and Jyslin and Symone were walking towards them.


[We’re all here, Jason,] Aya called over local commune.  All the guards’ bionoids followed their strict code and were built without vocal chords, maintaining the oath even when they used an artificial body.


[I think this is everyone,] Jason answered.  [Kiya.]


[Yes, your Grace?]


[We’re all here and accounted for.]


[Alright.  We’ll be leaving Kosigi in about ten minutes.  If you don’t mind, have everyone move to stateroom B23-112 after they get their armor on.  It’s just down the hall from your cargo hold.]


[Alright, that tells me where I am in the ship without having to access the local system,] he told her.  They were in the same section as the main starboard landing bay.  It was just down the companionway from the stateroom.  But he should have realized they’d put the bionoids in one of these cargo holds, since it had an external door so it could be directly loaded from the outside.  [Where are the macro units?  In the landing bay?]


[Yes, your Grace.  It would have been a bit tricky putting them in there with you, they wouldn’t be able to get out of the cargo hold.]

“Quit admiring yourself, Mee, and open the door,” Jason called aloud.  “Kiya wants us to move to the stateroom down the hall.”


“This thing is almost disturbing,” she nearly complained.  “I feel very, very weird.”


“Well, you’re a Kimdori, so you’d think you’d be used to feeling that way all the time,” Jason shot back as he climbed out of the cargo unit.  “Let’s get armored up, then we can move to the stateroom.”


The only person that took more than five minutes to put on the armor was Miaari, and that was because she wasn’t used to it.  They’d built a suit of armor for her, but even if she was used to it, it took a bit longer to put on because of Kimdori tails.  The bionoid’s tail was encased in an armored sheath that only provided the appendage limited movement.  They helped her with the last few pieces and then they moved down to the stateroom, which was one Jason had been in many times before.  It was a large, expansive, nearly luxurious room where important VIPs were placed to wait while the ship was traveling, which had a large and impressive window that looked out.  That view showed them that they were inside Kosigi and on the move, and from the looks of it were about to enter the exit passage for the capitol doors.  The tactical battleship Abarax was lurking about half a kathra out, on a matching course and velocity that made it clear that it was one of the command ship’s escorts.  And just like always, any time he saw a tactical battleship, he had to stop and admire it a little bit for its sleek lines and deadly profile.  They were still the most lethal ship class in the fleet that wasn’t equipped with a GRAF cannon.

“Hey sexy, did they load up my rig?” Symone asked as she joined him at the window.


“Don’t ask me, it was your job to make sure of something like that,” he retorted.  Symone wasn’t going to be moving through the Syndicate ship in a macro bionoid, she’d be doing so in her Gladiator.


“It’s in the landing bay with our dropship,” Miaari assured her, flexing her hand in her gauntlet.  Like everyone else, she wasn’t wearing her helmet.


“You okay, Mee?” Jason asked in honest concern.


“This is just…weird, cousin,” she replied.  “I don’t have the same sensory access as you do.  I can’t feel this body, only see and hear through it.  It’s a very disconcerting feeling for a Kimdori, not having any senses but sight and hearing.”


“We need to fix that,” Jason mused.


“Rook is already working with our scientists to come up with something,” she replied.  “Until then, this limited passive link will have to do.”


They relaxed as the ship exited Kosigi, then Kiya used the translight drive to quickly get them out to jump distance.  The fleet of ten ships escorting them moved into a very specific formation, a translight mode three formation, then they jumped, entering hyperspace in a translight state.  [We are on course and stable, your Grace.  We’ll arrive at our destination in approximately two hours, forty minutes.]


[That’ll give us more than enough time to get everything done before we arrive.]

That time passed quickly.  Between the discussions about the tour and the preparations, Jason was almost surprised when Kiya sent down the five minute warning.  The formation would start slowing down in preparation to exit hyperspace, to give their nav computers time to accurately calculate the exit vector so they’d arrive at their destination.  The Kimdori had set up an area of radiation shielding large enough to cover the margin of error for a translight drive exiting hyperspace in mode three, else the crew within two sections of the hull would be fried by the core radiation in the instant between dropping into normal space and the activation of the ship’s shields, which couldn’t operate in a translight state.  Had Kiya not ordered all the affected sections evacuated, they would be literally betting their lives on the nav computer’s ability to land them inside the area of shielding.  But, since they were in bionoids, they didn’t have to evacuate with the crew.

But it was a pretty safe bet.  The formation dropped into normal space in the Andromeda galaxy exactly where it intended, and before they could even register things, the ship entered mode one translight to get them from the arrival point to the location of the ship.  They were only in mode one for about four minutes, then the ship dropped back into normal space.  They were all treated to an amazing view of the white sky beyond the opening landing bay doors, as they looked towards the core of Andromeda and its stars, so tightly packed and them at a nearly optimal distance that the sky they viewed wasn’t black, it was white, brilliantly white.  The sky was saturated with stars and light, and it was almost like looking at snow reflecting sunlight, painfully bright.  The bionoid’s optical filters kicked in to reduce the light to a pleasant level, and that let Jason make out a few individual stars in that white backdrop.


“Now that is just awesome,” Symone said as she looked out with him.


“We’re not in Kansas anymore, that’s for sure,” Jason mused, which made her laugh.  Symone had enough experience with Jason and Tim to understand Terran things like that.  The view changed as the ship turned, and then the view blurred and took on that surreal quality when they entered mode one travel, moving in translight in normal space.


“Look, there’s the ship.  Trelle’s silky hair, look at that thing!”

It was both impressive and scary.  The ship was massive, absolutely massive, looking like a moon that had its surface clad in armored metal, but the dominating feature was the giant hole burned right through the middle of it, that went completely through the moon-sized super-ship.  As the ship slowed to a stop, they could see the white sky on the far side of that hole some two thousand kathra away.  That hole was neat, with no jagged edges, and small zip ships, armored workers, and flying platforms were moving in and out of it.


And he thought the Tianne looked big.  That ship was nearly 60 kathra long, four times larger than a capitol ship, but it was a toy compared to this behemoth.


“Holy shit.  We didn’t get this close to them during the summit,” Jason breathed.  “And this one isn’t even the biggest they have.”  He shook his head.  “We can gawk at it later.  Let’s unpack the macro units and get ready to go.”


The macro bionoids now had Crusader armor, and it had been a bit of a challenge to design and build armor specifically designed for a bionoid.  They’d been using normal armor for the human-sized bionoids, but the Benga-sized ones required Cybi to more or less design a new suit of armor based on the original.  It looked the same, but since it has so much more space in it, the locations of the datalines and power conduits were different in the macro armor, and it had room in it for much more equipment.  They’d be beta testing the first design, and their feedback would help Cybi further refine the specs and produce a better unit on the second production run.  They got the bionoids out and got them armored up, Symone tested her Gladiator—it was still somewhat amazing that they were controlling these units from another galaxy—and by the time they had everything ready, Kiya had arrived in the landing bay with a complement of Marines and Tarks.  Jason was merged to the macro unit, flexing his fingers in an armored gauntlet as Jyslin’s macro bionoid stepped up beside him, and he looked down at Kiya. “We’re ready to go, Captain,” he told her.

“I think I need one of those things,” she complained as she looked up at them.


“So says every Faey that sees them,” Jason said.  “Who’s piloting the dropship?”


“I am, your Grace,” one of her retinue spoke up, a young Faey woman with hair the color of pampas grass.


“Then let’s get going,” he urged.


They all piled into a heavy cargo dropship whose cargo hold had been converted to a macro bionoid and Gladiator passenger compartment.  Everyone going on the tour except Symone was merged to their macro bionoids, as Symone led a squad of six Gladiators that would escort them, half of her usual squad.  Zaa and Miaari were in armor to protect the bionoids, but none of them were wearing helmets.  “Remember, your Grace, honored guests, there’s no atmosphere on the ship,” Kiya said as she put on her helmet, then it was replaced by her voice coming out of the speaker.  “You’ll have to use local commune to talk. And I rather suspect you’ll feel a bit creepy not breathing.”


“We’ve actually practiced that, Kiya,” Jason chuckled.  “It does take a little getting used to.”

“What’s the temperature in the ship?” Tim asked.


“Depends on where you are inside of it,” she replied.  “It was salvaged from deep space, so the sections most removed from the outer hull and the hole in the middle are still close to absolute zero.  But the sections near the hull are being heated by all this radiation, so it’s almost hot inside them.  The deeper in you go, the colder it gets.  The engineers say it may take a couple of months for the interior of the ship to warm up.”


“I hope it wasn’t built of anything that turns brittle at that temperature,” Tim mused.


“Virtually everything does close to absolute zero,” Jason told him.  “The first course of action for the engineers will be to get the interior warmed up, or they’ll have to be careful when they move it around.  The stresses might crack bulkheads.”


“They have conduction heaters installed at strategic points in the ship,” Kiya told them.


“What are those?”


“They heat the metal itself, then rely on the heat conducting through the metal to spread it,” Jason answered.  “Without an atmosphere, the ship can only be heated by conduction or radiation.”


“You’re getting into science, Jayce.  I don’t do science,” Tim said airily, which made Jyslin laugh.


“As long as you’ve been my amu, you’d think that you’d have learned something by now,” Jason teased in reply as the dropship lifted up off the deck.


They landed in a landing bay inside the ship, and Jason noticed first that the ship’s natural gravity well was fairly strong.  It was a giant ship, but since it was made out of metal instead of rock, that gave it a mass that gave it .23 gravity…a little stronger than the gravimetric footprint of Terra’s moon (.15 in Faey measurements), even though the ship was almost exactly the same size.  That was because the ship was made of heavy metal where the moon was made of relatively light rock, but the moon was solid where the ship had a great deal of empty space in it, and those facts nearly made them equal mass.  He had to activate the inducer in his armor to keep himself from bouncing around, and that made his steps sure as the pilot opened the cargo bay doors and extended the ramp.  The landing bay they were in was pretty damn big, nearly the size of the main bay in the Tianne, and it had that stark spartan appearance common in military ships.  There was Benga script on the walls, warnings and location reminders, there was some old equipment sitting near walls and several benches and tables, all Benga-sized, and the airless bay had exits from all four walls.  There was a huge octagonal hole in the floor on the far side of the bay, nearly four hundred shakra across, with railing around it to keep anyone from falling in on all sides but one.  That side had a platform extending out into the void, and it looked to be a large elevator for moving shuttles and other small ships in and out of the bay from what were probably storage and maintenance bays on lower levels.  But, the elevator platform didn’t extend across the entire hole, so that hole had to have a secondary purpose…a shaft big enough for a cargo shuttle to enter to carry cargo into the ship?  Something like the lateral tram system in the command ships, carriers, and Tianne without the tram cars, since that shaft was vertical instead of horizontal?


The landing bay doors were actually the roof—the ship’s layout didn’t fight the ship’s natural gravity towards the center, it was designed around it—which really just made sense.  He saw that the doors above were at the base of the armored hull, so there was nearly 500 shakra of metal armor that nearly formed a tunnel, with doors at the top and bottom.  There was a second set of doors above the lower ones that weren’t armored, and he realized they were airlock doors.  They didn’t have airskin technology on the ship.  Even without an atmosphere, he could feel the heat radiating from the metal around them, heat induced into the metal from exposure to what solar and core radiation the Kimdori were allowing in to reduce radiations to safe levels for other life forms.  That radiation was heating the armored metal hull of the ship, and it would conduct down into the bowels of the giant ship over time to heat the ship up.  The heaters they installed would hasten that process, warming the ship from the inside out as the outside radiation heated it from the outside in, since they couldn’t do any real work onto the ship until it was warmed back up.  The metal would expand as it heated, so anything they installed or work they did on the metal when it was icy cold had to take that into account.  It was easier on everyone to warm the ship up to an operations temperature before they did any real work on it. 


[This almost looks like a Skaa landing bay,] Zaa noted as she stepped out and looked around.


[Military is military, no matter who’s in it, I suppose,] Jason noted as they walked out into the vacuum.  [At least we can read it.]

[That will help,] Zaa nodded.  [Everything is sized for a Benga, but there are duplicate controls,] she added, pointing.  There was a control console installed in the wall at about stomach height for a Benga, then a smaller one installed about four shakra off the floor for smaller races.  [I’ll bet everything in this ship has those dual controls.  At least those parts of the ship designed to hold Benga.]


[I’ll bet that’s the entire ship,] Jyslin injected.


[There are some sections of the ship designed solely for Faey-sized beings,] Miaari told them.  [They’re mostly crew quarters and some entertainment plazas.  Places Benga really wouldn’t need to go.  But all operational sections of the ship are built around the crew being both Benga and more normal-sized crew.  As you suggested, Denmother, there are duplicate controls in many places, but not all.  The bridge and engineering section of the ship only has Benga-sized controls.  But, we noted in our initial inspection that retractable steps and platforms are numerous and plentiful down there, to give normal-sized crew access to those control boards.]


