Chapter 5

Daira, 20 Kiraa, 4404, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Saturday, 16 June 2018 Terran Standard Calendar


Daira, 20 Kiraa, year 1329 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


KMS Tianne, orbiting Karis

Jason felt that this was just a little bit ostentatious, but Aya was fucking Aya.

Continuing in her incessant need to be the biggest jerk possible, when she planned the security for his trip to Terra for the final Confederate Council summit before the arrival of the Syndicate, she made it abundantly clear that the Grand Duke Karinne was not going to be taken there in any ship other than the Tianne.  It was the biggest, baddest, most kick-ass ship of the line in the Karinne Navy, and as such, it meant that Jason would be afforded maximum protection en route to Terra…a trip that was only going to take about an hour.  Aya was so fucking anal about it that she got into a short spat with Lorna over the ship, yanking the ship out of wargames so it could be a taxi, and Lorna wasn’t all that appreciative.  Jason felt Aya was going into overkill territory, but he’d learned long ago that there were some things that you did not argue with Aya about, and this was one of those things.  She would not feel that he was afforded maximum safety and protection on any ship other than the Tianne, so good luck convincing her that one of the other command ships or a mark II battleship would be good enough.


She was going to have a cow when she found out about a few of Jason’s plans.


Palla kissed him on the cheek when he, Jyslin, Rann, Shya, and Yeri stepped off the frigate that had landed in the starboard main bay, all of them in armor, then escorted them to a large stateroom/waiting room just off the landing bay for just these sorts of things, a convenient and somewhat luxurious sitting area for distinguished passengers.  Quite a few command staff from the CCM had been on the ship, and had relaxed in this large, well-appointed stateroom as the ship carried them to their destination.  Usually for them, that destination was a task force where they then disembarked to man other ships, while the command staff staying on the Tianne wouldn’t be waiting in here.  It had also carried Dahnai and a few other rulers several times since it was commissioned, Krirara and Kreel more than anyone else.  So this stateroom didn’t just sit idle.  Rann and Shya ran up to the huge window and peered out, running from floor to ceiling and taking up nearly half the wall, as Jason and Jyslin sat down, the guards taking up positions at the hatch and along the walls.  There were 24 guards with them on this trip, and would be supplying protection both for Jason and for the others as they did some shopping and sightseeing while he was in council.  Both Jason and Jyslin were feeling a few separation issues from the girls and the twins, but Bethany and Siyae were too young to bring to something like this, and the babies even more so.  Ayama, Surin, Maya, and Symone would be taking turns watching them while the rest of the family was on Terra.

That is so cool! Shya sent excitedly as they looked down on Kosigi and Karis, with the moon in front of the planet, blocking the view of Karga and half of Virga.  The ship was sitting along the twilight edge of the planet, so both Kosigi and Karis were illuminated by the blue sun of Karis with their other sides shrouded in darkness.  It was a very lovely view, Jason had to admit, enough that he had his gestalt snap a photo of it.  But Shya wasn’t referring to the view of the planet and moon, she was pointing at the capitol ship Soyanne, the command ship hovering not far from the window and blocking the view of just about everything below the planet.  The mighty command ship was reduced to escort for this short mission, as were the 39 other ships in the task force.  The Soyanne was the newest command ship added to the fleet, commissioned just three months ago, but three more command ships would be coming off the docks in the next three days.  Dellin had busted his figurative ass to get those ships off the docks before the Syndicate arrived, and should finish their shakedowns just in time to fight in the war.  Those new command ships would give them a total of eight command ships in the inventory…and they’d be active only for the war.  Admirals out of the command staff would be taking over the ships for the campaign against the Syndicate, and once the war was over, the ships would be temporarily deactivated while new ship captains would be considered for them, and those officers would return to the command center.

It certainly is big, isn’t it? Jason agreed as he put his arm around Jyslin, and she sighed a little and snuggled up against him, at least as best she could in her armor.


They don’t look that big unless you can see them compared to other ships, Shya sent.  And it looked like a toy compared to this one when we flew in.


This is the biggest ship in the CCM, kidlet, Jason sent, a bit of pride in his thought.  Coma manifested a hologram in the stateroom, and floated over to look over the kids’ heads.  “Hey Coma,” Jason greeted.  “Ship ready for the taxi run?”


Coma looked over her shoulder at him, her expression amused…and that showed just how far Coma had come since coming online.  She had a definite personality now, and she had a very well developed sense of humor.  “The task force will be starting out for the Stargate in a few moments, as soon as Captain Palla reaches the bridge,” she answered.  “And what are we looking at here, your Graces?’

“Hi Coma,” Rann said.  “We’re looking at that command ship.”


“That is the Soyanne, being commanded by Admiral Malai,” she told them.  “Do you know who it was named after?”

“Yallia Soyanne,” Shya answered, almost immediately.

“Very good, your Grace,” Coma said, patting the shoulder of Shya’s armor with a holographic hand.  “And why is she important?”

“She was the first woman in space,” Shya said.  “Almost seven thousand years ago.  First woman to ride a space ship out of the atmosphere.”


“Well done.  You know your history, your Grace.”


“Mom loves history, so it kinda rubbed off I guess,” Shya replied.


“And to think, the Terrans managed that feat only about seventy years ago,” Jason mused.  “From slide rules to space travel in less than a century.  What a world.”


“That’s what we’re for, love, to educate you barbarians,” Jyslin teased, patting his leg.


“I’ll show you some education when we get back home,” he threatened, which made Rann and Shya laugh.


We’re about to depart, your Graces, Palla sent to the entire room from the bridge, showing off her underestimated skill in telepathy, sending only to those in a defined location, in effect sending to the room instead of the people in the room.  That was not easy, and proved that Palla wasn’t just a powerful telepath, she was a skilled telepath.  Please stay close to the jump restraints, we’ll be needing them in about twenty minutes.

“We are ordered underway,” Coma related, and the ship very slowly began to move.  Jason felt the initial surge of movement, which was a burst of power necessary to get something that big moving when it had no inertia, then the ship smoothly began to accelerate and turn away from the view.  The ships, moon, and planet started to slide towards the back of the viewing window, then the Soyanne started to climb back into view as it started to move itself, turning with the flagship and falling into formation.  Two cruisers, three destroyers, and five frigates were arrayed behind it, and a squadron of Wolf fighters zoomed across the window.


“I meant to ask,” Rann said.  “Mom, does it bother you that Coma looks like you?”


Jyslin laughed.  “Not at all, pippy.  I think it’s very flattering,” she answered, to which Coma turned her head and smiled back in Jyslin’s direction.


“I do find this appearance to be quite pleasing,” Coma supplied.  “That’s why I kept it despite being able to alter my hologram’s appearance.”

“Well, you’re not going to hear me complain, Coma,” Jyslin said grandly.


“Vain, vain, vain,” Jason accused, which made Jyslin laugh.

“Are you enjoying your bionoid?” Jyslin asked her.


“Very much so, your Grace,” she answered.  “I have two of them now.  One is on Karis, and the other is aboard the Tianne.  I find operating through the bionoids to be strangely challenging, entertaining, and educational.”

“How is it challenging?”


“Because in many ways, it reduces my core sensory abilities, and I find it oddly challenging to perceive the world and attempt to interact with it in that reduced state.  The ship’s scanners are vastly different and more powerful than the sensory units in the bionoid.  It has opened my eyes in many ways by forcing me to process data, to think, in new ways, and it expands my understanding.”

“Hmm, that’s pretty interesting,” Jyslin mused, tapping her chin.  “But the big question is, is it fun?”


“Oh yes, it is very fun,” she replied with a smile.  “The six of us went shopping just yesterday, and no one knew who we were.  That kind of anonymity was…enjoyable.  I understand his Grace’s aversion to celebrity now.”

“Cybi’s starting to get a bit silly with the clothes,” Jason grunted.  “But I gotta admit, she’s using the hell out of her pool.  She loves swimming.”


“I don’t see the same entertainment in it she does, but it is a fun recreational activity,” Coma noted.


“I thought you said that the CBIMs were only getting one bionoid,” Jyslin noted to Jason.


“They are.  Coma’s not a CBIM,” he answered.  “Besides, she has a viable reason to need two bionoids.  She keeps one on the ship for crew interaction and the other on Karis for her own personal use.  And trust me, Cyvanne is not happy about it.”


Jyslin laughed.  “She’d have fifty if you let her.”


“And that’s why she only gets one.  Besides, only having one means they have to appreciate the bionoid and not do anything stupid that breaks them.  Bionoids aren’t cheap.”


“Ooooh, can you bring the bionoid up here so we can see it?” Rann asked.


“I certainly can, your Grace,” she replied.  “I have it on its way now, but it won’t arrive before we pass through the Stargate.”

Coma continued to chat with the kids as the task force headed for the Terra Stargate, gently teaching even as she talked to them, displaying one of the elements of her blossoming personality.  Coma was a nurturer, she always sought to teach, to better, to improve her crew, and it showed in how she was interacting with the kids.  Coma was going to make sure that the crew of her ship wasn’t just the best in the KMS, but the best educated in the KMS.  She laced those little questions like asking who Soyanne was in her conversation with Rann and Shya, testing their knowledge and expanding it when she asked a question they couldn’t answer, then she helped them into their jump restraints as they neared the Stargate.  Aya locked Jason and Jyslin into their seats, then took the one beside Jason and locked herself in.  The Dukal party is secured for passage, Aya sent strongly back to the bridge.

Understood.  We’ll be entering the Stargate in about thirty seconds, Palla answered.


“What’s a gate passage like in this ship?” Jyslin asked.


“It can get a little rough, due to the size of the ship,” Jason answered.  “It’s just so big, when it comes out of the Terra Stargate, it’s got some impressive momentum.  They have to clear local space out to about thirty thousand kathra so the ship has time to bring the engines back up and slow down.”


“Damn,” Jyslin hummed.


“There are tugs on the Terra side of the gate that will capture the ship in towing beams to keep it on course as the engines are restarted, as well as aid it in slowing down,” Coma added.  “The size of the engines means they take longer to restart after gate passage, due to the need to charge much more plasma in the primary coils before they can activate.  We’ve learned that the sheer size of my ship requires special procedures when it uses a Stargate.”

“I’m not all that surprised,” Jyslin said, looking at Coma’s hologram, which was now hovering just in front of them.


“Stargate passage in ten seconds,” Coma’s voice came from the ship’s intercom, meaning it was a shipwide broadcast.  “All hands, brace for passage.  All hands, brace for passage.”

It was like riding on a catapult stone being launched.  The ship surged forward so fast that it took him by surprise, and made him glad he had a headrest…it also explained to him why all seats with jump restraints faced the bow of the ship, else that would have given him whiplash.  The ship accelerated forward and vibrated around them—they had to take most systems offline, including inertial dampers—and the gate’s border passed by so fast it was just a flash of bluish light in the window.  Jason saw one of the tugs once they were through, pulling up to the side of the ship and projecting out a towing beam, and he could feel the ship vibrate a little through his chair.  “Engines are back online, beginning deceleration,” Coma informed them after a moment.  “Please remain in your jump restraints until the all clear signal is given.”  Jason felt the vibrations ease after a few seconds, and Coma made a gesture.  “It is now safe to move about the cabin, your Graces,” she announced.

“Resume normal ship operations,” Coma’s voice came from the intercom as a green light came on over the hatch and blinked several times before going out.


The ship came to a complete stop and waited for the task force to reassemble around them, then the entire formation started for Terra after about a twenty minute delay.  That gave Coma plenty of time to get her bionoid to the stateroom, and Jason had to laugh when he got his first real look at it.  It looked so much like Jyslin in the face that they were almost twins, and the bionoid had Jyslin’s light gray eyes, but the bionoid was a good four tikra taller than both he and Jyslin were, given they were almost the same height.  The bionoid also had dark brown hair instead of Jyslin’s auburn that she wore in a long topknot that reached her waist, so she did look significantly different from Jyslin about everywhere except the face.  It was no surprise to Jason that the bionoid was in a suit of Crusader armor, so he couldn’t get an idea of how she’d decided to have the factory do the bionoid’s body proportions, but the fact that she’d decided to make her bionoid nearly abnormally tall for a Faey was a good indication that she’d done very well personalizing it.  And to complete the illusion that she was flesh and blood, the bionoid wore an interface, even though it didn’t need it.  The bionoid’s onboard computer could emulate any function of an interface easily.  Coma endured a few hundred questions from the kids while she stood with them as a  bionoid instead of a hologram, dissolving her hologram when the bionoid arrived, from silly things like if she could take her head off like a piece of equipment to rather insightful questions like why she was breathing when she didn’t have to.

Given Jason didn’t really use the bionoid he kept in his lab, it was no surprise that the kids would be so curious about seeing one in action.


But, that bionoid wasn’t in his lab right now. It was in a large case with their other luggage, still on the frigate that was sitting in the landing bay.  Jason had brought it with him because he wanted to test it out in the alternate environment modules on the Academy grounds while they were here.  Since they were staying there, in Ayuma’s house, he’d have his chance to try it out.  He thought it was going to be pretty interesting to stroll his bionoid into units that would kill him in seconds if it was his flesh and blood body, from the deathly cold methane-filled module for the Birkons to the 170 shuki nitrogen modules for the Araban, the sentient race that had the highest average life-sustaining temperature known in the galaxy.  An Araban could survive in the Terran atmosphere due to the rich nitrogen, but would freeze to death if exposed to the Terran environment, and do so in a matter of minutes.


The Araban considered an invigorating swim to be in boiling water.


That described Arabok very well.  With an average planetary temperature of 140 shuki—that was around 155 degrees Fahrenheit or 68 degrees Celsius, there were lakes on Arabok that boiled in the noontime sun or boiled away during summer, only to recondense back to liquid water in winter.  There were two forms of liquid on the planet, though, water and a petroleum-based liquid not unlike vegetable oil, but the oily liquid didn’t evaporate nearly as quickly as the water did.  There were rivers and lakes of near-boiling water on Arabok, storms of both water and liquid oil raining from the sky, and the planet’s oceans were oil instead of water, oil that had continent-sized infernos raging across the surface.  The planet would have turned into another Venus but for one important difference, which was a huge lack of oxygen in the planet’s crust and atmosphere compared to most other planets, and the vast majority of the oxygen that was present in the planet’s ecosystem was in the form of water.  There wasn’t enough oxygen left to form enough carbon dioxide to create runaway greenhouse effect, the planet’s dominant gas was nitrogen, some 96% of the atmosphere was nitrogen, and that was a critical aspect of why it remained stable.  The oceans of Arabok didn’t burn away because there wasn’t enough oxygen in the atmosphere to allow it to burn off, but there were pockets of oxygen in the atmosphere formed from the chemical breakdown of water molecules that allowed the ocean to flare up in infernos that moved across the surface, almost like storm fronts..


Arabok was one of the most unique planets in the galaxy, and the Araban were one of the most unique life forms in the Confederation because of it, right up there with the Kimdori, the Jakkans, and the Birkons.  Their biology was carbon-based, but it wasn’t water based, it was actually based on that natural organic oily liquid prevalent on their planet, which covered their home planet of Arabok with two major oceans…just oceans that were on fire.  For that matter, water was poisonous to them in large amounts.  They could handle the water vapor present in an atmosphere, but couldn’t drink water.  Their bodies did need some water, but they got all the water they needed just by breathing, getting it in vapor form.  The Araban could survive in temperatures as extreme as 700 shuki without needing environmental modules, and could withstand and survive extremely brief exposure to temperatures as high as 2,000 shuki…like the blast of an incendiary explosion.  Their bodies and blood were biologically evolved to adapt them to an environment that was lethal to 99.99995547% of all other known life, and from an exo-biological point of view, that made them absolutely fascinating.

Needless to say, some of the other life on Arabok was unique, could not be found on any other planet even in an evolutionally similar branch, like the fire cats.  They were feline creatures who were literally on fire, their skin exuded a liquid that was a biological equivalent to kerosene, and it was designed to ignite when exposed to certain elements and compounds present in the planet’s atmosphere.  They actively extracted nourishing compounds out of the burning of that liquid on their skin, which pulled essential elements and compounds out of the air and trapped them in an oxidized form on the skin, which the fire cats then licked off and metabolized.  They still preyed on smaller life, but this exceptionally odd evolutionary tactic reduced their need for sustenance by supplying them with some of what they needed passively.  The life forms on Arabok couldn’t survive anywhere else but on Arabok, at least not without environmental modules.  They had two fire cats in the zoo in Karsa, and they were one of the most popular exhibits there.

Despite the radical difference in biology and environment on Arabok compared to other planets, the Araban were a humanoid race, about the same size as the Shio and remarkably Terran in appearance, outside of the fact that they only had two large fingers and a thumb on each hand. 

While the Birkons had similar extreme environmental preferences, the big difference was, a Birkon could easily survive in Terran temperatures, though they wouldn’t be all that comfortable, where an Araban would die in minutes.  Birkons would die without a breather due to the lack of methane, but all they needed to survive comfortably on Terra was a breather, one that simply mixed methane in with the ambient air as they inhaled.  That meant that they didn’t have to wear full masks, only breather tubes that attached to their nasal intakes.  They didn’t need full E-suits, where the Araban did.