[Where’s the bridge at in a ship this big?] Jyslin asked.


[It’s usually near the ship’s center,] Miaari answered.  [That shaft literally goes all the way down to the center of the ship.  It’s both a means of moving large cargo in and out of the interior and an important design feature.  There are 4,560 of those shafts at strategic locations throughout the ship.]


[Design feature?  What would they need giant holes in the ship for?]


[If those weren’t there, the ship’s atmosphere couldn’t circulate except in small areas, and that could create very large pressure imbalances,] Jason reasoned.  [You’d end up with such large imbalances in atmospheric composition and pressure that it might affect the ship’s maneuvering characteristics.  That air has mass after all, so they have to keep that mass equally distributed through the ship or it would be holy hell to move this beast under standard grav engines.  Besides, in a ship this big, the ability to equalize air pressure would be so hard to accomplish with air fans and pumps that it wouldn’t be worth it.  So they designed it to allow air to flow easily throughout the entire ship without any help.]

[That’s one reason,] Miaari nodded.


[Another would be more metallurgic.  Large pressure imbalances between sections would put additional pressure on the metal over time and cause metal fatigue.  Even in a ship this big with a bulkhead a hundred shakra thick, a single shakra of air pressure difference between two sides of a bulkhead would put stress on the metal over time.  They build these things to last thousands of years, so that kind of metal fatigue would show up eventually, and be pretty expensive to repair.]

[Well reasoned, cousin,] Miaari nodded. [But the main reason is pure economy.  As you pointed out, it’s cheaper to punch these holes in the ship for air circulation than it is to install millions of small air circulation units to move air through the duct system and keep the ship uniformly pressurized.  Remember, these ships may be big, but they are built as cheaply as possible.]


[On this scale, I bet the way this ship does things is much different than any other ship we’ve seen,] Jyslin mused.  [I mean, it could take us hours to get to the other side of the ship.  I bet segments of the crew were assigned to a section of the ship and rarely left it.  Operations, maintenance, everything, all done by a cell group of crew for a specific section of the ship.  Each cell of crew would answer up the chain of command until it got all the way back to the bridge.]


[That’s precisely how they did it, for all but upper command staff and internal ship security,] Miaari agreed, looking at her.


Jason walked over to the shaft and looked over the railing.  It went down about fifty shakra and ended in a large set of heavy blast doors, which they must have closed for battle to prevent a hull breach from depressurizing the entire ship.  There were probably a few thousand sets of those doors at regular intervals the entire thousand kathra down to the ship’s core…and if they were all open, he’d be able to theoretically see all the way down to the giant hole melted through the center of the ship.  Jyslin and Symone joined him, then Kiya called them back over as several figures came out of one of the doors and into the landing bay.  They were Kimdori, Terrans, and Faey being led by a Kimdori in an E-suit.  [Denmother, Handmaiden, honored guests, welcome,] the tall, burly male said over local commune through the communal transmitter in his helmet.  Jason could see that he had a wide, strong muzzle through the glass faceplate of his E-suit, and had dusky gray fur.  [I am Melaath Threxst, project leader for this refit operation.  Please remember to only use commune, even our shortrange gravband is effectively scrambled by the quadrary stars close by.]

[The effect reaches all the way out here?  Wow,] Symone noted.


[One of yours, Mee?]


[No, he is my younger brother, not my cousin or son,] she replied, almost primly.  [Not every Threxst is my child, cousin.]


[As often as you ask for permission to breed, it’s a safe question to ask.]

Miaari slapped him on his armored shoulder.  In the vacuum of the landing bay, it made no sound.

[If you’ll follow me, I’ll give you a tour of this section of the ship, Melaath continued with a bit of a small smile on his muzzle, visible through his faceplate.

[I take it the bridge was destroyed by whatever did that to the ship?] Jason asked.


[Yes, your Grace.  As well as the main computer core and engineering headquarters, but not all of the engines,] he answered.  [But we will get to see a divisional operations center, which is something like the bridge for a section of the ship.  There are 1,270 of them set at strategic locations to break the ship up into manageable pieces from an operations and maintenance point of view.  The division control center we’ll tour was responsible for 1,520 ship sections on 200 decks.  If it was a stand alone ship, it would be the size of the Tianne.  We’ll also get to see one of the computer control nodes that operated this section of the ship.  It’s too big to be controlled by a single computer from a single location, though they did have a main computer that oversaw and managed the individual node control computers.  The node computer here is nearly as sophisticated as the mainframe on a KMS command ship, and it was only responsible for controlling the operation of a small section of this ship.  We’ve already removed several of them and sent them back to Kimdori and to Karis for inspection and study.  I believe we also sent one to certain trustworthy parties on Moridon as well.]


[What’s the ship like from a general sense, Project Leader?] Jason asked.


[Basically, only about 15%  of the ship was designed for crew occupation and habitation, with the vast majority of the ship’s volume taken up by the engines and other main engineering sections, like power generation and food production.  The center of the ship held its primary power plants, which were gigantic fusion plants capable of putting out nearly the same amount of energy as a red dwarf star, and surrounding that plant were the engines.  The power generation facility took up nearly 10% of the ship’s volume from what we could make out, and the engines take up nearly 70% of the ship’s remaining volume, so we’ll get to tour one of the engine compartments to see how they designed them.  The ship’s deck system starts about a quarter of the way inside the ship, some 270 kathra below us, and there are 1,800 decks between here and the engine bulkheads, with sections of decks separated by large 10 kathra wide shell bulkheads to reinforce the structural integrity of the ship, and with each deck level being approximately 50 shakra.  The space under our feet between this floor and the ceiling of the deck under us is taken up by ship infrastructure.  Datalines, power conduit, pipes, ventilation ducts, and so on.  So, while this ship is truly massive compared to Confederate ships, almost all of it is taken up by the engines and power plants that run the ship. There are 400 decks between those separating shell bulkheads, with seven such shells.  If you cut the ship in half and viewed its cross section, it would show clusters of decks separated by bulkheads at regular intervals down to the engine compartment, then everything past that is made up of engine compartments each holding an engine with the power generation system in the center of the ship.]

[Wow,] Jyslin returned.


[Indeed, Lady Jyslin,] Melaath nodded.  [Like almost every other civilization but us, they are crippled by their need to put such large engines in their ships.  And that shows the most in a ship this big.]


[If we had our own engines installed in this ship, they would take up only one quarter of the volume the current engines do,] one of the Kimdori with the project leader added.


[The big question is, Jayce, could we put a translight drive on a beast this big?] Tim asked.


[The short answer is yes, we can.  The long answer is it won’t be as easy as putting a drive in a smaller ship, but it can be done.]


[We’d need multiple drive units operating in sync to create an aggregate translight effect big enough to envelop a ship this size,] Melaath answered.  [Even for mode one travel, we need 38 of the most powerful Hrathari translight drives to get this ship from where we are into the system.]


[When do you start installation on those?] Zaa asked.


[We’re scheduled to begin the installation process in three days, Denmother,] he answered. [We’re installing the necessary power units now, and then we’ll start installing the drives.  Getting this ship into the system as quickly as possible is our primary goal, because it’s vulnerable at this location.  If the Syndicate knew it was here and what we’re doing, they could theoretically reach this point.]

[They’d still have a hell of a time getting at it, given the conditions,] Jason noted.

The tour began, and it was fairly comprehensive.  Melaath had learned a tremendous amount about the ship in the short amount of time he’d been there, and he shared that understanding with the rulers and command officers, who were studying everything and taking copious notes.  The officers asked a ton of relevant questions about how an invading boarding party could best take control of a ship the size of a small moon with a compartmentalized layout that would make it exceptionally difficult to just “storm the bridge” and take control of the whole ship from a single location.  A ship that big was designed by default to be modular, and Melaath theorized that even taking the main bridge would not get invaders complete control of the entire ship.


Up to a point.


[The key would be the computers,] Melaath noted.  [If a boarding party could get to the main computer control center in one of these ships, the mainframe that oversees the divisional control mainframes, they could theoretically hack the entire ship from the one computer to which all other computers are connected and from which they cannot ignore commands.  We managed to find a hard copy of some ship blueprints in an engineering bay, and it says that the core was in the deepest part of the ship, located between the power plants and the engine compartments, which was destroyed by whatever burned the hole through it.  But that’s on this ship.  The scans we conducted of the Syndicate ships as they approached our galaxy showed that each of these ships has a unique construction.  There are some basic similarities in ships with the same shape, like the hexahedral or the spherical ships, but each ship is unique.  You’d have to select a target ship in advance to be able to plan out a means to take it over.]

[What about the power plants?  If they use a central power plant system, then cutting power lines would have an effect.] Sioa noted.

[A minimal one,] Melaath answered.  [This ship is built with silly redundancy.  This section of the ship has power connections to every other adjoining section.  Cut a power line between this section and the core, and they just reroute power back to this section from one of the adjoining sections.  To cut power to this section, you’d have to cut 137 different power conduits in locations about 30 kathra apart and on multiple decks.  And even if you manage that, or if for some reason the main power generation plant went down and left the ship without main power, each section has an emergency power generation system to keep the section powered until repairs can be made.]


[That could be a problem,] Juma communed dryly.


[If you want to take over one of these ships, Admiral, the key is the main computer core.  And on these spherical ships, you have a theoretical easy way to get into the deepest part of the ship quickly.]


[The shafts,] Symone declared.


[Just so, my Lady,] Melaath nodded.  [Find the shaft that comes closest to the main computer core and find a way to use it to get to the center of the ship.  But that wouldn’t be easy.  They’d close every single set of blast doors in the shaft all the way to the core if an invading party entered it, and that’s thousands of doors, with blocks of them controlled by different computers.  To disable those doors, you’d have to get to the main core, but to get to the main core, you have to go through those doors.  Quite a dilemma.]


[Not quite,] Sioa communed with a visible smirk.  [Jason, what if we fire a Teryon rail blast right down one of these shafts?]


[Are you mad, woman?  Do you know what kind of precision that would take?] Jason retorted.  [You’d have to get the ship into the perfect—]


[Not a Fleet battleship Teryon rail battery, Jayce.  One of those experimental fighter Teryon rail cannons, the ones the Ghost Squadron used when we attacked the Consortium com-con in the nebula.  Wouldn’t firing that weapon from inside the ship, pointed down into the core, qualify as firing it inside a gravity well?  You said that’s the only way they can be used, that using them outside of a gravity well makes them explode.  Wouldn’t that let the weapon fire without exploding before the shot goes off?]

Jason gave her a surprised look.

[That has some possibilities,] Juma communed thoughtfully.  [They can bring the unit with them, set it up on the first blast door they encounter, align it, then get the hell out of here and fire it.  As long as the gun was calibrated to fire so the Teryon effect was contained within the shaft itself and petered out before it hit the power plant in the center….]


[The data we’ve gathered indicate that they used large-scale inducers in the core to augment the natural gravity well of the ship to produce a ship-wide gravity effect much closer to their standard gravity throughout the entire ship.  So the gravity well in an active ship would be much higher than the one in this one,] Melaath injected.

Jason was silent a moment, his arms crossed and tapping his chin with his finger.  [Fuck, Sioa, that’s pretty fuckin’ brilliant,] Jason communed in admiration after his pondering.  [If Melaath is right and they augment the gravity well in these super-ships, then the gravity well just might be strong enough to allow the weapon to fire, and if it’s not, we might be able to compensate for that with inducer units to add enough gravimetric curvature to make it stable enough to fire.  3D could build a portable unit holding the weapon, stabilizing inducers, and a power plant, a self-contained, self-powered unit that wouldn’t need to be very flashy or complex because the whole thing is going to blow up when the cannon fires anyway.  It wouldn’t be very hard to build at all.  I think we might even be able to design a shaped Teryon charge shell that would stay inside the shaft, and we can control its range by changing the power settings on the firing unit.  It’s the velocity the unit invests into the Teryon slug that determines how far the Teryon burst effect travels before it escapes back into hyperspace.  The downside would be that the unit would be pretty big, so it would take Gladiators or other exomechs or macro bionoids to carry it and set it up easily.  It takes a Wolf rail cannon to fire the slug minimum, and that weapon is about 20 shakra long and weighs 470 konn in standard gravity.  That’s a bit too big for an infantry unit to carry around given it comes with a 900 konn, nine shakra by ten shakra by eight shakra power plant.  That, or infantry would have to lug it around using hoverpods, and that could be dicey in a combat situation.  But bottom line, I think it just might be possible.  Cybi,] he prompted, looking over at her.

[I’m explaining what we need to Luke right now,] she answered.  [He’s going to talk to Maggie, Leamon, and Eraen.  He’s calling them over as I speak.  They were the primary techs that developed the weapon.]


[That idea has more use than just for capturing ships,] Zaa called.  [A landing party could land on the surface of one of these super-ships, set up that weapon so it points at the power plant, then fire it and knock out its main power, which would drastically reduce its fighting capability.  It might even render the ship dead in space, depending on if the explosion of the power plant feeds back into the power system.  A moon-sized ship could theoretically be knocked out of a battle by 20 Marines and a portable weapon they bring in with them.]


[No doubt, since no amount of armor will save the ship from the Teryon burst effect, and the fighter variant we first designed produced a Teryon burst nearly 2,000 kathra long.  Since the unit will be a one-shot disposable, we can duplicate that effect, we don’t have to worry about the unit blowing up when it’s designed to blow up immediately after it fires, so we can overload the cannon no problem, and overloading the cannon is what produces that insane range with the Teryon bust.  That’s more then enough to get deep inside these ships, maybe even hit the power plants in the smaller super-ships,] Jason agreed.  [And in the bigger ships, even if the shot didn’t hit the power plant, the blast effect will take out some of their engine cells and reduce their maneuverability.  Ten or twenty of those units fired at strategic points on the hull could knock out the ship’s ability to move, and that removes it as a threat.  Holy fuck.  It’s the 1920’s battleship conundrum all over again.]


[How do you mean?] Melaath asked.

[Terran history,] Jason answered.  [Just after a global war we call World War One, Terra’s oceans were ruled by giant battleships that only other battleships could engage and defeat in naval warfare.  An Army Aviator named General Billy Mitchell came up with the idea of attacking those behemoths with squadrons of single-pilot fighters dropping bombs on them from above, attacking the ships where their armor was weakest.  Mind that aviation technology had just started to be developed on Terra at the time, so the idea of using airplanes as bombers was a relatively new concept.  The Navy Admirals scoffed at the idea, until Mitchell proved it worked by using a squadron of single pilot fighters to sink a battleship in a demonstration.  So, a ship that took years to build and cost a lot of money and men to operate was destroyed by easily mass produced fighter planes attacking from above and exploiting the ship’s greatest weakness, and it was the beginning of the end of the age of the battleship in Terran military history.  A single pilot could sink a battleship using a bomb or torpedo launched from a fighter, which effectively rendered battleships obsolete.  In World War Two, the rulers of the oceans were aircraft carriers, carrying planes that could sink virtually any ship on the water, and the war on the oceans was won by the Navy that had the most surviving aircraft carriers when the war ended.  Well, in this case, a small group of exomechs or Marines with the right weapon could theoretically deal heavy damage to a super-ship.  Hell, maybe even cripple it or outright destroy it.  It seems almost silly, the idea that a unit of infantry could take down something the size of a moon, but I’m sure those Navy admirals back in the 1920s thought that it was utterly ludicrous a little single-seat plane that to a battleship would be the size of an insect could take it out.]

[You did say that the Syndicate’s refusal to upgrade their equipment and change tactics to deal with advancing technology was their biggest flaw,] Jyslin communed slyly.  [They utterly rely on these monstrosities to win their wars.  Well, what are they going to do when they start getting blown up by landing parties in dropships, something they won’t take seriously until after they start losing ships to them?]


[Retreat back to Andromeda,] Juma predicted, a bit smugly.

[Seriously, Jason, this idea is exactly what we need,] Sioa communed soberly.  [Can 3D rig something up?]


[They’re looking at the idea now, General,] Cybi told her.  [They’ll get back to us as soon as they have some answers.  Until then, I suggest we continue the tour.]

[And now Navii’s insistence on destroyers and frigates as the backbone of the KMS doesn’t seem quite so antiquated,] Jyslin mused.  [She must have seen that with the kinds of weapons the Karinnes have, and everyone else would eventually have too, that bigger wasn’t necessarily better.  She was one step ahead of everyone.]

[She always is, love,] Jason chuckled.  [Now if I could only get her to retire so she can enjoy her golden years.]


[I think about it more and more every day, young buck,] Navii replied lightly.


[Navii, you eavesdropping little cheater.  You in the command center?] Jason asked.


[Yes, keeping an eye on you children,] she replied.  [I have some telemetry feeds up on holo.  So mother is watching, kids.  Don’t do anything silly.]

Melaath showed them how the ship was organized into blocks dedicated to specific tasks or functions as they toured through, such as a maintenance block, a habitation block, an operations block, a reclamation block for trash and waste, and so on and so on.  The ship was like a command ship in that it was a mobile city—more like a mobile continent—that had to have everything in it a city did, from power generation to a sewer system.  There were farms inside the ship, Melaath showing them a truly vast area the size of ten football fields filled with long-desiccated soil that had once been one of their farming operations, and another block dedicated to livestock management, slaughter, and processing into food.  These ships, Jason learned, were nearly self-sufficient, the ship overall like an artificial planet or continent and each section in it was its own city, and if the ship had power and an atmosphere, the ship’s crew could survive in it for decades, maybe even centuries, just off the food they produced inside from their farms and ranches.  Each section in the ship was designed to be self-sufficient, an independent cell within a larger body.  The farm they surveyed that once grew crops would be used to feed only the crew assigned to the section of the ship holding the farm and a section’s population was balanced against the food production capability of the section.  The only things they got from outside the section were power, additional water when necessary, and replacement parts and equipment too technically advanced to easily produce within the section—well, and communications.  The ship had a shipwide comm system.  Water, food, living quarters, it was all contained in this section, for use in this section.  A crewman that lived in this section would receive his equipment and uniform from the central repository, but everything else would come from within the section in which he was assigned.

They then toured a sectional command center, which was like the bridge on a command ship.  It was a huge building-sized complex holding offices, operations centers, and also held the core for the section’s control computer.  The computer was turned off, and from the look of the rows and rows of computer processing units bolted to the floor, it wasn’t very advanced compared to Confederate standard norms.  A Moridon would walk into the core room and think he’d traveled some ten thousand years into the past.  While they looked primitive, Melaath told them that the computer architecture wasn’t too far behind Confederate technology.  They used a precursor to moleculartronic technology known as polarized quantum logic, a step up from cybertronic systems but not quite as powerful as biogenic or moleculartronic.

After showing them around the section, they traveled nearly two hours down one of the shafts that had an elevator shaft for trams and entered the engineering section of the ship.  Melaath showed them one of the engine cells, which was a gigantic chamber holding a hyperspace jump engine that was nearly the size of the Melai Building in Karsa…and there were tens of thousands of these engines inside the ship.  The engine was not capable of real-time jumping, Melaath reported, which indicated that the Syndicate had stolen real-time engines from the Consortium after this ship had been built .

They also got to see the hole burned through the ship.  The shaft continued down to the hole, and they went ahead and traveled the extra half hour to see it.  The shaft opened right into the hole, which was as dark as a cave with just pinpoints of light at either end.  Jason inspected the border of the hole and saw what he expected, the metal melted, but very little twisted superstructure or warping or dangling wires or pipes. Whatever had made that hole had gone through the ship so fast that it didn’t burn away the material edges, though it did melt through it.


[Did they evacuate the ship after this was done to it, Melaath?] Jason asked, motioning at the melted bulkhead.  [I didn’t see any bodies.]


[There are bodies, your Grace, but not in the section you arrived in and we toured.  It was far enough away from the effects of the attack that the crew wasn’t killed by the heat induced into the ship and didn’t decompress, so the crew there survived and evacuated.  There are some parts of the ship that never lost pressurization, but the air that was within those sections is liquefied or even frozen solid from the cold of interstellar space.  But there are other sections of the ship where there are signs that the crew was incinerated by the heat conducted into the ship by this, and signs other sections were depressurized and the crew blown out into space.  Those that weren’t incinerated died from decompression, and all of the corpses are frozen solid.  Needless to say, none of the corpses are very pretty,] he drawled.  [We sent some of them to the Medical Service for necroscopies and study.  The decompression victims are very well preserved.]

[So, why was the section we landed on depressurized if the crew managed to evacuate?] Symone asked.


[He just told us, silly,] Jyslin teased.  [The atmosphere in that section was liquid when they arrived.  They probably pumped it out.]


[Actually, that section of the ship was depressurized when we arrived,] Melaath corrected her.  [We think a slow leak to a depressurized adjoining section or to a depressurized vent shaft allowed the atmosphere to escape over the years, slowly enough that everything in the section wasn’t disturbed.  Finding that leak is on our task list in preparation for salvaging this ship and putting it back in service.]


[With that hole melted through the ship, you’re going to be doing a whole lot of leak finding,] Kiya predicted.


[We have a plan to deal with that,] he assured her.  [We’re going to fill the melted edges of this hole with liquid dirolite alloy.  If you’re not familiar with dirolite, it expands as it becomes a solid instead of contracts, like water expanding when it becomes ice, so it will expand into all the cracks and holes and seal them off.  It’s also a very sturdy metal, very nearly armor quality, and should give us a nice solid foundation to install our own equipment for docking ships within the interior of the hole.]


[Good plan,] Jason told him with an approving nod.  [I just hope you can scrape up enough dirolite to fill that much surface area,] he added, motioning at the giant hole in which they stood.

[We’ll definitely strip the galactic market of almost all available dirolite, that’s for sure,] Melaath acceded mildly.

They finished up the tour there at the huge hole through the ship, and rather than go back up through the ship, their dropship came into the giant hole after them.  The pilot had to depressurize the cabin and let them board, then they closed the hatch and pressurized.  Melaath and his team were dropped off back in the same landing bay they’d initially entered, then the rest of them were taken back to the Aegis.

But few of them actually stayed for the trip back.  Jason delinked from his bionoid as soon as he had it safely in its chair and locked down and almost immediately connected to the one he kept in 3D—he had eight bionoids now, four of them located at important places like 3D, Kosigi, and his office in the White House in addition to ones purely for recreation and experimentation—and barged out of the office to rush right over to where Luke, Leamon, Maggie, and Eraen were clustered near the main table, with holograms of Cybi and Cyra hovering nearby.  “That was fast,” Luke noted.


“I left the others to discuss things so I could get over here,” Jason replied with a chuckle.  “What have you got so far?”


“So far, we’re deciding how feasible it is with minimal technology,” Eraen answered.  “Cybi just crunched some numbers for us about the minimum gravity well requirements to make the cannon stable enough to fire.  But when it comes to the roots of Trelle’s hair, I think it’ll work.  We’ll just have to science it if the gravity well isn’t strong enough.”


“Yup,” Maggie nodded.  “The inducer idea will work, Cybi just proved it with math, but only if the base gravity well present meets or exceeds a threshold of 212.43 gravions per cubic shakra.”

“So, about 1.06 standard gravity,” Jason converted.  “Syndicate standard gravity is .9755.  I think we can come up with a small-scale inducer unit to make up the difference, one that won’t interfere with the unit.”


“Easily,” Cyra agreed.  “Since the inducers will only be influencing an existing natural gravity well, it won’t introduce a strong enough gravitic oscillation effect inducers generate that was preventing us from using them to fire the cannons in deep space.”

Cyra was referencing their attempts to build a fighter-sized Teryon rail cannon that used inducers to fire in deep space, which had been a failure.  An inducer created an artificial oscillation in the localized gravity well they created, something like the waveform of an AC electrical power supply, which was inescapable due to the way inducers worked to generate small, localized artificial gravity fields.  That oscillation effect was making the cannons explode rather than fire, and nothing they did could get around it.  With the inducers augmenting a natural gravity well to make it strong enough to stabilize the cannon, it should allow the weapon to fire.  Unless—


“Wait, Melaath said they use artificial gravity tech to augment the super-ship’s natural gravity to achieve Syndicate standard.  Do we have any data on that system from the sweeps the Kimdori probes did on the Syndicate fleet as it approached?”


“We already took that into account, Jason.  The artificial gravity system they use in the super-ships doesn’t use inducer technology, so there’s no oscillation field to interfere with the cannon,” Cybi answered.


“They use a rather ingenious technology that transforms the power plant in the ship so that its power output artificially amplifies the natural gravity field of the ship,” Cyra added.  “It’s also part of the power generation system itself, creating an artificial gravity effect sufficient to produce enough plasma to power the entire ship.  It produces power almost equal to a Class XX heavy industrial singularity plant, and it’s purely fusion-based.  Quite ingenious.”

“Like having a tiny star in the ship powering the whole thing, including it pulling gravity like one,” Luke compared, to which both Cybi and Cyra nodded.


“So, it comes back to it’s possible.  Now make it reality,” Jason ordered.  “Maggie, Leamon, Eraen, it’s your baby.  Cybi, tell Cyvanne she’s the primary CBIM for the project, she could use the experience.  This has priority over everything, even Project G.  You pull whoever you need off the other projects and you figure it out as fast as you can.  I don’t think I even need to explain why.”


“Nope,” she grinned as Cyvanne manifested a hologram into the workshop, still going with the tall, willowy, waifish flat-chested look with a pixie hairstyle.  “It’ll let a landing party take out a super-ship by themselves.  I’d say that makes this pretty fucking important.”