The Tianne had to make a special approach so its mass didn’t affect the moon or the rotation of the planet, and it moved slowly through thousands of other ships that were in various orbits around Terra.  The CCM was mustering the fleet here at Terra, so the kids, Jason, and Jyslin got to see hundreds of different ship designs in almost every imaginable size, from the size of fighters up to the next-largest ship in the CCM, the Skaa command ships.  Elegant Faey battle cruisers shared space with bulky, blocky Urumi battleships.  Sleek, deadly Verutan fast attack ships were in formation with those weird, ultra-practical modular Koui ships, almost looking like a bunch of different ship modules thrown together like Lego blocks.  Ten frisbee-shaped “flying saucer” vessels of the Ubutu escorted the KMS Dreamer as it moved into the center of a formation of 30 other ships, each one a different size and shape, taking its designed place in the formation as the commanding ship of the squadron.  Due to the exceptional durability and firepower of their ships and the neutrality of the Karinnes, most commanding ships in task forces were KMS vessels. 

So many ships.  So many designs.  So many empires, and all here to stop the Syndicate from gaining a foothold in their galaxy.  It almost made Jason proud to look out that window and see how many others shared in his devout belief that cooperation was the key to victory, that only together could they stand up to the Syndicate and drive them back to Andromeda.  What had started as a mutual defense pact between the Faey and the Urumi had evolved into what he saw outside that window, and it gave him both a sense of pride and a sense of tremendous responsibility to know that he was a part of it, and he had a role to play in protecting his home—and his home galaxy—from the brutal, avaricious claws of their attackers.

Aya escorted them back out to the bay, where the frigate Arizona was waiting for them.  Its captain, a rakishly handsome young Terran officer named Kyle Conley, was talking with the Tianne’s exo, Samantha Kerry.  The two were friends from way back when Kyle first came to the house, recruited off Terra about six years ago, and Sam had been the exo on the destroyer that brought him and the other recruits here.  It was Sam that convinced Kyle to join the KMS, and he’d done her proud by rising up through the ranks and earning a frigate command.  They’d both come a long, long way.   Kyle from civilian to a frigate captain, and Sam from military cargo pilot to first officer on the flagship of the KMS, and had been assigned that post out of her position commanding a battleship.

“Hey guys,” Jason said in English;  Kyle wasn’t a telepath, but that did not disqualify him from being a captain.  “I figured you’d find a way to come down and say hello, Sammy,” he said lightly.


“Palla likes to keep one of us on the bridge as much as possible,” she chuckled.  “She came down here to greet you, so I got stuck at the conn.”

“Well, glad you could come down, I don’t get to see my favorite Terran flag officer very often,” he told her.


“I’m the only Terran flag officer.”


“Well, that guarantees that you’re the favorite, doesn’t it?” he asked, which made Kyle laugh.


“We’re ready to go as soon as you’re on board, your Grace,” Kyle told him.  “We’ll have you at the Academy about half an hour after we launch.”


“And how much extra silliness did Aya demand for the trip down?” he asked, then ducked before Aya could swat him on the back of the head.


“We’ll have a pretty impressive escort down, both the Ghost Squadron and the Banshees mixed in with five other frigates, three destroyers, and a heavy cruiser,” Kyle chuckled.  “Justin said he didn’t mind, and you know how Liira jumps at any chance to show off.”


“I’m gonna tell her you said that,” Sam warned.


“Go ahead, I don’t care,” he grinned in reply.


“You will,” she warned.


Jason laughed.  “Let’s not start a civil war here,” he chided, then looked back to the others.  Well, don’t just stand there, goofballs, get on board, he ordered.  “Alright, Kyle, you got us up here, you take us back down,” he added as Rann and Shya ran past them and up the ramp.

The bridge on a frigate was way too small for them to be there without getting in the way, but Jason let Rann and Shya go up there with Aya to see it while the rest of them waiting just off the boarding bay, but they did get a good look at the aft view from a hologram as the frigate lifted off from the bay deck and exited the airskin shield…a line vessel taking off from another line vessel, that was how big the Tianne was.  The black fighters of the Ghost squadron and black exomechs from the Banshees surrounded the ship, the Banshees piloting Gladiators, Juggernauts, and two Titans all with flight pods attached, and Liira was piloting one of the Titans.  She’d been one of the first riggers outside the KBB to rate on a Titan, and had been there with select members of the KBB and Red Warriors who had field tested the prototypes.  And all that experience showed in her sims and performance records, she was one of the best Titan riggers in the KMS.

Now that he thought of it, she hadn’t piloted anything else since the Titans were officially added to the inventory.  They’d even let her keep her prototype and just changed its serial number to reflect it being commissioned.


And those two Titans were loaded for bear.  Slung behind Liira’s rig’s back, between the flight pods, was a Vindicator gatling disruptor, one of the most frightening weapons any enemy might ever face.  Its ability to spray an intense volume of heavily destructive fire in a short time let it utterly lay waste to anything caught in its sights.  Jason had to admit, that weapon was just as scary as an autofire heavy pulse cannon, at least to anything that lacked ablative armor.  Disruptors worked by doing just that, disrupting molecular bonds in whatever the hit, much like the metal guns that 3D had invented, but the difference was, a disruptor made that destabilization explosive.  That literally turned whatever the disruptor shot into an explosive, where the struck material itself detonated like a hand grenade, like an MPAC on steroids.  But where an MPAC penetrated then exploded, the disruptor blast caused what it penetrated to explode.  Only ablative forms of armor could stand up to a disruptor, armor designed to reflect or deflect rather than absorb, and thank God compressed neutronium was one such ablative material.  The intensely dense molecular structure of compressed Neutronium acted like ablative armor, making things bounce off of it thanks to the laws of momentum.  Even the energy blast of a disruptor would rebound due to its own momentum before it could penetrate the carapace, though it would cause the surface of the carapace to detonate, which would leave a very small pitted scar behind.

The only weapons known that could penetrate a carapace without a hell of a lot of pounding on it to soften it up were weapons that ignored matter or molecular physics altogether, like Torsion weapons and pulse weapons.  Not even a particle beam could easily cut through a carapace.  It could do it, but it was more like a saw blade very slowly working its way through a thick board rather than a Samurai slicing something in half with a katana in the blink of an eye.

Jason could say one thing, having those two Titans flanking the ship oozed intimidation, just daring anyone to even look at the frigate sideways.


The procession entered the atmosphere over the Atlantic with the sun low on the horizon, and descended in an arc down to Norfolk, descending down into the early night, and came in over the Academy.  They landed on an enlarged pad just beside the Dean’s House, which was Ayuma’s residence before she was recalled to Karis.  Jason was made to wait inside until half the guards went out, and then Aya allowed him and the family to walk the 70 or so shakra from the pad to the back door of the house.  It hadn’t changed at all since their last visit, so Jason had no problem navigating.  Seido come out of the kitchen to greet them, since she’d come in advance to get her kitchen stocked, taking a carry bag from Dera as she came in behind them.  “Are they unloading the luggage?” she asked.

Dera nodded without sending.


“I have your rooms ready upstairs, your Grace, with a change of clothing laid out so all of you can get out of your armor,” she continued.  “And dinner should be done a little bit after you dress.  We’re having a full rack of ambrida with duru stew, sautéed iziro, and green beans..”


“Thanks Seido,” Jason answered as Jyslin ushered the kids towards the stairs.  “Kiaari here yet?”


“She sent a message, she said she should be here by dinnertime,” she answered.


“Good deal.”


Jason could have invited over rulers, but he wanted a nice quiet evening completely devoid of politics, and Kiaari could keep things silly and whimsical.  She caught him up with everything going on in the Academy and around Terra in general over some gigantic ribs of some really, really big animal that Seido prepared masterfully, and after that very enjoyable dinner, he brought the bionoid out for her to check out…which really creeped her out.  And Jason could understand why, since it looked so lifelike, yet would have absolutely no presence to her touch.  Since the bionoid’s biogenics were isolated from her, she couldn’t even access that.  She could sense the biogenic chips in the bionoid, but she couldn’t make direct contact with the sensor mesh connected to the biogenic unit, so she couldn’t access it.  She did, however, really enjoy Jason using it to scare the hell out of Aya, since it had no sense of telepathic awareness, thus a telepath wouldn’t sense it.  Aya was almost impossible to sneak up on because she constantly scanned the immediate area with her talent, searching for either unshielded minds or telepathic minds that were closed.  A telepath had to use a special technique to completely hide their mind, something telepaths didn’t do as a matter of course.  But not even that was proof against Aya or the guards, who were trained to be able to see through that deception and still sense nearby minds.  But the bionoid had no mind for her to sense, and it was agile enough to move with enough stealth to get right behind her before she realized it was there.

And in a way, Jason’s scare of her revealed a hole in her security, one she immediately started closing.  Bionoids were undetectable by telepaths and light-footed enough to move with silence, so she sent a message to Rook right then and there to discuss ways for the guards protecting Jason and other sensitive sites to detect bionoids in case someone hijacked a bionoid for nefarious purposes and they didn’t know about it, thus they wouldn’t think to shut down the bionoid remotely.  She didn’t want a rogue in a hijacked bionoid to do something drastic before anyone realized what was going on and had a CBIM shut it down.  And, Jason could admit, she did have something of a point.  Rook sent back a simple program barely an hour later that all guards could insert into their interfaces that allowed them to detect the biogenic chip in every bionoid produced, identifying them by serial number so she even knew who owned the bionoid, and further sent her an update to that program that alerted her whenever a Karinne weapon using a biogenic chip in it was brought inside her security zone.  They already had that program in their security systems, but Rook thought she might like the ability to keep track of any Karinne weapons in close proximity to her while out in the field.


Bionoids did have a locator transponder in them, but a rogue in a hijacked bionoid could turn that off, so Rook had gone the extra step of sending her a program that detected the one thing in a bionoid that couldn’t be taken out or shut down, the biogenic master processor that served as the CPU of the bionoid’s systems, the chip with which a Generation or interface communed to merge to the bionoid.  And since Jason knew how biogenics worked at their deepest level, he knew how easy that program was for Rook to write.  Biogenic chips could sense other biogenic chips within their local commune range and there was absolutely no way to prevent it short of turning the biogenic chip off, it was a fundamental aspect of how biogenics worked, so all Rook did was write a little program that had Aya’s interface alert her if any of the biogenic chips installed in a bionoid came within local commune range of Aya’s interface, which was about 600 shakra, or 720 feet or somewhere around 220 meters.  So long as the database kept an updated list of active bionoid chips, and Aya used a biogenic interface, no bionoid would get past her.

After a nice long talk just relaxing around the living room, Kiaari took her leave to go get the last reports in from her spies, and Jason helped Jyslin all but wrestle Rann and Shya into their bedroom.  It was barely 15:00 local Karsa time, yet it was nearly midnight by the time Kiaari left, so the two of them weren’t really all that sleepy.  Jason wasn’t either, for that matter, but he’d been doing this long enough to know that just laying down and resting a while was nearly as good as sleep, and if anything, Jason was capable of taking short naps.  He didn’t used to be like that, but old age was catching up to him, he often joked to Songa.

Then again, Jyslin was always willing to tire him out to the point where he fell asleep anyway.

Despite her best attempts to exhaust him, he was up right on time and freshly showered, enjoying a nice breakfast made by Seido when Kiaari came back.  She took one look at him and laughed then sat down at the table across from him.  “Seriously?  Armor?”


“It sets the tone,” he replied between bites of Terran pancakes.  “But hey, at least I’m wearing my formal dress armor.”  He rapped his fingers on his chestplate, which had a very stylish and elegant relief of the house crest on it, the Legion phoenix set squarely on his chest with the star at the collar and the waves across his stomacher.  The house crest was gold while the rest of his armor was Karinne blue.

She laughed again.  “It does look pretty fancy.  Tactical in it?”


“Oh yes,” he answered.  “But I’m not using the armed vambraces, in the interests of security for everyone else.” 

“At least you’re not in that creepy bionoid.”


“I’m gonna play with it after the meeting today,” he told her.  “I’m gonna take it out for a tour of the habitat modules, places I can’t usually go without dying.  I think it’s gonna be really interesting.”


“And Aya’s gonna let you?”


“It’s not me, so she can’t really say anything about it,” he snorted.


“Yeah, but if someone shoots it in the head, you’re gonna get dump shock,” Kiaari warned.


“Better the bionoid than me.  Besides, the bionoid will be wearing armor too,” he replied flippantly.


“If it’s in armor, what’s the point of taking it into the habitat modules?  You’ll be in armor!”


“But I won’t have the EV systems on,” he challenged, which made her laugh harder.


“You are weird,” she accused.


“You’re not the first person to tell me that,” he replied easily.


Aya brought seven other guards with her as Jason boarded a frigate for the trip up to New York, the rest remaining behind to protect Jyslin and the kids, and it landed on the concrete plaza outside the United Nations building, which was where their council summits on Terra took place.  They’d built an entire building just for the sessions behind the south wing of the building, which held the meeting chamber and offices for the staffs that came with the rulers so they could conduct business while on Terra.  Two Faey Imperial Marines standing guard at the entry doors snapped to attention and saluted as Jason and his guards passed, who were just one of the many elements of the security force for the U.N.  Each member race of the Confederation who could survive in Terra’s environment contributed guards to the U.N., and it was seen as an honor to be assigned to the detail by virtually all of those who served.  There were 38 empires who contributed six guards to the contingent, along with a companion Terran force of 100 guards.  Jason had timed his arrival so he had to go straight to the council chamber, and he was among one of the last rulers to get there.  All of the other seats were filled except for the Birkons and the Crai, and Kim was sitting just behind the podium as his staff organized several panels on his desk for him.  He hosted all summits on Terra, and as such, he’d be holding the gavel for these meetings.

The seating in the chamber was arranged by seniority, which put Dahnai and Sk’Vrae at the center of the front row, and each empire arrayed in a staggered pattern to the left and right from them.  That put Grayhawk beside Dahnai and Magran beside Sk’Vrae, and the “original” members of the Confederation, the Alliance, the Skaa Empire and Republic, and the Jobodi on the front row.  Each row behind the first had two additional desks, an auditorium style seating arrangement, with ten rows, with a total of 170 seats.  Shakizarr and Kreel sat in the center of the second row, and so on and so on all the way to the eighth row with Master Mo at the end of the row with seats open between him and the end of the row, and everything behind him empty, which was a symbol of the anticipation that the Confederation would expand in the future.  The reason there were so many seats filled was because of the Coalition.  They allowed Holikk to represent the entire Coalition on the council, but for formal summits, all 51 rulers of the Coalition attended.  Jason and the other neutral observers didn’t sit in the gallery, they sat at a row of desks to the side, almost like a jury box.  There were seven neutral observers, and Jason sat in the center of them with Zaa on one side and Brayrak Kruu on the other…company he did not mind keeping one bit.  He considered Mesaiima, Hraga, Observer A, and Ami Ji of the Kyai to be friends.  Jason, Zaa, and Ami Ji represented the three observers that were part of the military alliance, but were neutral in all other respects.

“Making a grand entrance, Jason?” Brayrak Kruu asked, leaning down so he could speak softly.

“More like making sure I don’t have to sit here long before we get started,” he answered as his guards took up places along the walls, joining the honor guards of other rulers in the chamber.  While the U.N. provided security for the building, this room was guarded exclusively by the honor guards when summits were in session.


Kim got them started, and Jason more or less tuned out.  They weren’t being presented with anything he didn’t already know, given his connections with Zaa and Lorna, spent most of the time chatting with Jyslin over commune or bantering with Kreel in private sending, acting almost like bored high schoolers passing secret messages to each other rather than pay attention to the teacher.  Nothing had changed intelligence wise since Zaa’s last report.

But, there were some important things they’d discuss during this summit that Jason didn’t know.  Miaari was going to present the result of all their scans of the enemy fleet to the council so the rulers had a good idea of what they were up against, information that Lorna already had.  Jason had already heard most of it as well, but what he hadn’t heard was Lorna’s plan to counter the fleet’s weapons.  And it had a lot of weapons.  Its primary weapons were Torsion cannons, but it had enough secondary weaponry to pose a viable threat to the CCM, particularly the moon-sized super ships.  When the Syndicate managed to steal the specs on Torsion weapons from the Consortium, they hadn’t replaced all weapons on their ships, they just added Torsion weapons to their arsenals.  Their newest ships were armed with almost all Torsion weapons, which would make them the most ineffective—cute irony that, a fleet’s newest ships would be their most useless—but the Syndicate was all about profit, so they saw completely rearming older ships to be too expensive.  So those ships just had Torsion weapons added to them, and thus, those ships had older hot plasma and striated ion blaster weapons that would pose a threat to CCM ships, on top of their arsenals of missiles.

It showed a decided lack of flexibility and adaptability in the enemy, and Jason felt that that was a fatal flaw.  They didn’t adapt to changing situations, they simply tried to throw enough resources at it to overcome it.  A government based purely on making money for its client corporations was not agile, was not dynamic, did not react quickly to problems nor did it handle those problems well when it did get around to addressing them.  It was crippled by its own greed, when greed told the government that it was too expensive to upgrade ships to deal with a changing world.  That was a flaw that the Karinnes fully intended to exploit to the fullest when the time came to convince them that trying to conquer the Milky Way was not cost effective.


Their fleet was the ultimate example of that.  They used old technology, had ships in their inventory that were hundreds of years old, because they refused to upgrade their fleet to modern technological standards, most likely due to cost.  Their newest ships certainly had all the bells and whistles, but their older ships did not.  Their thinking that once a ship was built, that was it, it stayed as it was with maybe only minor upgrades until it was destroyed or decommissioned.  That was diametrically opposed to how the Karinnes did it.  The Defiant was almost unrecognizable from what they’d found in Kosigi when the house was reformed, at least on the inside, given how many refits and upgrades the ship had had in the years as the Karinnes dug useful technologies out of Cybi’s archives or fully researched and mastered the half-studied new technologies of the old Karinnes and evolved, adapted.  Their ships evolved with them, and that was why the 1,421 year old Defiant was just as deadly as any cruiser that just came off the dock yesterday.


It even showed in their civilian technology.  They still used that hyperspace pulse communication system despite having access to Consortium string communication technology.  Why?  Because upgrading to string communications would require substantial investment in the infrastructure of their entire territory.  That was a very big price tag, one they simply refused to pay.  They had plans to upgrade their communications…in 150 years.  When they had full and complete control of the entire galaxy of Andromeda, they had some infrastructure projects scheduled, which would be paid for by the income from the newly conquered territory.

It seemed almost criminal to Jason that they wouldn’t even upgrade to string comm in their military, simply because they felt that the cost of it didn’t justify the improvements.  Hyperspace pulse comm worked just fine as it was, it was cheap if not very efficient, and they’d done well with it for the last five thousand years.


That was a glaring, critical, crippling flaw in their basic philosophy, and Jason was going to make them pay for it.  Their fleet of three million ships would do shit for them against a single squadron of KMS vessels, whose vastly superior technology would make them absolutely unstoppable when they attacked Syndicate infrastructure, going after things like space stations and power plants and mining operations and their trade routes rather than their military.  For that matter, a single frigate with a CMS could wreak utter havoc, and their old, outdated tech would give them no way to stop it.


Greed was not a virtue.  Greed was a killer of a sin.


They got into that after lunch, when Lorna came in with the seven top-ranking members of the CCM and gave her report.  She didn’t reveal their entire strategy, but she did roughly describe how they were going to battle a fleet roughly three times their size and holding nearly 9,000 ships that were the size of small moons.  Despite being heavily outnumbered and outgunned in that respect, however, the CCM had a major technological advantage, with ships from most member empires that could easily destroy their smaller ship classes.  Eventually, Lorna theorized, their fleet would only have the super ships left, and that was when they would shift tactics, since their enemy would shift tactics to deal with the loss of its escorting ships.

Jason paid very close attention to her briefing, because if he had his way, he’d be fighting within that battle plan personally.


They adjourned in the early afternoon, the first day done of their planned three day conference, and Jason did his best to quietly slink away before he got invited to any number of private dinners or conferences, pulling his usual Houdini act for which he was infamous in the council.  The other members would barely blink after the gavel hit the wood, and Jason Karinne was mysteriously gone.  Today he was halfway to the landing pad before most of the others even left the council chamber, and the fact that he was in armor made it relatively easy for him.  He didn’t look like a member of the council, he looked more like one of the many guards patrolling the building, maybe a guard commander since his armor was so intricate and ornate, and once he had his helmet on, he gained the anonymity that hiding his face granted him.  But those who knew him knew how to track him down, and that was how Dahnai managed to all but run up behind him, holding her robes in her hands to keep them from fouling in her legs as she abandoned a little dignity.  Would you slow down? Dahnai barked at him as he got within sight of his destination, the door to the landing pad.

Not until I’m on the frigate, he replied.


Aya, Dahnai called, and Jason was grabbed and physically yanked back, which made him laugh.  Don’t you ever forget, babes, those are my guards, she sent tauntingly as she reached him.  Now then, she sent, smoothing her robes as her white-armored guards joined Jason’s black-armored ones.


Now then, hold him there for just another moment, Krirara sent from behind them, then she joined them, with a grinning Kreel in tow.


“It looks we’re all here,” Kreel said grandly, putting an arm over Krirara and Dahnai’s shoulders.  “Now let’s go back to wherever Jason’s hiding, eat some of Ayama’s awesome cooking, and get drunk on Makati ale.”


“Ayama’s back at home caring for her baby.  Seido’s here,” Jason said absently as he smacked Aya’s hand off the collar of his armor.


“That’s just as good,” Kreel declared.


“Kreel,” Dahnai said easily, then the Grimja wheezed when she elbowed him in the side forcefully.  He gave a breathless laugh even as he hunched over his side, then grinned those big front teeth at her as he put his palm against his ribs.


“I could have you arrested for that, you brute,” Kreel threatened with a grin.  “You could have broken my delicate little ribs.”  This from the guy that literally had metal bones.

“I’d be given a medal, not a conviction,” Dahnai snorted, which made Krirara laugh.


Jason did more or less end up with three uninvited guests and their guard retinues, riding with him on the frigate back to Norfolk, but these were among the rulers Jason didn’t mind spending personal time with.  Kreel and Krirara were among his best friends on the council, and Dahnai was the mother of one of his children.  Dahnai had Kellin and the rest of her family come down to Norfolk to join them, and Krirara had her mate join them as well, making a rare appearance.  Krarrik was very much a homebody husband, a middle executive in a Kirri civil engineering firm.  Kirri law made it virtually impossible for Krirara to personally benefit from her civil service, which was why she lived in a pretty nice upper middle class house on her homeworld and her husband was a middle manager rather than some board executive.  Krirara did make a fairly sizable salary as the Moderator, but it wasn’t enough for her to put on airs and pretend to be rich…and that was one of the many reasons why he liked her so much.  Krirara was very wisely saving and investing her salary rather than pretending to be rich, which would secure her retirement when she had to leave Kirri government in six years due to term limits.

And Jason was already devising a plan to get Krirara to Karis when she retired, because Krirara was exactly the kind of person that the house looked for when searching for new recruits.


Krirara and Krarrik were well known and well liked in the family household, and Kreel was as much a fixture as Dahnai was anymore.  They lounged about Ayuma’s living room and talked about politics and the upcoming war, then all business was put aside when Seido served them dinner.  “So, why haven’t I got Maer’s wedding invitation yet, Dahnai?” Kreel said with a light smile as Seido dropped a sizable portion of broccoli and cheese on his plate.


“I haven’t sent any of them out yet,” she countered as one of her guards put a sizzling steak on her plate from the platter.  “We’re still ironing out the last of the details.”


“You’ve had fifteen years to plan this out, you know,” Jason noted.


“That’s not what we’re ironing out,” she said primly, giving him a dirty look.  “It’s the increased security we’re working out.  We are in an official state of war, here.  We’re taking the possibility that some Syndicate spy might try to attack the wedding seriously.”

“That’s a good reason,” Kreel said in a more serious tone.  “After the dirty tricks the Consortium tried, it only makes sense that the Syndicate might be just as dirty.”


 “Yup,” Dahnai nodded.  “We’ve even gone to the point where we do everything assuming that the Syndicate already has spies here.  I know it’s virtually impossible, but a lot of the shit the Consortium pulled was stuff we didn’t think was possible either.  The Syndicate might have sent a couple of ships here holding spies and operatives months ago and our scanners didn’t pick it up.”


“That’s a healthy attitude, Dahnai,” Krarrik agreed with a nod.  He was a frequent enough visitor to know that titles were never used in Jason’s house.  “Those who think something is impossible are quickly taught that nothing is.”

“Anyway, once we have the security all organized, we’ll be sending out the initiations,” Dahnai promised.  “Maybe by the start of next takir.  And everyone at this table gets one.”


“Like I need one,” Jason chuckled.  “I am family, you know.”


“You’re the leader of a hostile foreign government,” she told him coolly, in a voice that made Sirri giggle.


“Hostile?  Moi?” he said in French, which made Krirara’s head tilt slightly in curiosity.  “You wound me, Dahnai.  I thought I meant something to you.”


“You mean something to me, alright,” she said, flipping him off in the Faey manner.


“Your mother sounds like she doesn’t like me anymore, Shya,” he told her in French, which made her grin at him and Rann laugh.  She’d taken an interest in French years ago after hearing him teaching it to Rann, which was something that virtually any parent who spoke more than one language did.  Any child of Jason Karinne was damn well going to speak both English and French in addition to Faey, they were his family’s ancestral languages.  It would dishonor the memory of his cherished mother not to teach her native French to his own children.  But, Shya was fairly serious about learning it, wasn’t quite fluent but had a good grasp on it.  She thought it was a very pretty language, almost as pretty as Faey.


Dahnai put a finger on her interface, no doubt getting a translation, then she threw a piece of broccoli at him, which made all three kids at the table erupt into laughter.


“Food is for eating, not for throwing.  That’s what the dishes are for,” Seido chided in a deadpan voice that made the entire table crack up.


After quite a delicious dinner, they lounged in the living room and caught up, hearing Krarrik complain about work and Kreel complain about having to work so much.  Krirara and Jyslin harped on Kreel to find a wife, which he deflected with his usual aplomb, while the kids watched a Terran TV station on the viddy.  It was into this picture of domesticity that Myri intruded, a hologram of her appearing in place of the viddy program.  That meant that she used her emergency override, and that meant that it was pretty serious.  “Jason,” she said.  “Jason.”


“What is it, Myri?”


“The Syndicate fleet just dropped out of hyperspace, just inside the Strands of Trelle,” she replied.  “Comm chatter picked up by our probes makes it clear this wasn’t planned.  Something automated in the ships triggered a drop, some kind of alarm or warning.  It came from the flagship, the biggest one.  It broadcasted the drop command, and the fleet dropped into normal space.”

Jason and Jyslin traded curious looks, then Jason stood up.  “Did you warn Lorna?”


“Before I called you.”


“Then I’m on my way to the Spires,” he announced, referring to the CCM’s headquarters, which were built on the former Norfolk naval base, very close to the Academy.  The base was still a naval base, it just also hosted the CCM.  It was more than big enough.  In the age of starships, there wasn’t much need for a waterborne navy anymore, and the Norfolk naval base had been one of the largest in America before the subjugation.  The base still served as the home port of some waterborne naval vessels, hosted the CCM headquarters, served as a military starport for the movement of military personnel and assets, and had a very large and impressive museum of the history of the American Navy and seafaring in general.  From the Constitution to the Stars Above was written on the sign over the door to the museum.

“Not alone you’re not,” Dahnai barked, standing up herself.  “Captain Reeli, we’re going to the Spires.”


Yes, your Majesty.  I’ll have your armor unpacked immediately.

 “And just why do you think you’re going with me?  I’m not staying,” Jason challenged.  “I’m just going to find out what’s going on.  Security protocols won’t let Myri tell me everything, even over crypto.”

“Because you always know everything before anyone else, and I don’t wanna get blindsided at council when you finally tell everyone else what you want us to know,” she retorted.


“She’s got ya there, Jayce,” Kreel chuckled.  “You do do that.  And I think I’m gonna tag along this time too.”


“As am I,” Krirara declared.  “What Lorna has to say is of importance to everyone opposing the Syndicate.”


“As long as you listen instead of order,” Jason warned.  “Nobody in this room is a military specialist outside of the guards.  I’m going over there to listen, and everyone else will too.”

“Lorna runs the CCM, not me,” Dahnai answered.


“Keep that in mind,” Jason said.  “Now I’m going to go get my armor on.”


The Spires was a fitting name for the CCM headquarters.  It consisted of three tapered skyscrapers rising up over the coastline, two shorter 93 floor buildings with the tallest in the middle, which was 137 floors, with eight much smaller buildings in a rough circle around them, each one around 40 stories, and there was nearly a maze of suspended walkways and bridges that interconnected the 11 buildings in the complex.  They were encased in crystal cladding which created some breathtaking visual effects when the sun rose over the ocean and hit them, and those three skyscrapers were the heart of the CCM.  The main command center was actually underground, on the third underground level under the center building, to provide the CCM command center some protection in case it was attacked.  That command center was the heart and nerve center of the whole thing, where hundreds of officers from member empires gathered information and then issued orders out to the CCM from the command staff.  They’d decided to build the headquarters on the naval base because it was already a controlled area by virtue of it being a military installation, which created an additional layer of security to keep those without clearance out of the complex.  It wasn’t easy to get on the naval base, and those that managed that feat faced the daunting task of breaking into one of the most heavily guarded complexes in the Confederation.

Jason had taken a page from his own house when he helped set up the security for the complex, since it was heavily influenced by interfaces.  Only authorized interfaces could do anything inside the complex, even flush a toilet, and they kept very tight control over the complex by keeping a tight grip on those interfaces.  Someone had to be jacked to have any hope of infiltrating the Spires, and they had to do it with an interface they stole from someone who had clearance…which would promptly broadcast a panic alarm and then shut down most functions if it was worn by someone that didn’t match the biometric signature of its user.  And that was based on both physical biometrics such as DNA and the unique brain architecture of the wearer picked up from the I/O chip in the jack itself, something that was virtually impossible to fake or duplicate.  The only way to change an interface’s biometric passcode was to turn it off and manually update its hard programming with a new chip, and the instant any of those interfaces were taken offline, it triggered an alert at the CCM; after all, an interface going offline could mean that its wearer had been injured.  In a way, Jason’s people had come up with a way to mimic how a biogenic chip could uniquely identify a user in a way that was virtually impossible to spoof into non-biogenic tech.


Naturally, Jason was programmed with access to the Spires, but not every ruler in the Confederation was.  He led the others into the main entrance about half an hour later, Jason and Dahnai in armor, Krirara unclothed as usual, and Kreel wearing his formal council attire, which was a Grimja suit of sorts.  He headed straight for the command center, where Lorna and quite a few of her command staff were clustered around a central console towards the back of the huge room, which had flat holograms hanging in the air over stations, against the walls, all over the place, which showed the dispensation and readiness of all CCM assets, as well as maps and charts of quite a bit of the Q quadrant, which was where the Syndicate would enter the galaxy.  One of the sectors up on those maps was the one holding Exile.


“They insisted?” Lorna asked simply as Jason approached.


“It was bring them or get bit, and there are some sharp teeth over there,” he said dryly, which made the corner of Lorna’s mouth twitch upward.  “What have you found out?”


“The Kimdori probes are catching virtually all of their ship to ship comm,” she said, pointing at a hologram showing that gigantic fleet sitting out in intergalactic space.  “The command to drop out of hyperspace was sent by the flagship, the largest one.”  The image zoomed in on that ship.  “Right now, the ships are communicating status back to the flagship, reporting in.  Since there are thirty thousand of them, it’s not an instantaneous process.”


“Why did they drop out?”


“We’re not sure yet,” she answered.  “We just know that the flagship ordered the fleet to drop into normal space, and it wasn’t planned.  They’ve had their automated sensors on since returning to hyperspace.  Perhaps they got a reading that the computers flagged as important enough to issue the command to drop, so they could investigate the alarm.”


“Possible,” Jason said, looking up at the hologram of the fleet.  “What about the toys?”


“In hyperspace within striking distance,” Shio Admiral Jarik Furystorm answered.  “Just in case.”

“Just in case always makes me feel better,” Jason grunted, which made Jarik smile.  “Any idea if they’re staying there a while or jumping out?”


“As of right now, no idea, your Grace,” Emperor’s Admiral Hezivarr of the Verutan Navy replied.  “Not even they really know why they dropped into normal space yet.  When they figure it out, no doubt it’ll be broadcast to their ships, and then we’ll know.”


“I take it the Kimdori cracked their ship to ship encryption?” Dahnai asked.


“Just three days ago, your Majesty,” Hezivarr nodded.  “They combined their efforts with the Moridon and the Ruu to break the code.  Between the three of them, it really stood no chance.”


“Kimdori and Moridon working together.  It’s the first sign of the apocalypse,” Kreel quipped, which made Jason laugh.

“So, we got dressed up to run over here to basically sit in a corner and wait,” Jason surmised.


“More or less, your Grace,” Lorna smiled slightly.  “As soon as we learn something, I’ll make sure you know.”

“Cybi,” he called.  Immediately, her hologram manifested over the central console.


“Yes, Jason?”

“Wait, what?  Cybi has access to the CCM?” Dahnai asked.


“Obviously, Dahnai,” she replied mildly.  “Though the other CBIMs do not.  I work as a consultant for Lorna and the command staff.”

“Let’s use that big brain of yours, Cybi.  Have you picked up anything from the spy probes we missed?”


“Not as yet,” she answered.  “But to be honest, there’s very little information.  We only know that their command ship ordered the fleet to drop into normal space, and not even the ship captains know why. They await orders, and we await intercepting them.”

“Getting something, General,” one of the staffers at a console nearby said.  He was a Terran, and he put a finger on his interface.  “The flagship is broadcasting on their local crypto.  Getting the translation now.”


“Cybi?” Jason asked.


“Hold position until new coordinates are broadcast for jump,” Cybi said, relaying what was being transmitted.  “Initial entry point into the galaxy unsafe.”

“They must have spotted the trap,” Dahnai growled.  “An SCM ship must have broken down.”


“Cybi, get in touch with the Denmother, find out if they had a ship go down,” Lorna ordered.


“At once, General,” she nodded.


“Cybi, break out the tacklers,” Jason ordered.


“I’m relaying the order to Myri now.”