“Exactly.  Get it done.”


“We’ll have something in a few days, Jason,” Eraen promised.


“Cybi and Cyra just uploaded all project data to me.  I’m ready to help,” Cyvanne declared.


“Then come along, Cyvanne.  We’ve got plenty for you to do,” Leamon told her with a sweeping motion of his arm.
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Jason wasn’t in the mood to enjoy the party.  He knew that things were about to start blowing up, and very soon.


He leaned back on his hands and watched the kids playing on the beach in the warm late afternoon sun as the twins and Siyara played in the sand by his blanket—he was keeping an eye on them—as Latoiya enjoyed her moment in the sun, as it were.  It was her passing party, and Temika had certainly spent quite a bit of money to make it memorable.  There was no doubt that she was going to be a telepath.  The telepathic genetic footprint in Terrans was a dominant trait, and anyone with it passed it to their kids.  A Terran telepath would have telepathic children 100% of the time, even if the other parent wasn’t telepathic, and Temika was documented as the most powerful of all the Terran telepaths that wasn’t a Generation.  Temika was stronger than most Faey for that matter, the girls all agreed that she had the raw power to be an Imperial Marine.  And after years of living on the strip, she had the training to back up that power.  Latoiya had expressed at the very telling age of eight, which meant that she was going to be a strong telepath as well, just like her mother.

While the rest of the strip was certainly having a good time, Jason was too preoccupied to enjoy it.  The Syndicate was about to make their move, he was absolutely sure of it, but not everyone agreed with him.  They’d had a pretty heated argument about it in council that morning, with Magran leading the more pacifistic members against the more hawkish members over the Syndicate’s fleet movements.  The council was almost shocked that the most hawkish of all the council members was Jason when it came to not trusting the Syndicate, and had boiled down to three factions.  Those who felt that the Syndicate was about to break the conditions of the non-aggression agreement and that they should mobilize the CCM to get them into position early, those who believed they would leave in peace, and those who wanted to wait and see what the Syndicate did before they committed any military resources.   Magran led the faction that didn’t think the Syndicate would attack, and to most of the council’s surprise, Jason was the one advocating for immediate CCM mobilization.

The Syndicate had done well to mask their fleet movements.  They’d scattered across the Strands of Trelle, and just two days ago, Fleet Commander Sha Ra had sent them a message claiming that their mission was declared over, and the fleet was going to reassemble at Oasis to jump back to Andromeda.  But it was how the fleet was reassembling that convinced both Jason and Navii that this was their first move in the war.  The Syndicate fleet was broken up into thousands of small squadrons scattered completely around the galaxy, and every one of them was jumping back towards Oasis on routes that would bring them as close to the galactic rim as they were allowed to go...at exactly the same time.  Jason had Cylan do the math, and he confirmed it.  Every individual jumping group of Syndicate ships would come to its closest to the galactic rim at the same time, and they would do so in positions that scattered them across the P and S quadrants…and the S quadrant was the home quadrant. The only Syndicate ships that wouldn’t come close to the galactic rim were the ones outside the Q quadrant, since they couldn’t feasibly approach the galactic rim on a jump back to Oasis.


There were some 18,583 ships that would approach the galactic rim at the stated minimum distance that would make a jump into the galaxy take 3 days.  Jason was absolutely convinced that in that moment where all those ships reached the closest distance to the galaxy, they’d drop out of hyperspace, converge into giant fleets, then jump towards the galaxy.  If the fleets gathered at the point where the ships on that side could do so the fastest, that put them just outside the S1D and P3J sectors…and that almost uncomfortably close to Coalition territory, which started around the P4B sector and extended all the way out into the Q quadrant.  It was only about a 37 minute hyperspace jump from the closest point on the rim to where that fleet would gather to the edge of Coalition territory.  The S1D sector in the home sector was way, way out past the Verutan sector, and the closest Confederate member to it was the Myodi in the S2C sector.  Each of the two projected fleets could gather in about 24 standard hours if they did it right, and then turn and jump for the galactic rim, putting them three days from the rim and a total of about four days, 11 hours from the war he knew was coming.


And still no word from Zaa or the Kimdori about what was going on inside the Syndicate fleet.  No additional information on this mysterious Oracle system.  Just…silence.  Foreboding, worrisome silence.


Smile, Daddy.  This is a party, after all, Siyara sent, a gentle smile on her lovely little face.  Siyara was…definitely unique.  Although Kyri had also been born expressed, Siyara was nothing like Kyri.  Kyri was still very much a little girl, in both her mentality and her personality, where Siyara had a nearly unnatural maturity about her.  She was still a three year old girl and loved toys and games and things other children did, but she also enjoyed much more mature pursuits like science, music, and art.  She was much more emotionally mature than most other kids on the strip, even the much older ones, and had a grasp of things far beyond her siblings and friends.  Much like Rann, she was mature beyond her years…but in her case, that maturity was beyond the norm.  That was because she’d started learning the intricacies of social interaction and had started her education while still in the womb.  Physically, she was three—really two, those damn Faey and their weird system where they effectively added a year to someone’s age—but mentally and emotionally, she was closer to 13.


I’ll smile in about two hours, he answered with an audible grunt.  That’s when we find out if I’m right or Magran is.  I really should be in my office, or the command center, but I couldn’t be a no-show for Meep’s party.  That was Latoiya’s nickname, Meep, and while it sounded weird and there was a bit of a silly story behind how she got it, she was very fond of it.

You better not bail on my daughter, Jayce, Temika threatened from across the beach.


Work comes before pleasure, Mika, he retorted.  God, I hope Magran’s right and I’m wrong, but I don’t think so.  After over a month of the Syndicate doing exactly what they agreed to do, it would be nice to think they have a shred of basic decency and humanity and don’t invade.  But I’m not holding much hope.  I know too much about them to think they could be in any way reasonable.


Mom says that we shouldn’t have much trouble with them, Siyara told him.  That we have too many advantages.  She said they might cause some trouble at first, but once we get a look at what they can do, we can adjust and kick them out of the galaxy.


Quite a few others agree with your mom, Jason nodded.  But I’m not quite so optimistic.  If they beat the Consortium, then we can’t take them lightly.  Usually Jason wouldn’t sit around and discuss things like that with his children, except maybe Rann, but Siyara was a special case.  But I do agree with her in that we can beat them.  We have the tools and the weapons to deal with their giant ships, and that’s the backbone of their fleet.  Especially since 3D got the shipkiller mobile Teryon rail units working.  We should have a few hundred of them built and waiting by the time the fleet gets here…if it gets here when I think it will.  He gave a dark chuckle.  I wish I could see the look on that Benga woman’s face when one of her super-ships gets taken out by a small landing party, he sent with grim amusement rippling under his thought.  I’ll bet you an ice cream sundae that after they see that little trick, they’ll treat every jumper they see like it’s a doomsday weapon.  They’ll focus on shooting down landing craft and MIT-30 jumpers over about everything else.

And we can use that against them if they do, Siyara predicted.


You bet, baby girl, he nodded, reaching over and putting his hand on her honey-colored hair.  On top of being exceptionally intelligent—Myleena thought she’d be as smart as or smarter than she was once she was educated—she was as beautiful as Sora was.  Siyara had it all, brains, looks, and incredible power, and Myleena was the current object of intense competitive hatred of about every other Faey woman on the strip because of it.


And yet, you still think this won’t be easy.


No I don’t, he answered, looking down at her.  Don’t fall into the trap your mother’s falling into, pips.  Don’t underestimate the enemy.  The minute you do that, you give them a way to beat you.  They beat the Consortium, and the Consortium had a big technological advantage and has energy beings that could see every move the Syndicate fleet made as they made it thanks to their psionics.  You’d think that with those kinds of overwhelming advantages, the Consortium would have beaten the Syndicate easily, but they didn’t.  Respect that fact, Siyara.  The Syndicate defeated an enemy that had better technology and could see every move their fleets made.


Then maybe the key is to ask the people we have over in Andromeda to find out how they did it.  Then we’ll know and won’t let them do that to us.


We’re doing that as we speak, he told her.  Denmother Zaa has Kimdori studying the history of the big war over in Andromeda to try to figure out how the Consortium could lose with those advantages.

Siyara was quiet a moment, packing wet sand into a bucket, then she turned it over and set a little cylinder of sand beside another, building the walls of her sand castle.  She then reached up and put her hand on his wrist  [Mom said you intend to fight in the war yourself.  But you won’t let anyone know you’re going to,] she communed with surprising subtlety, using that skin to skin contact so that her commune couldn’t be picked up by the roving camera pods, and thus overheard by the CBIMs.


[In this war, baby girl everyone matters.  I’m not going to sit in an office and let others do my part, not when I can help in a way that makes me a valuable asset.  I can do something only a handful of people on Karis can do, and I’d be all but committing a crime against everything I believe in if I didn’t use that to protect my home, my friends, and my children,] he finished, stroking her thick, shoulder-length hair, then putting a finger gently under her chin.  [I’m a Generation, Siyara, just like you.  We can do things nobody else can, and for us not to use those gifts when our friends need us the most, that is the worst thing we could possibly do.  It dishonors us, the house, our traditions, and the bonds of friendship we share with people like Dahnai, Zaa, Kreel, Krirara, and everyone else that joined the Confederation to help protect our galaxy from the Andromedans.  I may be the Grand Duke, pips, but I am, first and foremost, the protector of Karis and the House of Karinne.  And I’m damn well gonna protect it, even if it means I have to fight myself.  When the enemy is at your door, the last place a ruler should be is cowering behind his throne.]

[Without you, Dad, the house would fall apart.  Everyone loves you.  Everyone.  If you died, it would crush the spirit of the whole planet.]


[Then I won’t die,] he answered with a wry smile.  [Don’t worry about me, pips.  I was trained well for what’s coming, and if I do have to go out to do what I can do from up close, I’ll be going with Justin and the Ghost Squadron, or Kyva and the KBB.  Kyva is my champion, after all.  I’ll be just fine.]

[I like Kyva.  She’s funny.  And her daughter is so cute.]

[Yeah, I can’t argue there.  Rio is an absolute cutie,] he agreed with an audible chuckle.


“Stop moping, Uncle Jason, and come have fun!” Latoiya demanded after running up to them.  She reached down and grabbed the hand he had on Siyara’s shoulder and started pulling.  Latoiya was all her mother, with the same face and skin tone, the same super-thick, super-frizzy hair from her Samoan ancestors that she wore in a thick tail behind her head the way Temika did when Jason first met her, a build that already promised to be highly athletic when she grew up, and she was almost shockingly tall for a girl her age.  Given how big and powerful her parents were, if she didn’t have a pro-level athlete’s body that towered over everyone else when she grew up, her parents would disown her…or possibly think she was switched at birth with their real daughter.  But there was way too much Temika in that nine year old face and body for anyone to ever think that she wasn’t Temika’s daughter  Jason was going to bet that she’d be a good half a head taller than her mother, and Temika was the tallest woman on the strip. 

“I am not moping,” he protested.  “I’m having a talk with Siyara.”


“Well, it’s too serious!” she challenged.  “Come on, up!”

“Go ahead, Dad, she won’t give up now,” Siyara said, her words still a little slurred and her voice a little hoarse.  While she sent and communed with exacting skill, she hated to talk, so she didn’t practice enough to have good diction.  The only time Siyara ever used her voice was to talk to someone that couldn’t hear her send or commune, so mainly to the unexpressed kids on the strip.


“I’ll get up if you send to me,” Jason told her.


“No fair, I just expressed two days ago!”


“Life isn’t fair.  No sending, no Uncle Jason,” he retorted with a sly look.


“Meanie,” Siyara accused.


“All day every day,” he agreed shamelessly, rolling a finger in Latoiya’s direction.  “So let’s hear it, Meep.  I don’t have all day, you know.”

As he expected, Temika wasn’t wasting any time when it came to training her daughter.  It took Latoiya a few tries, but she eventually managed a garbled sending that was all but incomprehensible, but rippling with underlying power that betrayed her strength, a strength that caused her to express much younger than average…but that was average for the strip.  “Not bad, Meep, not bad at all,” he commended as he climbed to his feet.

He did manage to forget about things for a little while, playing with Latoiya and the large pack of strip kids, whose numbers seemed to increase with each passing month.  There were so many cribs and hoverstrollers along the line of umbrellas, keeping the sun off the youngest, and kids were absolutely everywhere, running, laughing, and playing.  Most of them were the children of the strip girls, but some were from the surrounding neighborhood.  Jezzi’s four year old son Heln was playing with Kaili’s six year boy, Faren.  Jarila’s three year old girl Yibi was tussling a bit with Kevin and Kaelan over a choice mold for packing sand.  Miaari’s three cubs Haan, Maaleth, and Yemaari ran by with Zach and Kyri chasing after them, Yemaari carrying a Terran frisbee of all things.

But this wasn’t an unusual sight on Karis.  Children, babies, and strollers were quite a common sight on the planet.  The populace had heard about the program to increase the Generation numbers and realized that it was a good way to increase the house population without recruiting, and one could guess what happened next.  In the eight years since life had returned to Karis, the citizens had been reproducing at a faster than average rate to repopulate the planet, with an average of 3.7 children per household, and that was fairly high for a planet dominated by humanoid species that had only been populated for nearly nine years.  The statistics Jerrim kept ignored species that had large numbers of children at once or had an accelerated reproduction cycle, like the Skaa, Grimja, Jhri, and Urumi, because they skewed the numbers.  If those species were added into the formula, the average jumped to 6.1.  But what it meant was that Karis’ non-immigrant population was growing at a strong rate, stronger than the average for humanoid species who dominated the planet’s population, and Jason didn’t mind that at all.  The children born on Karis were the true children of Karis, no matter what species they were, and this was their planet, their home.  They were the future to which the immigrants who had answered the call of the House of Karinne to help restore Karis would pass their legacy, and be led by the first native Karisian born here in 1300 years, Rann.


This was Rann’s planet.  Jason was taking care of it until he came into his birthright.


Latoiya got him into a game of beach volleyball, and that kept him quite busy until Cybi interrupted the fun.  [Jason, Myri needs you in the command center right now,] she told him.


[I take it the Syndicate is making their move?]


[Yes.  Hurry.]

He sighed and caught the ball hit towards him instead of returning it, which caused some accusing calls from the other side of the net.  “Sorry guys, but Cybi just called.  I have to go to work,” he said, handing the ball to Latoiya.  “And you don’t get a point for that, this was an emergency!” he added, pointing at Rann, who was on the other side of the net with Zora and Shya.  He put on a thigh-length robe that Kellin got him last New Year’s Day and headed back into the house, heading straight for the bedroom.  Jyslin wandered up and leaned against the doorframe, holding Julia in her arms.  Amber was lurking around her ankles.  I take it things are about to get messy? she asked.

I think so, he replied as the armory door opened and a retracted rack holding his armor slid out.  Aya, I need to go to the White House, can you call in a corvette?


There will be one at the dock in five minutes, she answered.


Cybi didn’t tell me what’s going on, so I’ll find out in about twenty minutes, he continued as he picked up his breastplate and backplate, already connected at the shoulders.  He took off his robe and put the pieces over his head, then picked up the codpiece…not the usual method of putting on armor, but it worked for him.  But I don’t really need to ask to know what the Syndicate’s up to.

They’re gonna invade, just like you said, she nodded.


That’s what I’m guessing, he told her as he got the codpiece on, then connected the side seams of the two pieces over his shoulders.  Once they were connected, he lined up the flexible armored stomacher up with the codpiece and connected them, then let the armor’s automated connecting system complete the connections.  He took out the pieces for one of the leg greaves and set it over his left thigh, locking them together and then connecting them to the base of the codpiece.  I figure I’m gonna see the enemy fleets dropping out of hyperspace at the two rendezvous points Navii predicted.  And I bet the Confederation diplomatic agency is getting nothing but silence from the Syndicate.


Of course, you don’t announce that you’re about to invade, Jyslin agreed.  I hope Lorna’s ready.


You know she is, and the extra time the Syndicate gave us is going to really come in handy, Jason told her.  It let both the CCM and the KMS  refit quite a few ships, and 3D managed to develop the shipkiller unit and get it into production.  That thing needs a name.


I don’t think something like a unit that can kill a ship should be named after some cartoon pony, Jyslin warned.  What is it with 3D that makes them give things such silly names?

Jason laughed aloud.  The silly name is something of a tongue-in-cheek deception as to what the device actually does, he grinned at her.  After all, how can you tell what a Friendly Puppy or Hello Kitty or My Little Pony does from its name?  But, you’re right in this case.  Instead of a cartoon pony, we’ll name it after a cartoon robot.  I officially dub the shipkiller units Megatron units.


What in Trelle’s name is a Megatron?

Jason sent her an image of the cartoon robot and several additional images of his later versions from different shows and movies, but the original version was something of a cultural icon in America back on Terra. He was the bad guy in a very popular series of TV cartoons and movies called Transformers, and despite him being the bad guy, he’s very popular, even today.  You ask any American male between the ages of ten and fifty who Megatron is, and he’ll be able to tell you in a heartbeat.  Even most women know who Megatron is, and Transformers isn’t exactly marketed to Terran women.  Given he was the most powerful and dangerous of all the Decepticons, it’s only fitting that a shipkiller weapon be named after him.

I just do not understand your silly culture, she teased with a smile.


Better than yours, he teased as he finished the lower half of his armor by stepping into his left boot, then started on the arm vambraces.


Jason, the corvette is landing at the dock, you can leave as soon as you’re ready, Aya called.  I’ll have your guards waiting on the corvette for you.


Sounds good, Aya.  I should be done in just a minute, he answered.


He finished in just a moment, then stood up and came over and gave Jyslin a kiss.  Hold down the fort, love.  And keep this little angel happy, he added, leaning down and kissing Julia on the forehead.  “I’m going out, Amber.  Don’t drive Jys nuts, okay?” he added, looking down at the tiny vulpar.


Amber gave him a squeaky little yip of complete disagreement.


“We’ll be here waiting when you get home, love,” she said, kissing him again.


It only took about ten minutes to get to the White House, and he was in the command center about five minutes later.  Aya was with him, joining his usual four guards; no doubt she wanted to be here to hear this first hand.  The entire command staff was in along with just about the entire command center crew, so there were people everywhere.  All five CBIMs and Coma were present as holograms, hovering off to the side of the main table, and Dellin was present as a hologram, standing beside Navii’s hoverchair.  “I’m here, Myri,” he called as he marched towards the center holo table.  “The Syndicate made their move?”


“They did, and not something we expected,” Navii said, and the holo projected up over the table.  It showed their home galaxy and thousands of blinking red dots.  “The entire Syndicate fleet in transit dropped out of hyperspace as we expected, Jason, but they’re not gathering into large fleets.  Every single element of the fleet that jumped separately has dropped into normal space, changed course, and jumped back into hyperspace.  They’re on course to enter the galaxy, Jason, and navigation and astrocartography so far project that each element has a different destination.  Some of those elements are just a single ship, some are very small elements of maybe three of four ships.  The largest collection of ships is 120.  Each one has a separate destination.  So far, we count 8,438 different destinations, and they seem to have been selected completely at random.”

Jason looked up at the hologram, and saw Navii explained it perfectly.  Each of those individual units of ships or small group of ships that had been out in the Strands hadn’t stopped to gather into huge fleets, they had changed course and were now inbound, each one with a different destination…and those destinations weren’t just along the rim where they were going to enter.  He focused on one line, showing that a single super-ship was inbound towards the P quadrant had a destination of R1X 7846-4656-1193, which didn’t have anything there but a single gas giant with 31 moons that had absolutely no value whatsoever  That ship was going to cross half the galaxy once it entered to get there.  He looked over the destinations, thousands of them, and couldn’t see any kind of real pattern.  The squadron of 120 ships was being sent to a system with no planets in it.  An element of four of their smaller battleships was being sent to Subria, the capitol of the Subrian Authority and one of the most heavily defended star systems in the P quadrant, where they’d be annihilated about a microsecond after dropping out of hyperspace.  It was almost like they’d chosen destinations at random and assigned them to elements of the fleet, without rhyme or reason.


“This doesn’t make any sense,” he complained.  “Why would they pick destinations randomly?”


“And that is part of its brilliance,” Navii said soberly.  “By completely choosing destinations at random, it prevents Lorna from developing comprehensive battle plans to counter their fleet movements, as they follow no discernable pattern.  And in a way, how we react will tell the Syndicate commander what’s important to us as we allocate assets to protect some systems, but not others.”

“It’s also going to stretch the CCM to the limit,” Juma grunted, looking up at the holo.  “They’ve split into so many different elements that we can’t cover all of them.  Some of those ships are going to arrive at their destinations unchallenged, because we simply don’t have the ships to face them.”


“That’s another brilliant part of their plan,” Navii nodded.  “They’re sending single super-ships out without task forces or escorts, which have to be countered by task forces of CCM ships that don’t have KMS ships in them.  That stretches our assets out beyond their limit, which means that over a third of those invading elements will be free to move about the galaxy without resistance because we simply don’t have the forces to counter them.  And you know what they will do.”


“If they can get around our string jammers, send them directly to wherever their ships need reinforcements in the places where they decide they need to win,” Jason predicted.  “It both gets their main fleet into the galaxy in a way we can’t really stop and creates a pool of reserve ships they can send in to reinforce fleets that are losing in places where they want to win.  Fuck.  Fuck, why didn’t we see this?  Did anyone see them doing this?”


“Navii did,” Myri said proudly, and Navii blushed a bit in modesty.


“It was one of the scenarios we considered,” she said mildly.  “But we gave it a low chance of them executing it.”


“But you planned for this.”


“We have a plan, yes.  But it’s a KMS plan, Jason, not a CCM plan.”


“Lorna’s not going to quibble if you send her what you can of the KMS plan and let her build on it,” Jason predicted.


“Much of our counter depends on 3D, Jason,” Navii told him.  “Automated toys, stellar collectors, and interdictors are the response to this spread-out strategy the Syndicate is executing.  We need to get the right devices into the right systems to take on the elements that have only single or a few ships, and save our line vessels and other hard assets for the larger concentrations.  The toys may not destroy them, Jason, but they can slow them down, harass them, possibly prevent them from jumping when ordered and delay their arrival into a battle.  We use what interdictors we have against the most dangerous elements, either those that pose the greatest threat or the ones whose destinations are places we can’t allow them to reach.  The element destined for Subria would be one such element.  We can’t allow those four ships to get even a single look at Subria and somehow get it back to its fleet command.”


“I…I see what you mean,” he said with a nod.  “I’ll go straight over to 3D after we finish here.”


“I’m telling them about this right now,” Cybi declared.


“I do hope that you turned on the interdictor at Oasis?” Jason asked.


“Not yet,” Navii answered.  “We’re saving that for the right moment, Jason.  They can find it and neutralize it, so we’re holding that surprise back until it can do the most damage.  Besides, those ships are six days from the galaxy, so they mean nothing in the short term.  I would guess that the Syndicate commander will hold them at Oasis, allow the initial battles to be fought, then send out reinforcements as needed once she knows where she wants them to go.  I estimate we have five days before any ships at Oasis leave.  Three days for the invading ships to enter our galaxy, and one to two days before she sees the results and makes her next move.”


“But we do have ships towing out standard interdictors to form a sphere of interdiction around Oasis that they won’t detect until they try to jump through it,” Myri added.  “We’re using the same strategy we had for the big trap we set for them, just without having to leave an opening for the ship to pass through to get inside.  We have 56 interdictors on the way to build a sphere of interdiction that starts a light year out from Oasis and completely encloses it.  We’re going to save the tackler hidden in the system in case they try to jump the reserves they have at Oasis out of the system before we have the interdictor sphere set up.”


“Good call,” he agreed with a nod.


“The Confederate Council is calling an emergency meeting, Jason,” Cyra told him.  “Do you want me to sit in for you until you can attend?”

“Please, thank you, Cyra,” he replied.  “I’m gonna be a little too busy to go sit on my butt in my office for maybe a couple of hours.”  He gave the hologram a long look, then sighed.  “Shit.  I knew this wasn’t going to be easy.  I almost wish I was going to be proved wrong.”

“We’re going to have to commit almost the entire KMS, Jason,” Juma said.  “That means we need to activate the reserve and guard units to protect the planet while we pull our assets to counter the Syndicate..”

“Do it,” he agreed.  “And we move to full wartime footing.  Let’s go to stage two, Myri.  Activate the planetary hard shield and activate all planetary defense systems,” he ordered.   “Time to activate the worker reassignment plan, Dellin, get them off the construction docks and onto the repair docks, get everything organized before damaged ships start coming in for repairs.  If they’re not working on a ship that’s going to be completed in the next ten days, they switch.  And I want all of them on the repair docks by the time the Syndicate fleet enters our galaxy.  At that point, working on new ships won’t matter, where repairing the damaged ships will.”


“I’ll start arranging it,” Dellin replied.  “I’ll activate the new automated damage control and repair systems that MRDD designed for us as well.” 


“Is everything on the board?” Jason asked, looking at Juma.


“We have nine ships off the board for maintenance, and 32 ships off the board for drive refits,” she replied.  “Dellin, we need those ships back on the board in three days.”


“I’ll put some extra workers on it,” he answered.  “But to warn you now, I don’t think the cruiser Deslai is going to be ready in time.  It suffered a primary plant malfunction, and they decided to replace the plant core chamber rather than try to find the problem.  That’s a pretty involved repair.”