“Tacklers?” Kreel asked.


“Cruisers built with interdictors incorporated into them, basically they’re mobile interdictors with jump engines,” he replied.  “They have no weaponry, but they’re not designed for fighting the enemy.  I had them built to chase down and trap Syndicate squadrons in normal space.  I want them ready to move if Lorna orders that fleet interdicted where they are.”

“Not yet, but get them on the board, Jason,” Lorna said.


“They’ll be ready for deployment in fifteen minutes,” Cybi assured her.


“You’ve been busy over there, Jayce,” Kreel noted in a half amused, half serious tone.


“I told you, Kreel, we’ve had two years to get ready for this.  I have all sorts of new toys in my toybox,” he said with grim amusement that made Lorna chuckle.


A hologram of Zaa appeared over the central console.  “I have just received reports from my SCM detachment.  They report no loss of SCM in the area,” she stated.  “And our scans of their ships make it clear their sensors aren’t sophisticated enough to penetrate the SCM blanket.”


“Maybe they detected the interdiction field,” Hezivarr proposed.  “I don’t think the SCM can cover all of it.”


“They’re deployed between the fleet and the trap, intercepting Syndicate sensor pulses,” she answered.  “They don’t have to cover the entire volume of the trap, the same way one’s own hand can hide an entire building from view when held close to one’s eyes.”

“Let’s just wait and see what they do,” Lorna said.  “They’re still six days out from the rim of the galaxy, that gives us time to react to any change in their plans.”


For nearly an hour, they watched and they waited, but the Syndicate flagship was very quiet during that time, giving them no new information.  Finally, though, it broadcasted a set of jump coordinates, and their navigation station in the command center solved the plot points in about thirty seconds.  “Generals, Admirals, this jump destination is outbound,” the Shio declared.  “It’s star S1-3395-3903-9824 in the Strands of Trelle.  It’s a nine hour jump from their current position.”


“Bring up the file on that star,” Lorna barked, and almost immediately, a holo of a large white star appeared over the central console.


Jason perused the file data, which was presented as text boxes around the points of note of the star.  It had 14 planets orbiting it, 6 terrestrial planets and 8 gas giants, with 187 moons and an asteroid belt between planet 6 and planet 7.  There were no exploitable resources on any of the planets or moons, though planet 4 did fall within the habitable zone and might be life-sustaining.  Cybi had no doubt turned her arrays towards that star, because a new set of holograms popped up showing real-time images of the system.

“Planet four?” Jason asked Cybi.


“I have a hyperspace probe locking its long-range sensors on the system, I’ll have more data in a few moments,” she answered.


[Cybi, tell Myli to get the Legion ready to move.  I want it to take some hyperspace probes directly there so they’re in place and ready to spy on the Syndicate when the fleet gets there,] he communed, which was picked up and relayed back to Karis through the Tianne.


[The Legion is currently doing drive testing in intergalactic space.  I’ll order it back to Karis immediately.]

“I have data.  Planet four is life-sustaining,” she announced as a picture of a very Terra-like planet popped up.  “Roughly the same size as Shio.  Oxygen/nitrogen atmosphere, gravity .93, pressure 1.02, average planetary mean temperature, 63 shuki.  Its conditions are well within tolerance for 80% of Confederate species, not counting breathable gases.  It has a vibrant ecosystem, no detectable advanced civilization.”

“They’re forting up,” Lorna growled.


“A forward base outside the galactic rim,” Jarik agreed.  “Someplace very hard to reach.”


“How long would it take us to jump out to that star?” Hezivarr asked the navigation officer.


“Seven days, sir,” she answered.

“They’ll see us coming a kathra away,” Lorna growled.


“If we decide to attack,” Jarik added.  “If we can just keep them out there, it serves our own purposes.  We might even be able to avoid a war with them.”


Jason could almost see the writing on the wall, rubbing his chin with an armored finger as he considered the situation.  [Cybi.]


[I think I know what you’re about to order.  I’ll have Dellin double the workers doing the refits for the new drives.]


[You read my mind,] he agreed.  [And tell him to go ahead and install the new drive on that command ship about to be commissioned.  I want at least one capitol ship with a drive in it.]

[I’ll talk to Trenirk about finishing work on it.  It’s still being built.  Last report said it was about four days from completion.  I’ll see if he can shorten that time.]


[You’re there, so you have my permission to use the spiked bat.]

She communed back a pure emotion, amusement.


“Jason?  Jason,” Dahnai said, nudging him.  “What are you up to?  You have that scheming expression.”


Jason chuckled  “Yes, I’m scheming.  I just ordered Cybi to activate some toys, and if they decide to fort up at that star, we can interdict it.  We just move the trap,” he said.  “Lorna, I think your chance to make contact is when they reach that star, and bogging them down in negotiations gives us time to get new stuff out there.  Do you have your negotiator chosen?”

“We have that all ready to go,” she replied.  “Are you going to use that one-way wormhole?”


“I’m seriously considering it,” he replied.  “If I can get just one interdictor through in working order, we can trap them at that star.  But the kicker is, if it’s destroyed in transit, that leaves salvageable Karinne technology out for the Syndicate to pick over, and we can’t do shit to stop it.  They might be able to devise a means to defeat the interdictors if they get their hands on the wreckage and reverse engineer it.”  He looked up at Cybi.  “What are the odds of anything surviving a trip through at that distance?”


“61.2335%”

“Better than half, but not very good,” Jason grunted, pretending to think it over.  After all, he could get an interdictor there in about ten minutes by sending it with the Legion, and that included the time it would take to pick up the interdictor and tow it out to jump distance.


“In my professional opinion, your Grace, that’s worth the risk,” Hezivarr said.  “It’s a chance to trap their entire fleet a full week outside the galaxy.  Out there, they’re no threat.  We don’t have to attack. We simply negotiate their return to Andromeda and let them out once they agree.”


He looked to the hologram of Zaa, who had been listening.  “Denmother, can the probes shadowing the Syndicate fleet all together tow an interdictor in case we have to pull it out?”


“They can,” she replied.  She too picked up on Jason’s game and gave him everything he needed to supposedly make a decision.  “They’re type two probes, Jason.”

“What significance is that?” Jarik asked.


“It means they can be overloaded and explode with the force of a fusion bomb, their version of a self destruct, and that could destroy the wreckage of an interdictor if it doesn’t make it through.”


“Hmm,” he mused.  “Cybi, make the calculations,” he ordered.  “Have them get ready to activate the wormhole array.  We’ll time it so the interdictor gets sent just as the probes reach the area.  That way, if the interdictor gets destroyed in transit, a probe can wipe out the wreckage so the Syndicate can’t salvage it.”


“I’ll get things ready.”

“Cybi, send the planned arrival coordinates to my office,” Zaa said.  “They’ll divert a probe to rendezvous at those coordinates.”


“I’ll send them as soon as we have a point selected,” she answered.


“Your house is quite adept at robotics, your Grace.  Do you have a completely automated ship you can send through the wormhole that can tow the interdictor?” Hezivarr asked.  “That ship could shadow the fleet’s every move and be there to spring the trap at any time.  That way you risk no lives trying to get it there, just equipment.”

Jason gave him a look.  “Actually…Cybi, could Rockers conceivably man a destroyer?”


“If they were controlled remotely from Karis,” she replied.  “And we used the maintenance models that have sufficient manual dexterity to perform delicate tasks.”

“Can you do such a thing?” Hezivarr asked.


“Easily,” he snorted.  “Our comm system is telepathic, Hezivarr, and that transcends time and distance.  They can communicate with the ship and the Rockers inside it in real time.  Just get a jacked crew, have them merge to the Rockers manning the ship so they can keep the ship operating, and boom.  Automated destroyer.”


“I’d say that that might be worth trying,” Lorna said.  “But it’s your ship, Jason.  It’s your call.  It’s your bill if it gets destroyed in transit.”


“It might be worth the risk,” he mused, crossing his arms and taking on a thoughtful expression.


[Don’t milk it too much, Jason,] Cybi warned lightly.


[Stop interfering in my fun, woman,] he retorted.  “Cybi, pull a tackler and scrape up the Rockers needed to man it.  If we’re gonna try this, let’s minimize the risk to our equipment and send a tackler instead of an interdictor and destroyer.  That way we only have to roll the dice once.”


“I’ll send down the orders.  They should have everything organized in about an hour.” [Jason, the Legion is on the way back to Kosigi.  There’s a tackler ship waiting there for them to tow out to the Strands.  They can have it in place 32 minutes after you give the order.]

“Excellent,” he responded, to both her public and private declarations.  Thanks to this bit of subterfuge, they’d have a perfectly viable explanation as to how they were getting something like an interdictor out to the Strands of Trelle in hours instead of days.


And Hezivarr had stumbled across a damn good idea…a ship manned entirely by bionoids.  Remotely operated crews meant that no lives were at risk, just equipment, and the crews could just do their shift on the ship, unmerge and let the next man in the shift rotation take over the bionoid, and go home and have dinner with the family.  The ships wouldn’t need living quarters, which would let them put in more equipment, it would cut the bionoid crew down by half since they wouldn’t have to have enough people on board to man the ship in three different shifts, the same bionoid would be working more or less nonstop, driven by different controllers in shifts, so they’d just need enough bionoids on board to run the ship with some extras in reserve for combat situations, which could be activated only when needed.  He’d just need a CBIM to keep track of everything, since managing remote links like that would  take a pretty serious computer.  The computers at the Lake facility were pretty hardcore, and they ran through Cyra, who managed the remote links between drivers in the merge pods and the equipment they were operating remotely..


Cynna.  She’d be looking for things to do when they drew down shipbuilding operations in Kosigi.  She could take over as the official KMS CBIM, the CBIM managing biogenic link operations with all ships out in the field.  That kind of work was already in her basic core programming as the CBIM in charge of Kosigi, a military installation.  They just build a military merge facility for bionoids operating Naval line vessels, similar to the facility at Joint Base Alpha they used for exomechs and Wolf fighters, and let Cynna handle managing the remote links.

The idea wasn’t to convert the entire KMS to remote operation, but having some dedicated ships manned solely by bionoids meant they could be sent to do the dangerous work, assets they could risk in very dangerous operations but not just throw away.  A ship was a very expensive piece of hardware, and the bionoids inside it would not be cheap either, he wasn’t just going to throw away assets that expensive or that technologically sensitive, given the ship and the bionoids were filled with biogenic chips.  Merged assets weren’t the answer to every solution, they’d already learned that with their remote operation experiments using exomechs.  In many ways, having a live pilot was superior to a merged pilot, mainly for the ability to bring telepathy to the battlefield as a weapon, but the fact that the pilot couldn’t be killed made using a merged exomech the ideal asset for an exceedingly dangerous or risky operation.  But having the option to use either a live crew or a bionoid crew for a line vessel gave them options, and options were always good.  A bionoid crew would be immune to any telepathic attacks, and the ship and bionoids would be unhackable by external systems due to the biogenic systems.  If the hack attempt could even somehow manage to deal with the fact that biogenic chips communicated via commune, biogenic systems used a unique programming language based on the fact that biogenic chips were programmed via a synthetic form of DNA.  Most outside computers had their CPUs melt trying to make sense of it, since it was based on an organic system.

To Jason, it meant there would be no more suits of armor standing in the Hall of Heroes in the White house.  Instead of risking the life of a brave house member, they’d be risking a C20,000 bionoid.  Jason would pay that a million times over to save just one life.


Even on ships crewed by live beings, having some bionoids on board to activate as additional crew in combat or emergency situations, or to use to do maintenance that required entering hazardous parts of the ship, were also pretty damn smart options to have. 


What started out as Rook’s little hobby to refine his robotic body to produce a more engaging merge experience was suddenly starting to show some real and game-changing possibilities.


It only took him a few seconds to convey his idea to Cybi, and she gave him an approving nod from her hologram.  [I think that’s a very good idea.  I’ll relay it to Cynna, and she can study it and come up with some official proposals to discuss with you when you get back.  In the short term, we can produce bionoids to replace the crew on the tackler ship, then send the Legion out to swap them out once they’re ready.  I’ll institute some basic training for the crews that will merge to the bionoids.  It does take a little practice to get the hang of it.  They should be ready for remote piloting by the time the bionoids are built.]

[Good deal.  Tell Rook to send up some production specs for generic bionoids with random faces, you know, face in the crowd bionoids, they can produce and store on ships to activate when needed.]

[Certainly.]

“Sounds like we’re more or less just in wait and see mode until they get there,” Kreel said.

“For you.  I’d better go back to Karis and oversee the plan,” Jason said.  “I want to be there in case something goes wrong.”


“So, you’re skipping out on another summit?” Dahnai asked.


“Nah, I’ll leave my other me here,” he replied.  “Unless they send to me, they’ll never know the difference.”


“Other you?”


“His bionoid,” Cybi supplied.  “A remarkably lifelike robot built to resemble him.  It will fool you,” she added.  “He can merge to it from Karis and attend the summit while he’s on Karis, at hand just in case he’s needed.”

“You built a robot double?” Dahnai almost accused.


“Yeah, it was part of an experiment, based on the Rockers,” he replied.  “Turned out to be a pretty damn good one.  We just built units that look like the people operating them instead of generic robotic drones.  Part of the experiment was that I was going to have it walk around on the grounds and see if anyone noticed it was a robot.  It’s like scary lifelike.  It even breathes,” he chuckled.


“And what purpose would such a device serve?” Krirara asked curiously.


“I built it so I could enter deadly environments to be able to meet other rulers face to face in their home territory, without armor or helmets in the way,” he replied.  :”Since it is a robot, it doesn’t care how hot or cold it is, or if there’s no oxygen in the air.”


“Hmm, that does seem rather useful,” she mused.


“Well, Rook sorta took that idea and ran with it, and created the bionoids,” he continued.  “They’re built to be almost indistinguishable from living things in about every way but smell, to give people a way to be somewhere else without any danger to themselves.  If you have a jack, you can merge to the bionoid, in effect be the bionoid, and its systems are designed to mimic organic senses as closely as possible, so it won’t feel like you’re merged to a machine.”


“Okay, now that’s starting to sound pretty cool,” Dahnai said.  “I want one.”


“You want everything,” he accused, which made her laugh.


“Your Grace, what you’re describing has some real military usefulness,” Hezivarr noted.  “Surrogate, remotely operated crew members for a ship you send to the galactic core, where the radiation would kill them in moments?  Remotely piloted ground infantry to send to planets that would otherwise be deadly to them?”


“Yeah, we’re exploring those possibilities as we speak,” he replied.  “We’re still working out the bugs, which was half of what this experiment was about.  Bionoids are still in the development stage, we don’t have them up to production stage yet.”


“Why do you call them bionoids?” Krirara asked.  “Are they not just robots?”


“They’re biogenic androids.  Myli coined them bionoids, and the nickname stuck.  And it does distinguish them from regular robots, because they are different.  Bionoids are built to resemble living things and blend in among them, not so they can hide, but so they give the driver merged to it the most realistic sense of being there possible, and part of that is being able to walk down the street without everyone staring and pointing at you.  And each experimental unit gets them closer and closer to that,” he chuckled.  “The most current model breathes, it can drink liquids, and it can even simulate urination.  Rook hasn’t quite figured out a way to make one eat yet, but he’s working on it.”


“That seems like it would be easy to figure out,” Dahnai mused.  “Put the food in your mouth, chew, swallow.”


“The problem is what the bionoid does with that food once it swallows it,” Jason answered   “Remember, the bionoids are built to resemble living things as closely as possible, so you don’t just build an access door in the torso to remove a full stomach.  And you kinda have to remove the food before it rots, or it creates all kinds of problems, the foulest dragonbreath imaginable being just one of them.  It does present something of a challenge when you remember that bionoids can’t digest food.”


“Oh.  Ohhhh, I see what you’re saying,” she said.


“Anyway, I’d better get back home and oversee them trying to get that tackler out there.  I’ll leave my bionoid here, so when council resumes, most likely it’ll be it there instead of me.  I guess it’ll be a pretty interesting experiment to see if anyone notices,” he said, then he laughed.  “The ones most likely to give me away are right here, my telepathic friends,” he grinned.  “The bionoid can’t send, that’s something no machine can simulate.”

“I am most curious about this machine now,” Krirara said.


“Yeah, me too.  Mind if we go back to the house and take a look at it?” Dahnai added.


“I don’t mind,” he shrugged.  “Jys can show it to you.  I just won’t be able to activate it and show you how it works until I have spare time.  I don’t want to be tangled up in the bionoid merge with the tackler getting ready to ship out.”


“I think I’d like to get a look at this device myself, your Grace,” Hezivarr said.  “It intrigues me.”


“Sure, just come over to the house once you have some time,” he replied.  “If I’m gone before you can find the time, talk to Myri and arrange to come over to Karis and we can show them to you.  She has access to the bionoid project.  Just keep in mind that it’s still in development.  The bionoids are still experimental.”


“I think I’ll be doing that no matter what, your Grace.”


Aya and Dera escorted him back to Karis aboard the Arizona, at least after he and Aya had a pretty involved argument over his safety.  Aya finally capitulated when Jason agreed to bring in a squadron of frigates and take the return journey running in stealth mode.  Kyle got him back to Kosigi quickly, and he came into Dellin’s ops center almost at a run.  Myri, Juma, Sioa, and Navii were in the ops center when he arrived, there in person, clustered around a holodisplay with the rather short commander of Kosigi, which surprised him a little bit.  “Where we at, Dellin?”


“We have the tackler in position at jump distance, and the Legion already has it docked,” he said, as Cynna manifested a hologram and brought up a flat holo.  The Legion was sitting at jump distance, and the tackler ship was physically attached to it using a towing rig.  They’d discovered that ships couldn’t tow other ships with towing beams using the drive, but they could if the towed ship was physically attached to it, either docked to it or attached to it with clamps.  So, Naval Engineering had come up with that rather clever towing assembly, which was one size fits all.  It could attach to the stern or bow of any KMS ship, allowing any ship to tow any other ship…within reason.  A ship had to have strong enough jump engines to tow another ship in addition to itself to get the ship into hyperspace, so the rule of thumb was that a ship could only tow a smaller ship.  But thanks to the way the translight drive worked, the drive could get any towed ship into a translight state that was of equal or lesser volume.  Not mass, volume.  The physical size of the ship was what mattered, not how heavy it was.  A translight drive could tow an equal sized volume of pure compressed Neutronium without issue, but could not tow a gigantic ball of cotton candy that exceeded the volume of the towing ship.

The tackler was built on the same hull as a cruiser, so there was absolutely no visible indication that the ship was a tackler instead of a warship.  It was attached to the stern of the Legion by what looked like a stout segmented metal spar, which was jointed so it would bend, and connected to the pyramid-shaped bow of the tackler ship, a securing “foot” pad on each of the four planar surfaces.

“Which tackler is that?” Jason asked.

“It’s the Backgammon,” Cynna answered.  Each of the tacklers was named after a common strategic board game, to reflect their strategic purpose.  The ships were equipped with Kimdori SCM tech so they could hide the interdiction effect until it was nearly 20% developed, which meant that a ship would have to cruise in sublight mode for nearly two months to reach it once the interdiction effect became detectable.  “The Legion will detach it at a point that puts the tackler an hour’s jump away, so it has plenty of time to see them coming and move if they can somehow detect it,” she explained.


“Why not just set it so they drop into the interdiction effect?” Sioa asked.


“Because we need to find out if they somehow detected the interdictors we have at the arrival point,” Jason answer, to which Cynna nodded.  “If we turn it on while they’re on the way to that star, it might cause them to drop into normal space again.  Once we figure out why they changed plans and rule out them detecting the interdiction field, we can use the tackler.”

“Lorna’s going to stall them with the negotiations, right?” Myri asked.


Jason nodded.  “She said she’ll stall as long as she possibly can to give our forces time to prepare.”


“What about all those interdictors?  Are we leaving them in place?” Sioa asked.


“I’m not sure,” Myri said.  “That’s more or less Lorna’s call.”


“Will the interdiction effect cover that star if it activates it from where the tackler will be dropped?” Jason asked.


“No.”

“Then have them move it up close enough so it can,” he ordered.  “It can’t run its stealth field in hyperspace.  That’s Kimdori stealth field tech.  As long as the ship’s in normal space, they’re not going to see it.”


“That puts it only a half second away by jump, Jason.  They won’t be able to get away.”

“Put it behind the star, 500,000 kathra inside the orbital track of the first planet, on a synchronous solar orbit matching the entry point.  That way it’s always directly behind the star in relation to the Syndicate fleet,” Navii said from her chair.  “The Syndicate can’t directly jump across the star’s gravity well from that close, and the ship will be too close to the star for them to attempt a pinpoint in-well jump to ambush it.  The only way they could possibly reach the ship is by sublight engines, and the ship will see them coming and can jump out before they can come around the star to reach them.  The star’s mass and energy will also help hide it from their sensors if they’re that close to it.  I believe they don’t have anything that can get readings directly through the solar mass, and we know they have no sensor probes in the system to get advance readings.  As long as our ship gets there and gets their stealth field up before they arrive, it should remain undetected.”


Jason’s eyes lit up a bit, and he nodded in agreement.  It was basic hyperspace physics.  A ship could jump away from a gravity well at jump distance, but couldn’t turn around and jump towards that gravity well, else the star’s gravity well would knock it out of hyperspace.  It could do it from further away, but not from standard jump distance, as long as it didn’t attempt to directly jump across the star’s solar mass in relation to normal space…but there were some hyperspace navigational tricks a ship could use to get around a star’s solar mass and still get directly behind the star.  In that instant that a ship entered hyperspace, it was much more sensitive to hyperspace flux, and a star’s gravity well created enough flux to knock it into normal space.  But, if it went out further then turned around and attempted it, it would be able to pull it off, able to sort of “coast” across the gravity well and reach the other side without getting knocked back into normal space.  That was what Navii was talking about when she mentioned them attempting a pinpoint jump.  But, with the tackler so close to the star, they wouldn’t even be able to try that, there was no way they could accurately get the ship to drop into normal space close enough to be a threat to the Backgammon.  Even if they didn’t try to directly jump across the star, tried to jump in tangent to the deepest part of its gravity well to try to get close to the Backgammon, they still had to do it from a greater jump distance.  The only practical way they’d have to go after the Backgammon was to send ships to circle around the star under sublight, and the Backgammon would see them coming from the proverbial mile away.  In both scenarios, both the plausible one and the implausible one, the Backgammon would have to achieve jump distance from the star and jump out, which for the tackler would only be about 87,000 kathra, or about 17 seconds running at flank.  In either scenario, the Backgammon would have at least 15 minutes’ warning before a Syndicate ship got close enough to threaten it, and it would only take it about 29 seconds to get out to jump distance, slow to jump speed, and jump. 


And the even more beautiful aspect of her idea was that the interdictor could activate at that distance from the star.  It was far enough outside the star’s gravity well for it to be able to work.

“I knew there was a reason I pay you that ridiculous salary, Navii,” Jason told her, which made Myri laugh and Navii smile.


“That’s a damn good idea,” Juma agreed.  “Send down that order to the Legion.”


“The Legion reports that it is ready to depart,” Cynna announced.


To his surprise, Zaa strode into the ops center.  “I bring important news,” she declared.


“It must be if you’re not on hologram,” Jason said.  “Do we need to retreat to a secure room?”


“No,” she replied, touching her memory band.  Seconds later, a hologram appeared over the table, showing the Syndicate flagship.  “They dropped out of hyperspace due to a system on this ship called the oracle system,” she relayed.  “I have no data on this system, it does not appear in any of the data my children have pulled from them so far.  It must be one of their most closely guarded military secrets.  This oracle system was what issued the order for the fleet to drop into normal space, then ordered it to travel to their new destination.  It transmitted this command directly, along with an extremely curious bit of extra data.”


“What?”


“It listed odds of success,” she replied.  “The exact translation we received from our cryptographers reads thus:  ‘Odds of mission success increase to 77.2335% with this change of course.’”


“Some kind of top secret supercomputer?” Juma asked.  “Maybe a computer something similar to Coma on the Tianne?  Analyzing the odds for any given action then acting on the one that it thinks has the best odds of success?”


“It seems so,” Zaa replied.  “But what we do not know yet is why this system ordered the fleet to change course.  We do not know if they somehow detected our emplaced defenses, and if they did, which one they detected.  Our scans of them indicate they should not have been able to detect anything we have in place around Arrival Point Alpha.  We thoroughly analyzed their sensor systems, and determined that they do not have that capability.”

“If they’re using them the way you think they are,” Jason grunted.  “I confused the hell out of the Trillanes by using stock Imperium technology in ways they hadn’t seen before.  They had no idea it could be used the way I was using it.  The Trillanes just could not figure out my inverse phase emitter because it used a stock RTX-97 transceiver to hide from their sensors.”

“That is a valid point, cousin,” Zaa said after a moment.  “Perhaps their software, which we cannot analyze, is utilizing their hardware in unorthodox ways.”


“It sounds like we need to do some old fashioned probing actions to determine the capabilities of our enemy, with assets instead of sensors,” Navii said.  “We undertake a series of tests isolating the various possible things they could have detected at the arrival point and revealing them to the Syndicate one by one, then see which ones invoke a reaction.  That way we know what they’re detecting.”


“A wise course of action, Navii,” Zaa agreed.  “But it also means that getting infiltrators onto those ships is even more important now than it was before, since our foe is demonstrating that they cannot be taken at face value.  I need eyes behind the mask they present to us so we can see the truth of them.”


“Well, Denmother, we’re about to drop off a tackler relatively close to their arrival point,” Jason said, pointing at the holo of the Legion and the Backgammon.  “They may be close enough for you to get infiltrators there.”


“How close?”


“We intend to plant the Backgammon on the far side of the star, inside the orbital track of the first planet.”


“Using the star to hide the ship from them,” she said with an approving nod.  “That is close enough.  Is there room for us to send in some equipment on the tackler?  Some external sensor pods we can seed into the system, and some of the infiltration pods we use to move infiltrators close to enemy ships?”

“Those little drones?  Sure, there’s room,” Jason nodded.  What she was referring to was a very, very small device that was like a remote controlled toy, only about a shakra long, which they used to get infiltrators close to enemy ships they were tasked to board.  Kimdori would shape themselves into something about the size of a mouse to ride in it, and it would jettison them into space close to their target ship.  “I just wish we could send some spiders,” he growled.


“No broadcast power to run them,” Myri reminded him.  “And we can’t send a remote power emitter until we know if they can detect it or not.”


“I know,” he nodded.  “Get your gear and your infiltrators here, Denmother, so we can load them on the tackler.”

“They are on their way now,” she replied.  “They will be put on the planet.  The Syndicate will, no doubt, dispatch a scouting party to the planet, for scientific reasons if nothing else.  My children will be set at strategic points where they can reach a Syndicate landing party and have them take them back up to the fleet.”


“Very clever,” Navii breathed.


“That’s impressively sneaky, cousin,” Jason agreed.  “They’ll have plenty of time to get on the planet before the Syndicate arrives.”

It only took about fifteen minutes for the Kimdori freighter to rush into the hologram—it was given permission to exceed dock speed—and they transferred some Kimdori and some equipment into the Backgammon.  As soon as they were done, the Legion started pulling the smaller ship, and the holo moved with them.  “How long will it take to get there?” Zaa asked.


“From right now, a little over thirty minutes,” Myri answered.  “Once the ship clears Kosigi, it’ll run at FTL out to jump distance, then jump.  Most of the time is going to be getting out of Kosigi.  They’ll beat the Syndicate fleet to the star by seven hours.”


“Excellent,” Zaa said firmly.  “That will be more than enough time for the tackler to get its stealth fields up and get my children onto the planet and in ideal position to intercept Syndicate landing parties.”


“What if they don’t land?” Juma asked.


“Their travel pods are capable of space travel, so they’ll simply use them to intercept their fleet,” she replied.


Jason stayed right there in the ops center and watched holos and tactical displays that showed the Legion and Backgammon move through Kosigi, exit, then only take about six seconds to reach jump distance by going to FTL mode one at its lowest possible speed.  The ship then came to a stop, hesitated about five seconds, and then jumped into hyperspace in a brilliant flash of white light, which indicated that it was jumping in mode three.  “ETA to destination, 21 seconds,” one of Dellin’s ops staffers called, who was usually a traffic controller.


“God, I love those translight drives,” Jason said fervently.


“You and me both, cousin,” Zaa said with a toothy smile.


Just that fast, the Legion dropped back into normal space fairly close to the white star holding the Syndicate’s destination planet.  “That system needs a name,” Jason said.  “I’m not going to refer to it by its location code, it’s too damn long.  So, let’s call it Oasis.”


“Why that?” Zaa asked.


“What is that?  English?” Myri asked.


“It’s an English word for a small wellspring of life in a vast desert of emptiness, so Oasis fits it,” he replied.


“Ah.”


 “I’ll update all Karinne starcharts to reflect the change of designation,” Cynna announced with a small smile.


The Legion followed usual protocol for mode three travel, dropping back into normal space at a tangent to its destination to prevent dropping into normal space inside a celestial body.  But the newest round of navigation algorithm upgrades showed that they were getting more and more precise, because the ship dropped back into normal space almost right beside the star, only .136% off its target destination coordinates.  That only required about three minutes of travel under normal jump engines to reach the star system, and Jason figured that by the time they had the engines fully tested and certified, they’d have navigational algorithms and navigational computers capable of handling them.  It dropped back into normal space and cruised into the system in FTL mode one, which got it to its destination in about a minute, which demonstrated how fucking useful it was to have a ship that could run in FTL in normal space, drastically cutting down travel times to and from jump distance.  It pulled the tackler into position, then it disengaged its towing apparatus, which just dangled behind the ship like a tail as it pulled away.  Jason saw from telemetry that the Backgammon activated its stealth fields, which hid it from virtually all sensors and visible light, the ship shimmering out of view as the field bent light around the area of effect, rendering it effectively invisible.  The Legion again used FTL mode one to get out to safe jump distance in a matter of seconds, then it turned its bow towards a tangential destination point outside the galaxy that would let it get back to Karis in about five minutes of standard hyperspace travel, then jumped out.


“And it’s done,” Jason declared.  “Myri, I want every drive-capable ship we have kept on active standby and ready to jump out to assist the Backgammon if necessary.  The Legion will be part of that.  Tell them not to remove the towing rig.”


“I’ll see to it, Jayce.”


“How many ships do you have with drives?”


“Nine,” Myri replied.  “One of each ship class except a command ship, part of Myli’s testing program for different sized ships, plus the original Trailblazer.  And we’ll have a command ship with a drive in two days, they’re installing it on one of the three command ships we just finished building.”


“The Axumai,” Juma supplied.

“You have both a fleet and a tactical battleship with a drive?” Zaa asked.


Jason nodded.  “Both were just installed yesterday and passed the initial tests, so we know they work,” he answered.  “The Ori Ai and the Abarax.”

“We put a drive on Sevi’s ship.  We’re all doomed,” Juma said dryly, which made Jason laugh.


“That is some significant firepower,” she noted.


“That’s why we refitted it,” he replied with a grin.


“The question is, why did you not have a tackler with a drive?”


“Because we don’t know how the drive will behave with the interdictor installed inside the ship,” Jason answered.  “Given the problems we had with the standard hyperspace jump engines with the interdictor installed inside the ship, that close to it, we weren’t going to take any chances with the drive.  Tacklers are barebones ships because of all the shielding we had to install in the ship to isolate the engine from the interdictor, they’re almost like two different ships welded together with about 170 solid shakra of shielding material stuck between them.  There wasn’t much room left over for systems.  We haven’t done enough tests to know if it’s safe to install a drive in a tackler yet, and we won’t until we have more data.”


“Ah. Understandable.  Perhaps you should look into installing an retractable version of that towing apparatus into the sterns of your ships.”

“That’s such a good idea that Naval Engineering is already doing it,” Jason told her.  “The docking clamp will be universal, able to tow any ship frigate sized or larger.”

“Always on the vanguard,” she said with an approving smile.


“Well, there’s not much more we can do until the Syndicate gets there,” Jason said.  “Have the probes scan the system, it might be useful to us as a base after we push the Syndicate out of the galaxy  Send the data to the twins, but don’t tell them where the system is.  Have them run up possible outpost or even full colonization contingency plans.”



“I’ll take care of it, Jason,” Cynna nodded.


“I’ll have them load two standard interdictors on the Ori Ai to take out there, just in case,” Juma added.


“Good idea,” Myri nodded.  “Have them add some weapon platforms and a broadcast power node.”


“Cynna,” Jason said.


“Yes, Jason?”

“How close are they to finishing the drive for the Tianne?”


“My last update from Trenirk is he expects it to be complete in 20 hours.  With a fourteen day refit timetable from the Shield’s Hammers, that puts it fifteen days from activation.”

“Lorna will murder you if you pull the Tianne off the board, Jayce,” Myri warned.  “It’s a key component of her overall battle plan.”


“Coma,” he called.  Almost immediately, a hologram of her manifested in the ops center.  “Talk to the Shield’s Hammers and find out how much of the drive installation prepwork they can do without taking the engines offline.  Get a timeline of the absolute minimum time the ship will be down for the upgrade.”


She nodded.  “I’ll speak with Chief Braxa right now.”

“I take it the Tianne’s drive upgrade is modular?” Zaa asked.


Jason nodded.  “The Project F team worked out a way to use the original jump engines and just install the new drive section as an upgrade, the way Navii wanted.  They have to do some work to the engines to make it accept the new drive section and move a bunch of stuff around in engineering to make it all work, but we don’t have to completely replace them.  That cuts the install time way down.  I think they got the drive installed on the Abarax in six days, and that’s a tactical battleship.”


“Installing the drives in each class of ship gave us a practical installation procedure to use with the rest,” Cynna added.  “We tested the proposed theoretical install procedure Project F formulated and came up with a practical procedure.  Not all of them worked as proposed.”

“That’s the truth,” Myri grunted.  “The battleship install was very messy.  I think at one point, they had the entire engineering section of the ship in pieces, laid out in the companionways halfway to the bow.”


“They ran out of room in the cargo bays,” Jason told  Zaa, who chuckled.  “Yeah, so, they figured out a better way to do the install on the battleships after that adventure.”


“But the drive works on it?”


Jason nodded.  “We installed it in the Dreamer, to soothe Marayi a little bit.  She’s still kinda fuming over Palla stealing the Ghost Squadron from her.”