“We can live with one cruiser being off the board,” Juma told him evenly.  In the background, they heard the alert beacon go off over the civilian gravband frequencies, as well as over both Civnet and the planetary biogenic network.  Shey’s voice followed the alert siren, which was pre-recorded.  “Planetary alert.  Planetary alert.  Defense condition has been raised to stage two.  Defense condition raised to stage two.  All planetary reserve and guard units, contact your barracks HQ immediately for information on deployment assignments.  Repeat, all planetary reserve and guard units, contact your barracks HQ immediately for information on deployment assignments.”

Another voice took over after Shey’s, one Jason didn’t know.  “Planetary shield activation.  Planetary shield activation.  The planetary shield will be raised in ten minutes.  Repeat, the planetary shield will be raised in ten minutes.  All air traffic divert from shield arc locations immediately.  All air traffic divert from shield arc locations immediately.  All traffic control officers take note, only gates A and B will be open once the shield is raised.  All traffic control officers, only gates A and B will be open once the shield is raised.”

“Planetary shield activation sequence is engaged, General,” one of the control coordinators called.  “All power feeds are online and the shield matrix is in charging sequence.  We are on a ten minute countdown.”


“Very good, Major,” Myri called back.


“I’ll leave you ladies to it,” Jason said.  “I need to get over to 3D and see what we can come up with to counter this.  Cybi can keep you up to date on what we come up with.  In the meantime, Cybi, I want you to activate Unit Alpha.”  Unit Alpha was the code name of the combat-rated Generations, those who might be called upon to get in an exomech or into a gestalt-equipped line vessel and take it to the Syndicate on the front lines. There were ten members of Unit Alpha, and that included Jason and Saelle.

“Including you?” Myri asked.


“Nobody sits out this war, Myri,” he replied bluntly.


“Jayce, sweetie, if you think you’re going to go on combat sorties, you’re crazy.  There’s about four billion people that will take turns paddling you if you do anything that crazy.  The line is going to start right there,” she added, pointing at Aya and his guards—Aya was wearing a scowl as dark as a thundercloud—“and go right through this command center.”


“Besides, you’re the primary Generation tasked to defend the planet.  You are Cybi’s strongest merge, Jason, and that means you have to be on planet,” Navii reminded him.


“I won’t be on primary rotation.  But if I’m needed, I’ll be ready,” he answered.

“You won’t have Kaili.  With us going to deployment, that puts her on the Tianne and in Coma’s core chamber,” Juma warned.  “She’s the Generation assigned to Coma for biogenic operations.”

“She needs to be at Joint Base Alpha for the meeting, then she’ll go on to the Tianne,” Jason answered.


That meeting took place right on time.  Jason spent nearly two hours over at 3D discussing ideas and possible tactics they could use against the Syndicate’s scatter strategy, but he got off the corvette carrying him right on time and walked into the meeting room holding the other eight Generations currently on planet that were members of Unit Alpha, in addition to a hologram of Saelle representing the ninth, attending from the Imperial Palace.  Jason put his helmet on the table at the front of the room and leaned his hands on it.  “Alright, we’re all here,” he announced as Cybi and Cyra manifested holograms into the room, appearing sitting on each side of the table and leaning on one hand, the demure pose they most often used sitting on his desk, while Cylan, Cyvanne, and Cynna manifested standing to the sides of Jason.  Coma’s hologram manifested beside Cynna’s.  He had to speak because Saelle was present as a hologram, else he’d be communing. That was the usual way Generations communicated with each other.  “This is it, guys.  What the Syndicate has done is going to pull us into this, and I mean directly.  I take it you were all briefed?”

“Cybi explained what’s going on, Jayce,” Jezzi answered.


“Good.  Then you know that there’s a good chance that we might be called into a theater to assist the CCM directly.  I’m assigning each of you a corvette that’s going to more or less follow you around at all times,” he told them.  “It’s never going to be more than three minutes away from you.  If you get a scramble call, it’ll be there to pick you up.  The corvette is going to be carrying your deployment bag and a spare suit of tactical armor just in case.  And that also means that you don’t go out alone with your kids.  I’ll assign a military aide to stay with you so they can get your kids back home if you get called in.  Kaili, it’s gonna be a bit different for you,” he said, looking over at the youthful-looking sandy-haired Faey.  “With you being activated, that’s going to put you on the Tianne until this operation is over. You’ll be going up as soon as we finish here and you won’t be back home until it completes the mission.”


“No problem, Jayce.  I already have my stuff in my quarters on the ship, and the KMS put a housesitter in my house to take care of my dogs.”


“You ready?”


“Sure am,” she replied with a confident nod.  “I just finished a ten day training session with Coma like five days ago.”


“Who’s the backup for Kaili on the ship?” Evinn asked.


“Melliken,” Jenn answered.


“He’s already aboard,” Coma said.  “He arrived about an hour ago.”

“But he’s not combat rated on exomechs and ground-based operations yet,” Jason continued, “so he’s not a member of this unit.  He will be, though.”


“He musta finished his naval training if he’s deployed,” Hinvi observed.


“Yeah,” Jason nodded.  “Jenn, Jezzi, since you’re both considered Cyra’s primary and you’re the only CBIM primaries not me in this unit, one of you will be staying on planet at all times.  Cylan, Cynna, and Cyvanne’s primaries haven’t finished the other training yet, so they’re in the same boat as Melliken.”


“You mean Jezzi’s the primary,” Jenn corrected with a smile.  “That means I can be deployed off planet.”


“Your merge is like a quarter of a percent below mine!  And I’m the woman here, brother!  If anyone’s climbing into an exomech and backing up a ground force, it’s gonna be me!”


“This is the House of Karinne, not the Imperium, sis,” he replied coolly.  “Men are the equal of women here.  I’m more than capable of fighting from a mecha.  I have better scores than you.”


“Both of you stow it,” Jason said bluntly.  “Saelle, you’re staying right where you are.  Your job is to protect Dahnai and the kids.  You’ll only get called out if things really get crazy, like so crazy that even I have to go out there.”


“Not a problem, Jayce.  I have everything under control here, and I’ve got no doubt that the others have got this.  We are Generations,” she said proudly.  “Kaili alone can take a gigantic bite out of the Syndicate.”

“And I can’t wait to do it,” she said eagerly, nodding.


“Well, the rest of you consider this.  One of us is going to be assisting the KMS when they try to capture one of those super-ships,” he warned.  “That’s going to be a very dangerous assignment, guys.  I’m not going to sugar-coat it.  It’s gonna be rough, which is why only one of us can do it.  We’re the only Generations with sufficient combat training to be able to do a mission like this.  So I want all of you to go over boarding operations with Marines and Tarks while piloting a tactical Juggernaut and brush up on enemy detection and attack techniques, as well as defensive TK techniques.  Ryn’s agreed to give some refresher training for all of us so we’re razor sharp when the time comes,” he told them as he motioned towards Ryn, who was standing by the door.  Ryn was probably the most skilled telepath on the planet, a graduate of the prestigious Xerian Academy of telepathic sciences.  Ryn could take down a mindbender without much effort.  “We’re all going to be doing drills and practice runs to get ready, even me.”


“Why can’t we use a tactical Titan?” Vella asked.


“Titans are too big to fit in the companionways on their ships, but Juggernauts are about the same size as Benga, so that’s what we’ll be using,” he answered.  “Juggernaut tacticals are more powerful than Gladiator tacticals, so whoever ends up drawing that mission is going to be using a Juggernaut.  So that’s what we’ll be using in our training sims.”

“Sounds good,” Jenn said enthusiastically.  “When do we start?”


“Tomorrow, but if you want to do some freelance training exercises today, have at it.,” Jason answered.  “The rigger corps are gonna be running training exercises just about 29 hours a day until they ship out, so you shouldn’t have any problems getting into some exercises.  Just talk to Colonel Mefiri, she’s commander of the training school here.  She’ll work it out for you.”


“Just out of curiosity, how far along are the others?” Jezzi asked.


“You mean to joining the unit?” Jason asked, to which Jezzi nodded.


“Twelve have completed their naval training but are still undergoing ground-based operations training,” Cybi answered.  “Sixteen have completed ground-based training but are still undergoing naval training.  All of them should be done within the next two takirs and join the unit.  Just about everyone else is in varying stages of the training, be it naval or ground.”


“That training isn’t going to stop because of the deployment,” Cyra added.  “If anything, it may accelerate it a bit by giving them practical experience.”

“Every Generation that finished naval training is either already on a command ship or battleship or is heading for one,” Jason continued.  “We put some pretty heavy-duty gestalts on every command ship and battleship in the inventory to act as fighter and boarding protection and point defense against incoming fire, so they’ll probably be deployed to all four ship classes in the fleet.  The Generations with ground-based training are already assigned to exomech companies, but they won’t be deployed unless a ground force runs into significant resistance and calls a Generation in to help them. Lorna has direct authority for that.  That order will come from her, and only from her.  But odds are, you will be called in before they will, because you’re in this unit.  That means you finished your training, and Lorna knows you know what you’re doing.  They’ll only get called out if all of us are already on another sortie.”

“Why only give that to Lorna?” Vella asked.


“Because she more than anyone off Karis knows that while we may be powerful, we are not living weapons,” he answered.  “Just about any other commander in the CCM only sees what we can do, they tend to forget that we’re people, not assets.  Lorna will know when one of us is needed to get a victory, and when we’re not needed.  Because, to be honest, I don’t want us deployed unless there’s no other choice.  I don’t want the others in the CCM to see exactly what we can do, because as sure as it rains in Karsa in the winter, it means they’ll want that power for themselves.  Then we’ll be right back to the situation that made us secede from the Imperium, Miaari getting thousands of reports of cloning operations suddenly starting up in every empire in the Confederation, and hundreds of infiltrators trying to get on Karis to get the specs for building biogenic crystal growth tanks, and our DNA.  If not us.”

“Can’t argue with that, Jezzi grunted.


“Lorna’s personally involved in this because she’s my aunt-in-law,” Jason said.  “I’ll trust her more than anyone else in the CCM to understand that while we’re part of this war and will fight for the Confederation to protect our galaxy, we want to do it quietly.  That’s why no command staff that may ride on the Tianne will ever see Kaili or Melliken.  They’ll never know just who on the ship is the Generation.”


“Yeah, I’m restricted to my quarters if there’s any CCM staff on the ship, so that’ll be like all the time,” Kaili said, a bit sourly.  “Good thing my quarters are literally nextdoor to Coma’s core chamber.  I don’t have to go far to get to my merge chair.”


“And Melliken’s quarters are right beside hers,” Jason added.  “We made sure to take into account that Generations would be merging to Coma when we designed the ship.”

“I’ll take good care of you, Kaili,” Coma told her.


“I expect cake with every dinner, Coma,” she declared cheekily.


“Don’t go primadonna on us, Kaili,” Farin said dryly.


“Oh hush, Farin,” she retorted.


“Jason does bring up an important point that all of you should remember,” Cybi said.  “Remember that when you are deployed off planet in a CCM unit, Alpha Protocols are in effect at all times.”  Alpha Protocols were a series or rules that protected the identity and person of a Generation when deployed into a CCM unit, ranging from procedural rules like them not being identified as such over comm to simple rules like a Generation never removing his or her helmet so their faces could be seen in the company of outside military personnel, or driving a tactical rig that looked exactly the same as every other rig in the company so they couldn’t be singled out.  They also included rules that protected a Generation when not in active combat, like the fact that a Generation would only be in the combat theater long enough to do their job.  They would come down in a mech jumper, a jumper specifically built for launching and recovering exomechs instead of infantry, accomplish their mission, then immediately pull back and be picked up by a jumper and returned to a KMS vessel  Alpha Protocols were known in the KMS and practiced by all affected units that might be working with or have a Generation assigned to them. “Remember that you are responsible for some of those protocols.  Don’t be the one that breaks protocol and makes me spank you.  Neither of us is going to enjoy it.”

“Now that she has that bionoid, don’t test her,” Jason warned, which made Cybi laugh.


“I’ve been practicing with the paddle Jason keeps hanging on the wall of his office,” she informed them, taking a few mock swings with her free arm.

“And that brings up another point, one being drilled into every member of the KMS that gets transported on certain ships,” Jason added.  “Some of our ships are equipped with an experimental engine called a translight drive, a new technology that we’re researching.  This engine is beyond top secret.  It’s so secret that this had better be the first time anyone in this room not a hologram has heard of it,” he said flintily.  “The only reason I’m bringing it up is because if you get put on a ship with one of these drives installed, you’re going to hear shipwide intercom announcements mentioning it.  What you hear, what you see the engine do, it’s as secret as the Generations.  The secret unspoken remains a secret,” he said intensely.  “This is something you don’t discuss with anyone, not even those who already know about the drives.  Don’t get curious about them either.  The ship’s crews won’t talk about them to you, and if you get nosy, you’ll get yanked off the ship and replaced, and your combat status will be revoked.  So, that’s where it stands.  Does everyone in this room understand what I just said?” he asked strongly.  When that was settled, he looked at Kaili.  “Kaili, that goes double for you.  Since you’re Coma’s primary, you have to learn about the operational characteristics of the drive so you understand how the ship may move while you’re doing your job.  What you learn while you’re there is something I’d better never hear you discuss, anywhere, with anyone.  Understand?”