“Like it matters now,” Juma chuckled.  “Marayi was promoted to command the Ori Ai yesterday.  She moved up to a fleet battleship.  She takes official command of it later today.”


“Yeah, that did a whole lot to defuse her,” Myri grinned.  “Giving her command of the drive-capable mark II battleship was a big salve on the Ghost Squadron wound.”


“She’s a good choice regardless.  She’s the best battleship captain we have, she deserves to command a fleet battleship,” Jason stated.  “Who did you promote up to the Dreamer?”


“Joni Suvalle,” Juma answered.  “You should have an application from her in your inbox.”


“That?  I approved that two days ago.  She’s Zarina Joni Karinne now.”

“She certainly earned it,” Juma said with an approving nod.


“Ten times over,” Jason snorted.  “We just didn’t have time to do the official ceremony, with her deployed and the summit coming up.  We’ll have it the next time she’s back home.  But she’s already authorized to wear gold.”  Gold heraldry on dress uniforms denoted a noble of the house.  Silver heraldry denoted a house member.  On armor, nobility was denoted with a gold house crest over the rank insignia 


“Braxa just got back to me, Jason.  He says the absolute minimum downtime he can guarantee is ten days,” Coma announced.  “And that comes at something of a risk, since they’ll have to jerry-rig some parts of engineering so they can move things around.  So it’s not completely safe.”

“It’s not worth risking having the ship’s engines fail in battle to gain five days on the refit,” Myri said, and Juma nodded in agreement.


“Yeah, I agree.  Scrap that idea,” he said.  “But warn Naval Engineering that when we do do the refit, everyone and their grandmother is going to get pulled from whatever they’re doing to go assist.”


Myri laughed.  “Go back to Terra, you silly man. We’ll tell you when we have something to report.”
“Actually, I’m going to go home,” he said with a smile.  “I’m going to test out the bionoid by sending it to the next summit meeting in my place, and see if anyone notices.”


Myri laughed richly.  “Dahnai will the first time she tries to send to you.”


“I already told my talented friends.  They promised not to give me away,” he grinned.


Kyle got him back to the strip on the Arizona, and he took the opportunity to play with the girls and the new twins without his attention-hogging wife getting in the way, helped Ayama and Surin give them their bottles, and wore out Bethany and Siyae to the point where they fell asleep on each side of him on the couch, snuggled up against him, and made him feel like the luckiest father in the universe.  He couldn’t follow suit, however, warning Ayama and Surin he was about to zone out, then he leaned back on the couch, closed his eyes, and sent his mind hundreds of light years away.  He merged to the bionoid in Norfolk, and then his senses were shunted off in favor of a new source.  He opened the bionoid’s eyes and saw that they were all gathered around it, that it was still laying in the padded case in which it was brought.  He synced fully with the sensory stream, which was currently running in organic compatibility mode, which limited them to the norms of his own body.  He shook his head a little bit to settle in fully to the merge, then he sat up in the coffin-like carrying case.  “So, what do you guys think?” he asked Dahnai, Kreel, Krirara, and Krarrik.

“I think that is the creepiest and most awesome thing I’ve ever seen in my life,” Kreel replied, reaching over and poking his forearm.  “It feels like real flesh.”


“It does from the inside as well,” he replied as he easily stood up, not really caring that the bionoid was naked, and so by extension he was too, since it was a faithful duplication of his own body.  “I’ve been working with Rook to make the merge feel as real as possible for an organic being.  He doesn’t have that kind of experience.”


“It is almost disturbing, knowing that this is a machine,” Krirara said, sliding her padded hand up his upper arm.  “The flesh is warm.  There is body hair.  The irises change size.  It even has your scars.  I would almost believe that it would bleed should I dig in my claws.”


“You’ll damage the sensor mesh under the epidermis if you do that, so please don’t,” he chuckled.  “So, you think this’ll fool people?”

“It’s fooling me right now, at least from an appearance point of view, and I know what it is,” Dahnai declared, studying his face intently.  “I couldn’t tell you apart if you were standing side by side.  But it doesn’t have your sense of presence.  There’s no mind inside it.”


“Yeah, it has no sense of awareness at all,” Kreel agreed.  “To my talent, it’s either not alive or it’s actively hiding its mind from me.  It has the same telepathic presence as the refrigerator does.”


“Always about food with you,” Dahnai accused, which made him laugh.


“Hey, I’d appreciate not being called an it,” Jason protested cheekily as he stepped out of the cargo unit.


“And you are controlling that device from Karis, Jason?” Krarrik asked.


“Yup.  I’m sitting on the couch right now, with the twins curled up and napping on each side of me,” he grinned.  “Biogenics make it possible.  I could control this unit from anywhere in the universe, Krarrik, so long as we have a strong enough transceiver that lets me talk to it.”


“Telepathy ignores time and distance in some ways, mate, and only one of the participants in the communication has to be strong enough to reach the other for both to talk,” Krirara told him.  “That is what makes biogenics so powerful.  It is the only viable means of communication across extreme distances.   Every other known form of comm has a time delay at great distances, but biogenics do not.”


“Just about,” Jason agreed.


“Ah, that’s how you can hear me respond when you send to me, even though I have no talent,” Krarrik realized.


“Yes, mate.  I establish the connection we both use.”


“That’s how I can drive this bionoid from the other side of the next sector over,” Jason chuckled.  “Kaera!” he shouted.  “I’m in the bionoid!  Get my spare suit of armor ready for the meeting!”


[It’s upstairs and waiting for you, Jason,] she replied from her interface. She already knew she couldn’t send to the bionoid.


“So, Dahnai, Jyslin, does it pass your complete inspection?” Kreel asked playfully.


Dahnai smacked the bionoid on the butt.  “That feels about the same.  I’m not so sure about the front yet,” she replied, which made Jyslin burst out laughing.


“I’ve inspected that side.  It’s a pretty good imitation, but I haven’t tried out its, ah, full functionality yet,” she grinned, which made them laugh.


“Okay, now we’re getting into Faey perv territory,” Kreel protested.  “The whole race of ya, nothing but pervs.  You know that?”


“Don’t hate us because we know how to have a good time, Kreel,” Dahnai replied shamelessly.


“Have you seen the population problem in the Union, woman?  Do you really think we didn’t figure that out long before you did?” he retaliated, which made Jason burst out laughing.


It felt almost no different to armor up in the bionoid, outside of the fact that the armor felt a little lighter than usual, and he answered a bunch of questions from the others about the bionoid and how it felt to be merged to it as he did so.  This suit of armor had a tactical gestalt in it since it was his backup suit of armor, which he couldn’t use, and looked identical to the armor Jason had on the stand up in the bedroom.  He stamped his feet a little to settle himself fully into the armor, then took his helmet from Kaera and locked it behind his neck in its carry configuration.  “This part of the meeting is only supposed to last about two hours, love,” he told Jyslin, kissing her on the cheek.  “So we shouldn’t be very long.”


“We’re gonna go on a tour of the Tianne,” Jyslin told him.  “Palla arranged it for us.”


“You should enjoy that,” he nodded.  “More than the kids will.”


He did his best to act completely natural as they again headed up to New York, this time in the frigate Molari, with Dahnai, Kreel, and Krirara riding with him.  They entered the summit building, and Jason saw that nobody that was not security gave him a second glance.  Nobody could tell that the bionoid wasn’t him, but to be fair, the building’s security had already been warned that Jason would be remote operating an experimental robot instead of coming in person, and please don’t tell anyone, as genuine reactions were part of the experiment.  He had to warn them because the building scanners would pick up instantly that it wasn’t him, and that might trigger a reaction from them that may involve guns.  So, to save the repair bill, he warned security beforehand so they wouldn’t panic.  And they followed his wishes by not giving him away, though many of the security guards did give him a close look, and looked quite impressed.

Nobody in the council chamber noticed either, though Zaa did give him a very long, assessing look when he sat down beside her.  Then again, she knew it was a bionoid, so it was just her being curious.  But, also, nobody really got all that close to him except Brayrak Kruu, and he didn’t really pay much attention outside of some smalltalk.  Rook had done an amazing job making sure that Jason’s voice was perfectly duplicated by the bionoid.

Lorna hijacked the conference by showing up in person and explaining the Syndicate fleet’s change of course, then she gave them a report about their destination.  “The KMS used their wormhole generator to get assets into position in the star system,” she said.  “They and the Kimdori have a sizable amount of automated and drone equipment and weaponry either in place at the star or following behind the enemy fleet.  We’re going to use those assets to make initial contact with the Syndicate to try to convince them to withdraw from our galaxy, and use the time we gain in the deliberations to draw up new battle plans.  Their decision to establish an outpost in the Strands of Trelle has both advantages and disadvantages for both parties.  They are well outside our reach, but it also means that we will see any attempt they make to invade coming form six days away.  That gives us plenty of time to redeploy assets to meet them no matter where they try to invade.”


“So, the trap we set for them at their arrival point is useless now?” someone called.  He wasn’t sure who.

“I’m afraid so, your Majesty,” she nodded.  “But we still have the overall advantage, given we will have six days to respond to any moves they make.  We can get our entire fleet anywhere in the galaxy in seven hours.  They cannot take us by surprise the way the Consortium did.  However, since we won’t be able to trap them upon entry into the galaxy, we’re reassigning those assets to a defensive posture.  The Karinnes have already agreed to take the interdictors set as part of the original trap and redeploy them to unprotected systems in the Coalition.  Coalition rulers, you need to get with General Myri Karinne of the KMS and work out with her exactly which systems you want placed under protection.”

“We already have a list of systems to protect based on strategic value, General,” Holikk answered.  “We’ll get in contact with the KMS immediately after this conference.”

“Can they get past the interdictors, General?” Magran asked.


“No, Grand Master, they cannot,” she replied confidently.  “We’ve thoroughly analyzed all data sent by the Kimdori, and their ships simply cannot do it.  The only possible way they could breach an interdictor would be to somehow gain access to a hyperspace bridge linked to a bridge on the inside, and all of those are behind interdictors.  The catapults the Karinnes deploy to allow any ship to jump in real time cannot get ships through the interdiction effect.  That requires a bridge.”


“So, the weak point in our system is Terra,” Dahnai surmised.  “Due to the need to allow ships in to access the Academy.”


“A weakness we can cover,” she nodded.  “We can close the door into Terra at any time, to use a Terran idiom.  “Any time any Syndicate ships leave Oasis, we’ll close that door so the interdiction effect is fully expanded by the time they get here.”


“Oasis?” Dahnai asked.


“The Karinne name for the destination system of the Syndicate,” she replied.  That, of course, made it the name everyone would use.  “It’s an English word referring to a pond or lake of water located in a desert.  I believe his Grace named it himself,” she added, looking over at Jason.

“Hey, it fit,” he shrugged, which caused a few chuckles.


She brought up a holo of the system.  “The system consists of a class IV white giant star with a system of fourteen planets, six terrestrial and eight gas giants,” she described.  “Planet four contains a viable ecosystem well within Faey tolerance, which is why we think they selected this system as their destination.  It has no other concrete assets.  No heavy metal deposits, no valuable substances outside of the usual heavy core gases found in gas giants, like Sepparium and Infinitum.  But with a viable terrestrial planet under their control, they could conceivably replenish or extend their food reserves with farming or harvesting plant and animal resources on the planet.  The planet has an extensive and vibrant ecosystem, and if the Syndicate races can digest the local flora and fauna, they could subsist off the planet in perpetuity.  For a fleet of thirty thousand ships operating in hostile territory, we feel that their decision to take this system is based entirely on planet four and the food it can provide.”

“That is a very reasonable assumption,” Grran’s interface intoned.


“While we won’t get them into our trap, them setting up in a system so far outside the galaxy does give us the advantage of seeing them coming,” Lorna repeated.  “They can’t hide from us, and with them being about six days of constant hyperspace travel from the nearest Confederate planet, we will have days to prepare for any hostile move they make.”


“Then I’d say that you’re right, General, this is the perfect time to open diplomatic channels with them,” Magran called.


Lorna nodded.  “That’s the extent of my information, esteemed rulers.  I’ll return the floor to Emperor’s Admiral Hezivarr to go over the original material.”


“Thank you, General,” Hezivarr said with a nod as he stood.  “I have our full report on our readiness with the diffusers, as reported to the CCM by our member military organizations, including the most recent data of diffuser upgrades for ships assigned to the CCM.  In short, we should have all ships assigned to the CCM for the duration of this action upgraded with diffusers, and with the Syndicate pulling back to Oasis, that just gives us more time for our member empires to complete the upgrades for their ships held in reserve.”

And with that, Jason more or less zoned out.  Three times during the briefing, he put the bionoid in something of an independent mode where he told it to look like it was paying attention to Lorna, and he disengaged from the merge just enough to do other things, such as put his girls down for a nap while getting listening in on the briefing using the audio from the bionoid’s sensory feed, or have a snack and watch some viddy.  He managed to get everything squared away and back into a full merge just as the briefing ended, then he took over the bionoid again just in time to get up with the others and prepare to file out.


And that was when he learned that his little trick didn’t go completely unnoticed.  Sk’Vrae all but pulled him aside once they left the room, her eyes hard.  “What manner of trick is this?  I told the guards that this isn’t you, and they simply said that they know, and to talk to you about it.  What goes on?”


He laughed  “I shoulda known you wouldn’t be fooled by it,” he said.  “What gave me away?”


“Answer.  What is going on?”


“This is a robot,” he told her.  “A very lifelike robot.  What gave it away?”


“It has no sense of awareness like you do,” she answered.  “There is no mind inside it I can sense.”

“Dammit, I completely forgot to warn you, since you have talent,” he chuckled.  “Dahnai and the other talented council members know, since I can’t really hide from them.”


“Even beyond that, it doesn’t smell like you do, Jason.  It smells like artificial compounds and lubricants.  Any Urumi would know as soon as they got close to it that it is not a person.  It smells like a machine.”


“Now that I didn’t think about,” he said, tapping his chin.  “I don’t have your sense of smell, so it never really occurred to me.”


“You keep saying I.  Are you not just a robot pretending to be Jason Karinne?”


“No, it’s me, Sk’Vrae,” he answered.  “I’m merged to this robot via biogenic commune, so I see and hear everything that it does.  This robot is an experiment we’re conducting.  I brought it here to see if it could fool the council, and it did.  At least most of them.”


Sk’Vrae wasn’t the only one that noticed.  Hrathin of the Hrathari, who also had an exceptionally keen sense of smell, also realized that the bionoid was a fake.  And to Jason’s delightful surprise, Quord also saw through the deception, but he did it with his eyes, not his nose.  He picked up on those tiny, almost insignificant little details that separated a living thing from a machine, things like how the bionoid didn’t move in those very subtle, slight ways when it was sitting down the way a living thing would, or how the bionoid’s eyes didn’t move and scan quite the way Jason’s did.  Since one of those was unconscious and the other was autonomic, based on how a Terran’s eyes worked and how a machine operated its optic sensors, they were things Jason couldn’t really control.  But it said a ton about Quord’s powers of observation that he noticed such small clues.  He would be one hell of a detective.

Instead of going straight back to Ayuma’s house, he took the frigate back to the Academy and walked the grounds, doing what he intended to do.  He surprised quite a bit of students by walking into alternate environment modules and talking to them, wearing his helmet as basic protection and security but with the enviro systems off, meaning he was fully exposed to the environmental conditions within the module.  And that made it fun for him, going from the frigid, methane-filled Birkon module to the searing hot nitrogen module of the Araban to the carbon dioxide module of Crai to the really exotic modules, like the one for the Psiyacho that held nitric acid in a gaseous form.  A species that breathed acid…the universe was truly a wondrous place.

The most fun, though was entering the aquatic habitats for the marine species, like the Menoda, the Ubutu, the Amsthat, and some 83 other aquatic species that attended the Academy, multiple species sharing the habitats most closely matching the environmental conditions of their home planets.  Some of them were tropical, like the Menoda and Amsthat, some were fresh water, some salt water, and some were very cold, with various PH levels to accommodate the biological needs of the inhabitants.  He allowed the interior of the armor to fill with water and simply shut down the bionoid’s breathing so it didn’t get water in its pseudo-lungs, and relied on the armor’s external speaker to talk to the students, sending what he wanted to say directly to the speaker and allowing it to convert it to audio.


He found that even without the ability to feel pain, going into the habitat for the cold-water species was a bit un-fun, since his normal biology registered water that was below freezing to be very uncomfortable.  Twelve different species shared that module, the only one in the Confederation being the Ubutu.


Ubutu weren’t entirely marine, like the Menoda were.  They were capable of breathing both air and water and operating equally effectively either on land or on water, but unlike the Amsthat, they were capable of operating outside of the water for indefinite periods of time.  They were truly amphibious creatures, equally at home both in the water and on dry land, and unlike many other amphibious creatures, they didn’t suffer adverse health effects from extended periods of time out of the water.  They were best described as large bipedal bear-like creatures, sort of like the Haumda, covered in thick white fur, which made them more polar bear-ish.  They preferred arctic climates, like the Jobodi and the Birkons, but preferred marine arctic environments.  They were the only Confederation member capable of operating in arctic marine environments for extended periods without life support.