“Completely,  Jayce,” she replied confidently.  “I have a top secret clearance.  Like everyone else in this room,” she added dryly.


“Not that I don’t trust you, Kaili, but keep in mind that if you’re caught discussing this information, you’ll be spending about ten years in prison.  This is an actionable offense,” he warned.


“Just more reason to keep quiet,” she said calmly.

“Alright, that’s it,” Jason declared.  “We’re done here.  Everyone be back here at 0900 sharp so we can start training exercises, and expect to be here for about ten hours.  So plan your day accordingly.  Well, everyone but you, Saelle,” he corrected, looking at her hologram.

“No, I’ll be there,” she replied.  “Dahnai’s coming to the Summer Palace in the morning, remember? If I’m on planet, I’ll be there.  Evin can watch the children while I’m busy.”

“No I’m not,” Evinn retorted.


“My husband, you silly man,” Saelle told him with a smile.  “His name is Evin too.”

“Oh.  Forgot about that,” Evinn mumbled, which made a few chuckles ripple across the room.


“Why is Dahnai coming here?” Jenn asked.


“Officially, she’s staying at the Summer Palace for the next couple of takirs while they do some remodeling and maintenance to the throne room and her apartment in the palace,” Jason answered.  “Unofficially, it’s because her guards want her and the family here if there’s a chance Draconis may be attacked.  This planet is far more heavily defended than Draconis is, so they want the Imperial Family somewhere safe.  The Highborn Council even agreed that it was best if Dahnai stayed here for the duration of the war, but no doubt they have some shenanigans planned for when she’s away,” he drawled.

“I think I’m gonna get some time in on a Juggernaut before I go home,” Jenn said, looking over at his sister.  “What do you say, sis?  Feel like some fun?”

“Only if we’re on opposite sides,” she grinned menacingly.


“Loser buys the wine,” Jenn proposed.


“Deal, brother.”


It made him happy to see all of them head for the training office rather than their skimmers when they broke up, intending to get in on one of the training exercises before going home, which proved they were taking this situation as seriously as it deserved to be taken.  Jason walked out of the training building on the base and towards his corvette, and he moved with the swiftness of a man with a purpose.  The Confederate Council was literally waiting for him to be available so they could continue their meeting, mainly because he and the Karinnes were such an integral part of their overall plans, and they were all waiting in pseudo-person in the Hall of Peace, in their bionoids.


The implementation of the Council bionoid project had gone without a hitch, and had been a smashing success.  The rulers used their bionoids on Terra quite often, both for council meetings and their own personal business, allowing them to have face to face meetings with people while being half a galaxy away.  They were using the ones here on Karis as well, though with much more restriction, mainly for recreational or entertainment purposes.  Jason didn’t mind letting the rulers run around Karsa in their bionoids and doing things like shopping or taking in plays or games because they couldn’t do anything.  The bionoids were tracked by the CBIMs and were shut down if they left their operational zones, or if they tried to enter a restricted area.  And there was little they were going to learn from the Karis population by talking to them that they didn’t already know.  The rulers got a kick out of being able to roam around Karsa, of being on the forbidden planet, and it didn’t really cost Jason much.  If anything, he got a lot of good will from the other rulers for his generosity.


And their links to those bionoids were beyond secure.  The Karinne and Moridon techs that set up the links from the merge pods to the biogenic comm unit had made them a hacker’s nightmare, from physical protections like using tightbeam links that made it virtually impossible to intercept the datastream to some of the most formidable data encryption the Moridon could stack in the computers that governed that datastream.  And true to his word—and more importantly, the Moridon’s word—not even the Karinnes and Moridon had access to that data.  It was completely and inviolately secure, private proprietary information only accessible by the ruler himself, which allowed them to do business from their bionoids without fear of their meetings being eavesdropped upon through the bionoid system.


And the rulers that loved them the most were the ones who needed life support equipment to visit most other worlds.  Races like the Araban, Jakkans, Birkons, and just about all of the pure aquatic races whose environmental requirements were exotic to most other forms of life, they found the bionoids to be incredibly liberating, and not just for the rulers.  The burgeoning bionoid market was seeing some of its heaviest orders from those kinds of races, so they could use them to operate on the vast majority of other ecosystems or planets that would kill them otherwise, or by businesses or governments so they could send agents to other empires to do business.  Yila was already looking at a heavy back order on moleculartronic bionoid units, they were literally selling so fast that her factories couldn’t keep up with them.

And that was because of something that Jason wasn’t entirely sure he was a good idea, but had been talked into approving anyway.  Since they had biogenic comm nodes at the capitols of the various Confederate empires, he’d been talked into allowing them to be used for civilian comm traffic, and thus allowing bionoids to be controlled by someone on a different planet a long distance from the driver, where the comm delay from long-range gravband became prohibitive.  The biogenic comm nodes had more than enough bandwidth and processing power to act as the primary comm node for an entire planet, and since they used biogenic communion that transcended time and space, it allowed virtual real-time communication between the capitol planets of any two empires in the Confederation.  And when coupled to an empire’s local gravband comm system that allowed virtual real-time communication just about anywhere in a sector, it effectively created a galaxy-spanning real-time comm system.  Hadjha Siyhaa and Cybi had gone in and set up a civilian pan-galactic biogenic routing system using four of the spare CM-315 mainframe computers they had in storage, the very powerful mainframe computers used on Fleet battleships, managing the civilian biogenic network from Karis whose sole purpose was to route comm from one empire’s established comm network to another, allowing them to communicate in real time without the long-range gravband delay.  It had taken Cybi and Siyhaa all of 14 days to install and program the mainframes to do the job, mainly because Siyhaa, that rascal, had already developed the software for just such a system was very nearly ready to approach Jason with the idea to build it.  And they were all pressuring him to open up the system to more planets, to install biogenic comm nodes at every planet in the entire Confederation to create a vast galaxy-spanning real-time communications and computer network.


It did have some potential and possibilities, but he wasn’t sold on the idea yet due to security concerns.  There was quite a bit of highly advanced biogenic hardware in a comm node, and it would make an overwhelmingly tempting target to someone trying to steal biogenic tech.  The comm nodes he had out there now were heavily defended, but to build so many of them and install them in some pretty remote planets…he wasn’t so sure about that.  Besides, most empires had their own very effective comm systems that connected their planets that connected to the biogenic comm node at the capitol, which created that galaxy-spanning network without the need of nodes at every planet.


Still, he had to admit, what Siyhaa and Cybi had built using those four CB-315 mainframes was pretty impressive, even more impressive when one considered how fast they did it.  Siyhaa had already done most of the work, designing the architecture the system would follow, writing the code to run it, and developing routing algorithms that got comm data where it was supposed to go.  It hadn’t even required any real changes to the other empires’ comm network, they just had to go in and patch their software to recognize the comm node and how to send data to it when the data’s destination was outside their network, and allow their systems to recognize the galactic comm address tags Siyhaa created for her protocols to tell it where the data was supposed to go.  The four mainframes on Karis did all the work, receiving data and routing it to the destination empire.  That had taken the average empire’s comm specialists about ten days to set up, since it was fairly easy, and the system had been up and running for about five days.

It was a short trip from Joint Base Alpha to the Hall of Peace, and he went straight from the landing pad to the council chambers.  They were all there, the council was in session, and Cyra’s hologram was sitting where Jason usually did.  “Jason, it’s about time,” Dahnai scolded from the lectern.  She was holding the gavel for the next nine days.  “We’ve been waiting nearly two hours.”


“I’ve been busy,” he replied curtly.  “What did you need me for that Cyra couldn’t already tell you?”


“Cyra can’t vote, and we felt like all of us should be here to cast these votes,” she answered.  “You do have voting powers for military operations.”


“I’m gonna vote for whatever Lorna suggests we do,” he retorted as he went up the steps, towards his desk.  “I trust her and the command staff of the CCM.  They’re the professionals.”


“I think that’s an opinion held by most every male or female in this room, Jason,” King Vedrann of the Farguut said easily.

They spent nearly two hours discussing not just the battle plan, but other things like the plan to use Kosigi as a repair base, getting damaged ships in, repaired, and back into the action as quickly as possible.  Jason spent that time barely paying attention, going over some of the plans that Myri was sending to his gestalt, the initial plan to board and take over one of the super-ships.  They’d selected their target, one of the larger spherical super-ships that was entering the galaxy alone, picking it not for its size, but for its destination.  They’d selected the ship that would be the most “alone,” the one that would have the greatest distance from other Syndicate ships when they entered the galaxy, which would give them time to execute the plan and isolate the ship behind interdiction before reinforcements could reach it.  Myri and Juma already had a basic framework for their plan to board the ship and take it over, and they’d decided to take two Generations with them to support the operation.  Jenn and Vella had been selected for the operation, since they had the highest ship boarding operation scores among Unit Alpha. Those operations had been part of their naval training.


It wasn’t a surprise they already had an initial draft of the invasion plan, since they’d been planning to capture one of those ships for a long while.  They’d already done a lot of the general research and operational work, now they just needed to refine the plan based on the layout of that specific ship and take into account that they’d have two Generations with them to assist.  He saw that they’d already diverted some hyperspace probes to get some detailed scans of their target ship.

Just as they were about to end the session, Jason got a “come see us now” message from Tom up at Project G.  He literally bailed on the council session, claiming he’d been called to a house emergency and running out of the council chamber, then jumped on his corvette and rushed straight up to the old Titan research facility.  Tom and Bo rushed out as the corvette landed, with Scientist RDX right behind them.  “Damn, that was fast, Jayce!” Bo laughed.


“I wasn’t very far away.  What’s up?”


“We got it!” Bo shouted.


“It’s working?” he asked in surprise.  “Already?”


“We’ve come up with something.  It’s not a full breakthrough, but it’s a step that might have real worth in the upcoming fighting, your Grace,” RDX explained.


“Thank her for that, Jayce,” Tom said, pointing at RDX, who looked quite modestly embarrassed.


“Show me!” he said eagerly.


They brought him into the main research lab, which had pieces of metal all over the place.  Hanging from the ceiling, on the wall, on mounts on the floor, each one a piece of armor-grade material with a layer of metal on one side, like a CMS skin.  “Alright, the basics,” Tom said, bringing him to the center, where two huge sections of black metal were standing upright, annealed to the floor.  “We haven’t come up with the kind of system we’re looking for, but we’ve made a big breakthrough that we can put into use right now.  This is a piece of compressed carapace with a CMS skin on it,” he said, motioning.  “It’s a piece of frigate hull armor, Jayce.  RDX came up with a way to use the existing CMS system to convert it into an IP armor system just by injecting an IP waveform into the CMS skin, and she discovered a viable composite interphasic waveform that works with laminated Neutronium, the metal we use for a CMS skin.  It does take the CMS system offline, it doesn’t hide the ship from sensors, but when the system is running, Jayce, it increases hull integrity by up to 13,000 percent.”

“It works exactly as you envisioned, your Grace,” RDX continued, bringing up a hologram of an interphasic waveform.  “The waveform actively absorbs all forms of hostile incoming energy and then redirects it into the molecular structure of the Neutronium laminate, energizing the ionic bonds holding the metal together and making it nigh indestructible, at least up to a point.”  A holo of a metal plate appeared, which was then hit by a red beam of energy, then it zoomed in to show how the interphasic waveform interacted with the molecules of the Neutronium laminate, absorbing that hostile energy and using it to reinforce the armor at an atomic level.  “When in standby mode, which is the IP system active but not actively absorbing incoming energy, the IP system uses slightly less energy than the CMS system does.  But when energized by hostile incoming energy, the armor’s strength increases in direct proportion to the energy used against it.  The stronger the attack, the stronger the armor becomes to resist it.  But as you would expect from any kind of energy-based defensive system, it’s limited by the system’s ability to absorb incoming energy.  Just like most forms of shield technology, it can be overloaded by excessive incoming energy, so it doesn’t make a ship indestructible.  But, it does increase the armor by up to 13,000 percent.  That is the overload level.  The good part, though, is that the waveform absorbs almost all forms of energy used by most empires.  Kinetic, heat, ionic, radiation, plasma, everything except Torsion energy, and the diffusers take care of that so it’s not an issue.”