What made them so curious—and awesome—was that when they were underwater, they breathed the water itself.  They didn’t extract anything out of the water to breathe, they used water molecules themselves to get what they needed.  They used oxygen like many carbon-based creatures, and could breathe gaseous oxygen in the atmosphere like most oxygen-dependent creatures, but they could also directly extract oxygen from water molecules through a rather complex biological process in their compartmented lungs, which both generated heat that helped keep them warm in the frigid arctic seas in which they swam and made them exhale pure aerated hydrocarbons as the hydrogen left behind by the process chemically combined with carbon dioxide molecules released into their lungs, which had the double beneficial effect of extracting that oxygen for re-use inside the Ubutu’s body.  Those exhaled hydrocarbons combined in the atmosphere to form more complex hydrocarbons like methane, which were consumed by microbes in the ecosystem.  That prevented methane buildup in their atmosphere, preventing greenhouse gas buildup and keeping their home planet cold.


An Ubutu’s breath was literally flammable, and they had the ability to ignite their breath through an organ in the throat that injected a chemical into their breath that ignited it in a delayed reaction, after it left their mouths.  So, the Ubutu were intelligent polar bears that could breathe fire, and that made them pretty damn awesome.

Most didn’t connect a cold-climate species with an ability like breathing fire, but it was a damn effective defensive mechanism on their home planet.  Their home was an arctic planet like the Jobodi homeworld, where the equatorial “tropical” regions were classified as cold temperate, borderline sub-arctic, and ice caps covered 55% of the planet’s surface at all times.  It was on those permanent ice packs that the Ubutu had built most of their largest cities.  The planet was populated by megaflora and megafauna, where most species grew to huge proportions, and that included very large predators.  Ubutu were over six shakra tall on the average, around seven feet or a bit over two meters, but they were small compared to many life forms on their home planet, and thus they had evolved additional defenses to make up for their small size in comparison to other life on their home planet.  For cold-climate creatures who almost always had thick fur upon which they depended for survival against the cold, fire was particularly damaging and destructive, so the Ubutu were well evolved for dealing with the large predatory animals from their home ecosystem.


Jason spent nearly an hour in the arctic marine habitat chatting with the Ubutu—he liked them a great deal, they were pretty fun people—despite the cold water being a tad uncomfortable, to the point where he had to adjust his sensory data stream so it wouldn’t register the cold as uncomfortable.  And when he was done, he walked with his guards back to Ayuma’s house, where Jyslin greeted him with a kiss on the cheek.  “You had your fun, love, so put your toy away and come back.”


He laughed.  “I should,” he agreed.  “Just let me get out of this armor first.  The gel backing needs to be cleaned or it’s gonna get a bit chalky in here.”


About an hour later, the real Jason was coming in through the side door with four of his guards, and he was carrying one of the girls in each arm.  They were wearing their own armor, toddler-sized armor, and looked quite excited.  “Hello, baby girls!” Jyslin said with a bright smile, rushing over to them.  “Couldn’t leave them?”


“They both went full-out tantrum mode,” he replied, which made Jyslin laugh.


“That’s my girls!” Jyslin declared, taking Bethany and bouncing the giggling toddler in her arms.  “Let’s get you two out of this silly armor.  Seido, we need to make up an extra room for the girls, they came back with Jayce!” she called loudly.


“I’ll order some appropriate beds,” Seido called.  “They should be here and ready for them by bedtime.”


“How long are you here, love?” Jyslin asked.


“We’re reconvening in about six hours, when the Syndicate reaches Oasis and has a little time before we initiate contact,” he replied, falling back to their usual habit of speaking when one of the girls was with them, so she could hear them talking.  That expanded her vocabulary, and was a critical learning tool for her.  “That’s gonna be the first real test for the rulers.”


“What do you mean?”


“She’s having Admiral Jarik Furystorm of the Shio handle the initial contact,” he replied.  “I’m sure someone is going to find a reason to not want him to do it.”


“Why?  Jarik’s an experienced diplomat!” Jyslin protested.  “He was in the Shio diplomatic corps before joining the military!”


“You’re dealing with a roomful of toddlers, love, who want their own way all day every day,” he replied.  “But this isn’t their call.  Lorna runs the CCM, this is a CCM operation, so she has authority to pick whoever she damn well pleases.”  He kissed Siyae noisily on the cheek, which made her giggle, and started towards the stairs.  “We’ll be listening in on a feed while Jarik does his talking from CCM headquarters.  And I think I’m going to use my bionoid again.”

“Oh?  How?”


“I’ll ask Lorna if she wants me right there in the command center so I can issue rapid orders to the KMS while Jarik’s talking,” he replied.


“You’re being a micromanager again, love,” Jyslin chuckled in warning.  “Cybi has access to the CCM, they can tell her and she can relay.  You’re not part of that chain of command, you know.”


“I am if I want to be,” he replied flippantly.


“And you accuse the others of being a toddler,” she grinned, smacking his armored posterior lightly, which he felt thanks to the sensor mesh.


Everyone got out of their armor, then the girls explored the house with one of the guards watching them—like typical twins, they did almost everything together—while Jason caught up on some reports that Chirk sent him, making sure his inbox wasn’t a mountain by the time he returned.  He got in a very quick catnap before putting his armor back on, then he was on his way back to New York.  He rode with Kiaari, discussing the possible responses to the parlay by the Syndicate, one of which was something he hadn’t considered.  “They may demand face to face meetings,” she mused, tapping her muzzle in thought.  “If I wanted to stall, that’s what I’d do.”

“Why would they want to stall?  That just gives us time to get ready for them.”


“Because if they’re made, and they are, then their priority becomes finding out as much as they possibly can about us, about the possible threat we pose, and the galaxy near where they are so they know where to go when they do deploy.  We’ve completely ruined their original plan, and militaries like plans, cousin.  They’ll want time to come up with a new one.  If I were them, I’d demand a face to face meeting.”


“There is no fucking way in hell am I allowing any Confederate diplomat to go out there,” he said vehemently.  “That’s a six day trip.  They’d be totally exposed.”


“And that slows things down even more,” she said.  “They could burn days, maybe even takirs, bogging us down in negotiations over where, when, and how to hold the actual negotiations.  Remember, Denmother said that what we have on them says that they know how to use diplomacy way better than the Consortium does.  That the Benga can talk as fast as the Beryans when it suits them.  They need to buy time, and they’ll do it by talking us into giving it to them.”


He couldn’t refute that opinion.  Kiaari was young, but she was very, very good at her job.  She actually had no idea that her parents were probably just as proud of her as they were of Miaari because she had risen to such an important position as Gamekeeper of Terra at such a staggeringly young age, as Kimdori reckoned thing.  Miaari was the result of centuries of training and experience, but Kiaari was pure, raw talent.  They and the Denmother rode her maybe a little harder than they needed to because she was so young, holding her to a higher standard than other Gamekeepers because of her youth.  But so far, Kiaari had proved that she was more than up to the task.

“So, your recommendation is to move the negotiations along,” he surmised.


“Time helps both of us, cousin, but it helps them more.”


“Fuck,” he growled as the frigate started descending and decelerating, making its approach to New York.  He put a finger to his gestalt, and caused it to project out a visible hologram for both of them.  Rook’s metallic face appeared on the hologram.  “Rook.”


“What is it, Jayce?”

“Time to push the boundaries of the bionoid project.  I need you to build me a Benga-sized bionoid.  Like mine, just their size.  This is official business, Rook.  So I need you to put your work on Project G on hold until you get it done.”


He took on a thoughtful expression for a second.  “I can do it,” he replied.  “Give me three days.  Same equipment as your current one?”

“No.  I’ll send you a datafile when I have a moment, explaining exactly what it’ll be for, and then you can get with the CBIMs and discuss how best to equip it for its task.  But the one thing I can tell you it’s going to need is a self destruct.  And a nasty one.”


He nodded.  “I’ll begin the design as soon as I finish what I’m doing, since I’m waitiing for that file.”

“That works.  I’ll call you back in a few hours with more info.”


“What are you pondering, cousin?”


“If giving them time hinders us more than them, well, we just remove all the blockades they’re no doubt going to throw up,” he replied.


She gave him a long look.  “You’re gonna reveal Project F.”


“If I have to,” he replied simply.  “It’s certainly something I want to avoid doing if at all possible, but I won’t let my wish to keep that secret get in the way of our objectives.  It’s not worth losing half our fleet and getting tens of thousands killed, not when we need those ships and those soldiers for the Consortium invasion.”


“I’m glad you told me that now.  I’d better get ready for the firestorm that’s coming if you do.”


“A fucking men,” he grunted.  “You can spread the word to the others, and I’ll tell Denmother at the conference.”


She nodded.


Jason had to go all the way to the council chamber to find Zaa, sitting down beside her.  He took off his gauntlet without preamble and took hold of her bare hand, and her eyes widened after she almost reflexively connected to him the way the Kimdori did and accessed his mind, seeing his conversation with Kiaari and some of his plans to counter Benga stalling tactics.  [Going that far may not be necessary, cousin,] she communed to him through her memory band.  [But I will say that it is prudent to plan for the eventuality.  You don’t have to use the plan, but having it gives us options.]


[I’d like to avoid using it if at all possible, cousin.  It means revealing Project F to the Confederation. There is no way I could possibly explain how I’m getting negotiators out there so fast.   That’s going to cause a complete firestorm, as Kiaari described it.]


[An apt description if there ever was one,] she agreed.  [I approve of your warning Kiaari to spread the word for Gamekeepers to tighten up in their territories.  I will confirm her warning as soon as we finish here.]


[Jason,] Cybi cut in.


[What is it, Cybi?]


[I know this is a pretty bad time, but the Parri shaman is asking to see you,] she replied.  [She just made the request.  She says it’s urgent.]


[Meh.  Can you tell her that I’m on Terra, but I’ll come see her as soon as I can find the time?]


[Hold on, you can tell her yourself.  Let me connect the comm unit in the village to the biogenic network.]  There was a pause, then in his mind’s eye, supplied over commune, an image of the shaman appeared, as if he were looking at her over a vidlink.  [This device is quite confusing,] she said in her mellow tone.  [Is that you, Jason Karinne?]


[Yes, it’s me, shaman.  What can I do for you?]


[I find myself in need to speak with you, Jason Karinne.  At your earliest convenience.]


[I’m currently not on the planet, friend.  I can’t come over right at this moment.  But I think I can get there, um,] he accessed local time at the Parri village.  [Just a little before midnight.  But I can wait until morning if that’s more convenient for you.]


[It would be best for you to come as soon as you are able,] she replied, and that made it fucking serious, at least from her point of view.  She was a Parri, her idea of earth-shattering importance was very different from most other people.


[Then I promise that as soon as I can possibly manage it, I’ll be there.]


[That is fine.  I will have tea waiting for you,] she said with a smile, then the image of her disappeared from his mind.


[Well, fuck,] Jason growled to Zaa, who was privy to the whole exchange thanks to her connection to him.  [I’m almost afraid to ask what she wants. The last time she was this serious about seeing me, it turned out to be a Parri thing.  But the time before that, it was when she blinded the Consortium energy being so it couldn’t see into our territory.  So I have no idea if this is important to her, or important period.]


[Either way, it’s important for you to answer her call,] Zaa told him.  [I am of the opinion that the mystic abilities of the Parri are not to be overlooked, nor underestimated.]


[Truth,] he agreed.  [Even outside of that, I’ve found that the advice she gives me is always good.  She’s one of my most important advisors.]


[You don’t fall into the trap of confusing her primitive lifestyle with a lack of intelligence, cousin, as most others would.]


[If you’re saying that the Parri aren’t the cavemen they appear to be, you’re exactly right,] he told her.  [You once told Rann that the Parri simply decided to advance themselves in a different way than we did, and I’ve never forgotten it.  She may look like a loincloth-wearing savage, but if she’s not smarter and wiser than everyone else on the planet except the CBIMs, you can put me in a monkey suit and have me dance for coins on a street corner.]

She gave a growling chortle at his choice of metaphors, giving him an amused look.


“And what are you two on about?” Brayrak Kruu asked from the other side of Jason.


“Nothing, Overseer, nothing,” Zaa replied.  “Jason was just showing me an amusing image from home.  It seems his twin girls have discovered the dangers of flour and powdered sugar.”


Brayrak laughed.  “I take it they made a mess?”


“Monumentally so,” Jason said dryly, then shared the particular image Zaa was mentioning with him via his desk’s holo emitter.  He gave a deep rumble of mirth at the image of the girls covered in flour after knocking over Seido’s mixing bowl, Amber caught in mid-sneeze by the camera.  That particular adventure took place nearly ten days ago, but Brayrak Kruu didn’t need to know that.


Clever, clever Zaa.  She was just as skilled at playing the game as her Gamekeeper children.


The last of the rulers came in, and Kim gaveled them to order.  Almost immediately, he yielded the floor to Royal Admiral Ra’Vekk of the Urumi Collective, and he briefed them on the impending diplomatic contact.  To Jason’s surprise, nobody objected at them choosing Jarik Furystorm for the task, actually yielding to Lorna’s wisdom and authority over the CCM…that was a first.  Several holograms appeared in front of them showing the CCM command center, a feed of Jarik waiting to make contact, and feeds of the Syndicate fleet deploying around Oasis IV, the terrestrial planet.  They’d been right, the fleet was deploying in a defensive position around the planet, and they already had landers descending towards the surface.

And they had no idea that the Kimdori were already down there, and were waiting for them.


But fuck, to see that fleet around the planet, it made it clear just how big some of those ships were.  The largest of them weren’t in orbit, else their mass would affect the rotation of the planet and affect the tidal forces on its six oceans.  They were in a loose ring around the planet, a good distance away from it, and Jason could see that they’d carefully deployed their fleet so the mass of the ships was balanced around the planet, which prevented their gravity from interfering with the planet or its three moons, or causing their gravity to alter the orbital tracks of the planet around its sun or the moons around the planet.  If the entire fleet was on one side of the planet, the fleet’s combined gravitational pull would pull the planet out of its orbital track.  The added mass of the fleet increased the overall gravity well of the planet and its moons by nearly 24%.


That was how big those ships were.  That was how many of them there were.  Enough to alter the orbits of planets.


And that fleet was only a small fraction of the fleet the Syndicate had available to it.  They were the ships that the Syndicate could easily afford to lose on this expeditionary mission.


“We’re ready, Secretary Kim,” Ra’Vekk called.  “Admiral Furystorm is about to initiate contact over their diplomatic contact frequency, which they use to communicate with civilian Syndicate corporate ships.  The fact that they receive any transmission on this frequency at all will allow us to quickly get in contact with their commanding officer.”

“The council has already voted for you to proceed,” he replied with a nod.  “As we Terrans say, this is now your show, Admiral.  Good luck.”


“Thank you, Mister Secretary,” Jarik said.  “Comm one, initiate the hail.”


“Aye sir.  Hail is being sent.”


It took about a minute.  During that time, Jarik’s face was being broadcast to the Syndicate fleet, but no answer came, which Jason felt was no doubt them trying to figure out who he was and why he was calling them.  Eventually, a very handsome green-skinned woman’s face appeared on another hologram.  This was a Benga.  Her skin was a darker shade of green than Jarik’s, and seeing her and Jarik at the same time reinforced the fact that the Shio and the Benga did look quite similar to each other, and not just because they both had green skin.  She had a high-cheeked, narrow-nosed bone structure of which many Faey woman would be jealous.  Her eyes were the color of jade, not far from her skin, and her eyebrows and the hair pulled back away from her face above them were jet black.  This was an attractive woman, clearly mature but not old, and she had an intrigued look on her face…no doubt curious as to exactly who was hailing her.  She looked to be sitting at a desk with the Syndicate standard on a tapestry hanging on the wall behind her, a backdrop of sorts, and there was a small viewing monitor visible on her desk in the lower right corner of the hologram.  “Who uses this frequency?” she said in a surprisingly deep, husky voice, addressing Jarik, then she gave him a closer look.  She was speaking in the Benga language, also known as Syndicate Common, which the Kimdori had deciphered.  Jason could understand her thanks to his gestalt, but subtitles in Faey were appearing at the bottom of the image for those who hadn’t had the language inserted.  “You are no Trader, there couldn’t possibly be any Trader vessels here.  Who are you?  What species are you?  You are no Benga, though you look remarkably like us.”


“Madam, my name is Admiral Jarik Furystorm, officer of the Shio Federation,” he answered calmly, speaking their language.  “I represent a governmental entity known as the Confederation of Allied Empires.  Simply put, madam, we are the citizens of the galaxy you are about to enter.”

She raised one of those elegant eyebrows, then leaned back a little in her chair.  “I am Fleet Commander Au Mai Sha Ra, commander of the Third Expeditionary Fleet of the Syndicate of United Corporations,” she returned.  “Might I ask exactly how you are hailing us over our diplomatic channel?”


“To make it simple, Fleet Commander, we have communications technologies that allow us to emulate your communication format and communicate with you in real time,” he answered.  “And your language and communication methods were data we extracted from the Consortium fleet we destroyed three of your standard orbits ago.  Those data are how we knew how to hail you, and to do so in a language you understand.”