“The only weapons we’ve found that can penetrate this system are weapons that completely ignore three dimensional physics,” Tom added.  “Nothing physical can stop a pulse blast, so pulse weapons can go through it.  Coalition disruptors can also penetrate the IP system, as can Torsion weapons, but we have diffusers to deal with Torsion bolts.  We also found that Kimdori stream weaponry has some effect.  The IP system partially absorbs the stream energy, but it can’t stop all of it because of the way it conducts through the hull to attack the living crew on the other side.  The IP system majorly reduces the power of the stream effect after it penetrates the hull, which protects crew members deeper in the ship.”

RDX continued.  “The IP system absorbs energy only beyond a threshold energy level by design.  Low-intensity energy that strike the hull won’t get absorbed, like visible light, sensor energy, and comm signals, but high-intensity energy striking the hull will activate the IP.  We had to install a threshold level to prevent the IP from trying to operate in active mode at all times, it was causing the IP system to drain the ship’s power to the point where it couldn’t use its weapons if the shields are up.  That’s why it can’t be used in place of a CMS.  So, we tuned it so the IP only activates if the hull is struck by sufficient energy to threaten the ship or the crew inside it.  Any such energy that strikes the hull is absorbed and redirected to strengthen the armor.”


“And the best part, Jayce?  The ship can toggle between the armor and the CMS,” Bo said intensely.  “It can’t run both, but it can run CMS, drop stealth and switch to IP armor, then fight it out.  If things go south, it can disengage the IP system and bring up the CMS and then cloak to escape.  They both use the same laminate skin to do the job.  All we have to do is go in and swap out the emitters built into the skin so they can emit either the CMS or the IP waveforms, which takes way more power than CMS emitters were designed to emit.”


“Holy shit, seriously?” Jason gaped.


All three of them nodded with huge grins.

“Is this compatible with shields?”


“It is, Jayce, up to a point,” Bo answered.  “It doesn’t interfere with shields at all when it’s in standby mode, but it does drain so much power off the ship’s grid when it’s actively absorbing energy that it knocks the shields offline.  But if the IP armor is active, it means the shields are down and allowing energy to hit the hull, so that’s a moot point.  The shield generator’s gonna be in failure recovery mode while the IP system is active, and when it’s doing that, they don’t interfere with each other.”


“Yup,” Tom nodded.


“What does it take to install this?”


“The CMS emitters have to be replaced, as Bo said,” RDX answered.  “The emitters in the CMS system can’t handle the power requirements of the IP system.  And it requires the installation of the IP module in the ship, which governs the IP waveform and generates the power needed to hold waveform integrity when it absorbs incoming hostile energy.  It can be installed right beside the CMS control unit so they can share the same datalines and power conduits leading out to the emitters, with just a control node installed to prevent one unit from feeding back into the other.  Like a shield generation unit, the IP unit will need some considerable energy and heat dissipation systems installed to keep it online in battle.”


“Holy shit.  We could install these on the frigates,” he breathed, looking at the holo simulation of the armor being struck by energy beams and absorbing it.  “I take it you fully tested this?”


“Of course we did, Jayce, that’s why we called you,” Tom answered.  “We’ve had this system installed on the Javelin for five days, and it’s already been fully tested.  It’s certified and ready to go.”


“Unbelievable,” he said, then he laughed.  “And this isn’t even what I asked you to invent!”


“We’ve been working with the CMS system since it had much of what we already needed,” RDX explained.  “It was giving us a very good starting point to test our theories and study waveform behavior in Neutronium.  Besides, since the CMS makes the hull of an equipped ship different than other ships, we knew we’d need a separate system to accommodate the CMS so it would still operate, so this was just one half of the research we needed to do.  But we are working on an IP system we can install on ships without CMS, your Grace.  We simply felt that with the imminent invasion of the Syndicate into our galaxy, we could give you something useful that might have an immediate impact.”

“We tried to have it ready a few weeks ago, so we’d have time to install it, but we ran into too many snags with the final prototype design when we did our lab tests,” Tom grunted.  “And we wanted to get it fully tested and ready for production before we send some people back to 3D for the war effort.  Me and Bo are more or less gonna leave RDX alone out here,” he said.


“I’ll keep you up to speed on my work, Tom,” she assured him.


“I’ll go talk to Trenirk and Dellin, but to be honest, I’m not sure if we’ll be able to get these installed on any ships before the Syndicate fleet gets here,” he said sourly.  “But I do want these units built and ready for when we do have the time to do the refits.  You guys get as much done as you can before you get pulled, and RDX, I’d be more than happy if you kept working while the others are out on assignment.”


“There’s quite a bit of work I can do while Tom and Bo are busy, your Grace,” she told him.  “I’ll spend the time researching composite waveform frequencies, looking for the best one to use with unlaminated Neutronium.  The waveform we discovered for the CMS skin isn’t compatible with hull armor.”


“But it’ll be close.”


“It will be close,” she nodded in agreement.  “It gives me a good foundation to use to further my research.”


“Then it sounds like you have a plan, Scientist,” Jason told the Ruu with a smile.


“Plans lead to success, your Grace,” she replied mildly.


“Then if you’ll excuse me, I’m gonna go talk to a few people,” Jason said with a grin.

As he expected, when he got Dellin on a hologram while in Trenirk’s office, he heard more or less bad news that put a kill on his cautious elation.  “It takes nearly nine days to do the refit, Jason,” he answered.  “If it was just the IP unit, it would only take about two or three days.  But having to replace every single emitter in the hull is very time-consuming.  That’s 51,763 emitters.  Even using robotic assist, that takes a lot of time.”

“Well…fuck,” he grunted, crossing his arms and drumming his finger on his vambrace.  “I was hoping we might get at least a few of them out there.  That armor will make the frigates absolute beasts.”


“We have one frigate with the system, the Javelin.  They finished the refit five days ago and did some extensive tests, and I assume the ship passed inspection if we’re out of prototype stage and into production stage,” Dellin said.


“Well, at least we’ll have one,” Jason mused.  “Tren, go ahead and get the IP modules and the new emitters on the board for production, but don’t put it on oh my God we need it now priority.  I want the systems ready to be installed when we have the time and opportunity to do them.”


“What does this IP thing do anyway, Jayce?” Trenirk asked.  “An upgrade to the CMS system?”

“It’s an active powered armor system, Tren,” he answered.  “At the foundation, what it does is absorb hostile energy used against the ship and use it to reinforce the hull, kind of like an energy shield, but one within the hull itself instead of projected outside of it.  The stronger the attack, the stronger the armor becomes to resist it.”


“Oh.  Ohhhhhhh,” he breathed, his eyes widening.  “And it works with the shields on too?’


“They can’t be active at the same time, but that’s not an issue,” he answered.  “If the shields go down, then the IP system activates and takes over, and that gives the shield generator time to reset or the crew time to do damage control on it.  But the simple truth is, the IP system is stronger than the shields,” he chuckled.  “The shields will really just be there as an extra layer of protection.”

“Too bad we can’t use this for other ships.”


“The team that developed this is working on a different form of IP armor to use on ships without a CMS,” he replied.  “But they haven’t gotten anything up to prototype stage yet.”


“And believe me, I’ll be happy to organize that refit operation,” Dellin said with a smile.  “Tom let me observe their testing of the CMS IP system, and it’s impressive.  The frigate took hits that would have put a heavy cruiser  out of action and just kept coming,” he added with a little surprise in his voice.

“That’s exactly what I hoped it would do,” Jason nodded with a big smile.  “Something that protects my sailors is something I want on my ships fucking now.”


“Well, we won’t get this fucking now, but it’ll be there when we have a chance to refit, Jayce.  I guarantee it,” Trenirk told him with a grin.


“That reminds me, Dellin.  Did they arm the tactical battleships with those Kimdori stream weapons?”


The hologram nodded.  “We finished the refit on the last bulldog yesterday, we pulled out four rail cannons and two pulse cannons and replaced them with stream weapons.  They even released the specs for them so we can build them ourselves.  That only took them, what, eight  years?”

Jason laughed.  “Kimdori love their secrets, Dellin,” he replied.  “And we gave them the specs for particle beam weapons in return, so it was a fair trade.”

“I’ve got the stream weapon units on the production queue,” Trenirk injected.  “For all ship classes.”


“They’ll be a good addition to the arsenal,” Jason predicted confidently.  “I’ll let you two get back to work.  I think I’m going to go home and rest a while.  I’ve only been running around like a madman for about ten hours now.”

“I can imagine,” Trenirk nodded.


Jason looked over the specs of the IP system while riding back home, and he was very impressed.  They took his original idea behind the CMS and amplified the fuck out of it, creating a system where the interphasic waveform infused the laminated Neutronium CMS skin and turned it into something beastly.  The armor absorbed 90% of all known forms of hostile energy used against it—energy that didn’t ignore three dimensional physics, anyway—and then used that raw energy to amplify the interphasic waveform, which super-energized the ionic bonds holding the Neutronium alloy together.  The waveform also prevented the metal from heating up beyond a certain point, preventing the molecules from agitating by regulating their vibration, which created a pretty formidable endothermic effect.  The effect was everything Jason hoped it would be.  The skin of the CMS, when energized by an IP waveform, was potentially stronger than the carapace hull under it, depending on how much energy was released against the skin.  He reviewed the testing they did, where they literally shot weapons at the Javelin and seeing how its hull responded to the attacks.  The IP system had absorbed it all.  The kinetic energy of rail slugs, the thermal and plasmonic energy of MPACs and other plasma weaponry, the energy of neutron, ion, and heavy mount wave weapons, nothing penetrated the CMS skin.  Even phased weaponry was stopped because of the paradoxical existence of the interphasic waveform, existing in all phased states simultaneously without being phased itself, and then focusing all energy into its single state that was then represented across all phased states.

It was a success.  It was a smashing success, and Jason could see that once they invented the full-scale IP system and they got it installed on the ships, they would become tanks.  Just fucking tanks.  Their hulls would be all but invulnerable, which would require enemies to get very creative to find ways to do damage to them…but only so long as the ship’s captain wasn’t an idiot.  The IP system could be brought down like shields could, by overloading them, so a ship captain couldn’t just ram her ship down the enemy’s throat and absorb sustained, concentrated fire without the ship losing its IP system and taking some damage—unless that captain was Sevi, that is.  Sevi was the exception, not the rule.  A ship captain doing things the right way, treating her ship like it wasn’t invincible, that captain was going to have a ship whose IP armor was going to turn her ship into a total fucking monster.  KMS ships were already some of the toughest ships in the CCM thanks to compressed carapace armor, Teryon shields, and exceptionally robust operational systems coupled to extremely effective damage control, able to absorb damage that would knock other ships out and still fight, but this would multiply that resiliency several times over.  The IP system would prevent vibration and shock damage conducting through the hull due to its absorbing of kinetic energy, prevent hull heating from weapons like plasma fire that could cause overheat damage in the ship sections on the other side of the hull, would make lower-energy weapons like neutron and ion weapons completely useless, and would even let the ship heavily resist some of their own weapons, just in case someone out there did finally get their hands on their tech and used it against them.  It was even more than what he hoped it would be.

While it was too bad they wouldn’t have this for the ships for this action, it did look at least favorable.  They were outnumbered by the Consortium and their thousands of moon-sized ships exacerbated that imbalance, requiring them to send hundreds of ships out to destroy just one of theirs.  But they held the edge in tech, and unlike the Consortium, the Syndicate was going to run into some rough going trying to overcome that advantage.  Their main weapon, Torsion cannons, were useless against CCM ships.  Their telepaths would find themselves facing off against the Faey, an entire race of telepathic beings that had thousands and thousands of years of experience in how to fight other telepaths.  They would be facing weapons the size of an exomech that could cripple and disable their moon-sized ships, which turned every single jumper and combat dropship racing towards their ship an even greater threat than the enemy fleet behind them.  All it would take would be one of those ships to land on the hull and deploy the weapon, a process that only took about seven minutes.  The practice drills the Marines were running showed that it took about seven minutes to get the Megatron unit off the jumper, get it set up, secure it to the hull so it couldn’t shift or move, allow it to charge up while they aimed it, then fire it.  And Jason would bet that they could do it even faster with more practice, since it only took the unit two minutes, twelve seconds to charge to full power once it was activated.  If a jumper managed to land on their ship, they had seven minutes to scramble a response, get it there, and prevent that landing team from deploying the Megatron unit and blowing out the power plant of their ship.

Seven minutes, on a ship the size of a moon, where it might take them seven minutes just to get out onto the hull.  Where it might be a ten minute trip from the nearest airlock just to reach the landing point of the enemy jumper.  Where it might take them five minutes just to get their security forces to the airlock.


Yes, they looked to have an edge, but Jason still couldn’t shake the feeling that this wasn’t going to be easy.  The Syndicate was hiding a few surprises, he was sure of it…but only time would reveal those surprises.


One thing was for certain, though.  Two years of preparation was over.  In three days, the war would begin.