She didn’t so much as blink.  “Well, it seems that half the reason we were deployed to this galaxy is gone,” she said conversationally.  “One of the reasons we were sent was to destroy that fleet before they could establish a foothold in your galaxy that future Consortium expeditions could use as a base of operations.  But our secondary goal remains, which is scientific study and exploration.  It is our honor to be the first manned Syndicate fleet to reach a galaxy so distant from our home,” she said proudly.  “We are tasked to conduct surveys and scientific research after the destruction of the Consortium fleet, then return home with our data.  And since the Consortium seems to be no longer active in your galaxy, then our scientific mission can commence.”  She glanced to the side, then looked back at the camera.  “And one of the easiest means by which we can fulfill our mission is to speak with the locals,” she added smoothly.  “It would be our honor to invite your Confederation’s scientific researchers to speak with our science officers, so an exchange of data might be arranged.  There is much we can learn from you, and in return, much you can learn from us.”

“While a peaceful meeting in the interests of science is very much something we could discuss, it does fall to me to warn you, in very stern and frank terms, madam, that any entry into our galaxy of your fleet will be construed as a military invasion, and thus an act of war,” he informed her.  “It is definitely good fortune for both of us that you decided to stop where you did, else a…tense confrontation might have ensued,” he added dryly.  “So long as your fleet remains outside of our galactic rim, madam, we would be most happy to arrange diplomatic conferences to discuss the exchange of scientific information.”


“I would have no objection to such a meeting,” she replied immediately.  “And if the presence of our fleet would cause you concern, then I will order it to hold fast where we are until formal arrangements can be negotiated for our peaceful entry into your galaxy so we might complete our scientific mission.  We will enter your galaxy as guests, Admiral, not invaders,” she said smoothly, giving him a warm smile.  “If you have learned of us from your defeat of the Consortium, then you know that it is long our custom and tradition that all negotiations take place face to face.  If you have the means to reach us at our current location, then we would gladly host a summit to discuss these matters.  If not, we can send a diplomatic detachment to the edge of your galactic rim carrying our most senior diplomatic officers to enter into those discussions.  In either case, it would be a trip of approximately ten standard revolutions.”


Kiaari was right.  They wanted that extra time.  She didn’t even question the destruction of the Consortium fleet, taking Jarik’s claim at face value because it furthered her own position.  [The SCM ships are blocking any Syndicate long-range scans of the galaxy, right?] he asked Zaa.


[They are,] she replied.  [And they are now within the effect of the string jammer, which blocks all of their long-distance communications  They are blind and deaf in their current position so long as they look towards us.]

“And there is little reason to worry, Admiral.  I’m sure the information you extracted of us from the Consortium painted us as the darkest of villains and scoundrels, but I would entreat you to consider the source of that information.  We have been at war with the Consortium for six thousand years, and so in their eyes, we are villains and scoundrels.  But that is not who we truly are, it is only what they see in us.”

“Of course, madam, which is why we’re talking to you now,” Jarik told her easily.  “If it pleases you, we will initiate contact with you in two standard divisions so we might further discuss this meeting.  I have need to report your offer to my superiors, so your proposal may be considered and a decision reached.”

“Oh, I certainly understand.  Often, the gears of bureaucracy turn slowly and with much resistance,” she declared with a wry smile.  “I will await your communication in two standard divisions.”


“Promptly,” Jarik returned.  “Until then, as we Shio say, warm winds guide you, Fleet Commander.”


“Prosperity be yours, Admiral,” she answered, and then her hologram winked out.


[Jarik was the proper choice,] Zaa communed, her thought impressed.  [He revealed nothing that they might use, and caused this Fleet Commander to reveal far more information than she gained in return.  He would be a skilled player of the game.]

“Well done, Admiral,” Grayhawk called.  “Well done.”


“Thank you, your Highness,” he replied.


“We’ll begin preparations for the summit with the Syndicate, esteemed rulers,” Lorna injected.  “But we’ll need your approval for certain aspects of the meeting.  First of which, do we go to them, or have them come to us?”


“We go to them,” Jason said strongly, standing up.  “I would ask this body to let me take care of this.  In fact, I think it would be best if I was there to help handle the initial negotiations.  I am a neutral party, at least on paper, and I have a few ideas about how we can minimize the danger, both to the ship that makes the journey and the diplomats handling the negotiations.”


Lorna gave him a look, then gasped and nodded vigorously.  “I would support that idea, your Grace,” she agreed.


Dahnai barked out a laugh as well.  “The bionoid!” she blurted.


“That was my idea, Dahnai,” he agreed mildly.  “I’ve ordered a Benga sized bionoid be built.  I’ll send that, so we negotiate eye to eye, as it were.”


“What do you have in mind, Jason?” Grayhawk asked.


“Trust me, Grayhawk,” he said.  “Mesaiima, High Staff Ethikk, we’re going to need your assistance,” he added, turning and looking past Zaa, to the ethereal, winged Imbiri.  “You two are the most skilled and eloquent diplomats among us.  It’ll fall to you to handle this.”


“My skills in arbitration are at your service, Jason,” she replied immediately, giving him a nod.

“What service can I provide to this august body, your Grace?” Ethikk asked.


“Exactly what do you have in mind, your Grace?” Assaba asked.


“I’m going to build three bionoids, one for me, one for Ethikk, and one for Mesaiima, but built to be the same size as the Benga,” he said, putting a finger on his gestalt and hijacking the holo emitters in the conference room.  “Bionoids are biogenic androids, built to closely resemble living beings, robotic units with full sensory capability designed to mimic the sensation of a biological body as closely as possible, and designed to be indistinguishable from living beings by anything but a sensor scan.  They’re an experiment currently being run by our scientific division on Karis,” he explained as a holo of Jason’s bionoid appeared.  “These bionoids are biogenic, so anyone with a cyberjack can merge to it in real time regardless of distance.  Using these surrogate bodies, Ethikk and Mesaiima will conduct this diplomatic meeting face to face, and I’ll be there to assist them, without having to actually be there in person and put ourselves at risk.  We send a ship out carrying the bionoids, then we merge to them and conduct the negotiations.”

“That is a most intriguing device,” Ethikk said easily, looking at the hologram.  “They’re that lifelike?”


“I attended our last meeting with the bionoid, Ethikk,” he revealed.  “I wasn’t here, it was, I was actually sitting on my couch at home back on Karis.  It was an experiment to see if any of you would notice the switch.  Only three of you did.  Dahnai, Kreel, Krirara, and the Denmother were aware of the experiment before the summit, so they don’t count.  Among the rest of you, only the Brood Queen Sk’Vrae, Grand Emperor Hrathin, and Prime Senator Quord realized that it wasn’t me.”


They all gave him a surprised look, and Brayrak Kruu gave a laugh.  “I was sitting right beside you, and didn’t notice!”

“That’s the point of the bionoids,” he said mildly.  “They’re not infiltration units or spy robots, Overseer, they’re designed to provide the driver with as lifelike an experience as possible, and that can’t be achieved if everyone’s staring at you all the time.  They were originally designed to be used by Rook and the CBIMs to provide them with a way to experience life as a flesh and blood person, with all of our senses and limitations, and we sorta stumbled across how useful they can be, so we’ve been expanding the experiment.  When we realized that anyone with a cyberjack can merge to a bionoid, the possibilities beyond just using them as surrogates for the CBIMs started opening up,” he said easily.  “My idea is to build a special Karinne Scout Ship for this mission, something that we can not only afford to lose, but is more or less built to be expendable, and then crew it with bionoids and send it to Oasis.  The bionoids can crew the ship, since they’ll be driven by the actual crew from the safety of Karis, and get me, Mesaiima, and Ethikk out there—or our bionoids, actually.  President Mesaiima and High Staff Ethikk, our most skilled diplomats and arbitrators, will then conduct the negotiations, and I’ll assist them.  No lives will be at risk, and there won’t be any risk that we’ll be taken hostage by the Syndicate.  If they try, we just self destruct the bionoids and the ship that delivered us will jump out.  if they capture the scout ship, it self destructs, destroying the bionoid crew and probably taking out quite a few of their ships in the bargain.  Trust me, when one of our power plants is intentionally overloaded, it makes a very big explosion,” he said dryly.  “That way we put nothing at risk that wasn’t specifically built to be expendable, and what’s most important, it protects the lives of our negotiators.  The ship won’t have any technology in it that might entice the Syndicate into capturing it except the bionoids, it won’t even have real-time jump engines in it.  We’ll get it out there using a catapult.  Since it’ll have bionoids on it, they won’t really care how long it may take for the ship to jump back.  It will leave them completely blind to our real technology and capabilities.” 

“It has some definite possibilities,” Zaa mused from beside him.


“It does indeed,” Mesaiima agreed. 


“That is a cunning and clever idea, your Grace,” Ethikk said with an impressed look.  “I would be most willing to take part in your plan.  We should give your idea great weight.”


They liked Jason’s idea.  They liked it so much that after three hours of debate and input from Lorna, they adopted his plan, at least with a few changes.  His idea to send three was expanded to sending six, adding Dahnai, Magran, and Holikk—Dahnai just had to make sure she was part of it—and they would send three ships to look more like a delegation, the scout ship and two Imxi battle cruisers, ships captured during the second Battle of Karis with original Imxi technology, which was inferior to Confederate tech.  That would look more natural, Lorna insisted, a diplomatic vessel with two military escorts, but military escorts that the Syndicate might scan and discover nothing of use to them.  A few rulers argued for their most powerful ships to be sent as a show of force, that sending two Imxi ships might make the Syndicate think that they were weak, but the council followed Lorna’s recommendation and went with the Imxi ships.

What the council found most interesting was seeing a bionoid live, when Jason brought his up from the Academy and had it report to the council chamber in independent mode.  Quite a few of them just looked back and forth between him and the bionoid, trying to figure out which was real and which was a robot.


“And you can merge to this robot and take it over?” Assaba asked as he walked around the bionoid, which was in armor and standing in the well in front of Kim’s podium.


“I can, Emperor,” Jason nodded.  “It’s running in independent mode at the moment, which makes it about as effective as any other robot.  It can perform simple tasks and follow basic instructions like that, it’s running off the same AI program we use for damage control macro robots in our ships.  In other words, it’s not very smart,” he chuckled.  “It relies on a controller, be it me or a control computer, to tell it what to do.  Getting it to follow one of the compound guards and walk in here from the landing pad is about the extent of its ability to function independently.”


“It is truly uncanny, how much it resembles you, Jason,” Assaba said.


“Rook will be very pleased by your praise, Emperor Assaba.  He worked very hard to make it so.”


“I would wonder if one of these devices could be built for me,” Assaba mused.


Jason laughed despite himself.  “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Emperor.  It is a biogenic unit.  But,” he said musingly, rapping his fingers on the table.  “I think we could replace the biogenic control computer with a moleculartronic computer and use simsense algorithms to emulate the sensory capabilities of the unit,” he speculated.  “The hardware in the bionoid would be the same, we’d just have to adapt the moleculartronic unit to know how to make sense of what the sensor mesh system in the bionoid is telling it.  I think the current generation simsense sensory decoding algorithms could be adapted.  It would be restricted by the time delay of Confederate comm systems, so it would have too much time delay to be viable if you’re not in the same system with it.  But if you’re in the same solar system as the bionoid, yeah, that would work.  You might even be able to manage driving a bionoid up to five light years away before the time delay caused by the long-distance gravband comm became too great to make the merge feasible.  Sure, that delay is only microseconds, but even a few microseconds of delay in the data stream to and from the bionoid would jack with the merge, make it unstable.  I’m not sure about the exact distance that the merge would be viable, but it would definitely be out to about five light years.”

“That’s one of the things I wanted to talk to you about, Jason,” Lorna injected.  “These bionoids have real military value, even if they’re not biogenic.”


“This is Rook’s project, Lorna.  He knows way more about the bionoids than I do.  I’ll have him get in touch with you and you two can discuss it.  But for sure, I’ll have him start researching the possibility of replacing the biogenic system with a moleculartronic system for use outside the house.  We may need to confer with Yila Trefani, she owns the research facilities working with moleculartronic simsense technology.  Her experts may be needed to get it to work.”


“I believe that those robots fulfill several omens,” Gau rumbled.  “I’ll have to speak to the clergy when I get home.”


“So, could I merge to that bionoid?  Find out what it’s like to be Jason Karinne?” Kreel asked.


Jason laughed.  “Sorry, Kreel, the bionoid is hard-wired so only I can merge to it,” he replied.  “Having another me running around is a security issue.  Aya wouldn’t let them build it without some pretty extravagant security precautions to prevent someone from hijacking it and trying to pretend to be me, there’s only one of them, and it’s kept locked down in a secure facility when it’s not in use.”


“I could see why,” Vizzie mused.  “I’d think that was you.”


“Seeing this robot, I think that his Grace’s idea could very well work,” Shakizarr declared.  “I was skeptical at first, but now I’ll put my full support behind this plan.”

“Thank you, your Grand Imperial Majesty,” Jason said with a nod.


They finished up the council session after making a few more refinements to Jason’s idea, then he immediately boarded a frigate and had it take him back to Karis.  He had it land just outside the Parri village, and he came down the ramp and into the warm Karis night.  The shaman greeted him at the base of the ramp, rising up on her hind legs and taking his offered hands with a gentle smile.  “It is good to see you again, Jason Karinne,” she told him in a warm voice.  “You are earlier than expected.”


“I came here straight from the summit, shaman,” he replied.  “Now, let’s sit down, share some tea, and you can tell me why you needed to see me.”


She nodded, then glanced to the side.  “Tea for our guest,” she called in her soft yet steely voice, the voice of command.


They sat on opposite sides of the small fire outside her hut, its warmth and light strangely comforting as he enjoyed the delicious tea that was offered to him, served in a cup made from oye wood.  She was content to talk of nothing important at first, which was her way, catching up with him about the kids, the shenanigans going on back at the strip, and making sure to ask about what new torments the twins and Kumi were inflicting upon each other lately.  Finally, however, she got around to what caused her to call him to the village.  “Things progress, Jason Karinne,” she began.  “The soul of this world is healing at a faster rate than we originally expected.  Our trees grow and prosper, they flower and bear seed, and the fruits grow sweet and healthy.”

Jason was almost dreading that she was about to ask to leave, and nearly interrupted her.


“The time of binding the wounds of this world is ending, and the time of the rehabilitation begins,” she said.  “It is for this reason that I had need to speak with you, Jason Karinne.  For what must be done now, there needs be more Parri here to tend things.”


He literally sighed in relief.  “You’re asking if more Parri can come?”


She nodded.  “There are plans, Jason Karinne.  Some several dozen new villages, including ones on the other four landmasses, plus a small grove on the island that holds the old hut of the Sleeper, before she moved to your great village of glass trees, which is now the abode of the Changeling.”


“The who?”


“Cybi and Cyvanne,” she replied with a gentle smile.  “That is our name for them, she who slept for centuries awaiting the chance to live again, and she who changes her appearance like the shifting colors of the scales on a sand dragon, searching for truth.  It must be by their permission that we establish a grove on the island.  Even though Cybi no longer dwells there, by virtue of the many years she slept there, it would not be seemly to establish a grove there without her permission.  And since it is now her home, the Changeling must also agree.  Some four or five trees to bear seeds for this world and a small village to tend them is all that is asked.  They will cause no trouble to your people there.”


“Cybi, Cyvanne,” he called, and almost immediately, a hologram of them appeared, projected by his gestalt.  It was very small, only maybe a shakra high, the two of them standing side by side.  “The shaman wishes your permission to establish a small grove of oye trees and a village on Kosiningi.”


“I would welcome the Parri to this island gladly, shaman,” Cyvanne replied over his gestalt’s speaker.  “There is plenty of room for them, and I think oye trees growing over the KERA building would be quite lovely.  And I think it would be quite nice to have the Parri nearby to visit and talk to.”

“If Cyvanne welcomes you to Kosiningi, shaman, then you go with my blessing,” Cybi agreed.


“Then the matter is settled, shaman,” Jason told her easily.  “How many Parri are planning on making the journey?”


“Some several thousand,” she replied.  “Might I impose upon you to send some of your iron birds to Imbria to bring them?”

“I would be honored,” he replied immediately.  “I can have six of our big Jailo class freighters to go to Imbria and pick up the Parri and everything they need for their journey.  Each one by itself is large enough to carry five thousand Parri and all of their possessions and equipment, so six of them should be enough to carry your people and all their possessions.  You just tell me where they want to start their villages—“


“That is something they will not know until they arrive, Jason Karinne,” she cut him off with a smile.  “As you once left on your own journey to find where to plant your seed, they must listen to their hearts and journey to locate the place to plant theirs.  Their hearts will guide them as your heart guided you.  They only needs be delivered to the other landmasses, and they will begin their search after a brief sojourn to prepare for the journey.”


“My, that sounds almost…spiritual,” Cyvanne mused.


“It is a journey of discovery, Cyvanne, both of the world around you and of yourself,” she replied in her nurturing voice, the voice of a teacher imparting knowledge.  “Each new village will be led by a shaman new to his or her jaingi, who must listen to the soul of this world and the whispers of the seeds in their pouches and find the place where they belong.  When they are led to their place, as I was led to this one, they will establish a new village and begin the process of planting new trees.  In time, Jason Karinne, dear Cybi and Cyvanne, there will be oye trees spread across this healed world, taking their place here and belonging here as much as you do,” she declared with a smile.  “In time, the trees will grow and seed and spread without our tending, and when that happens, this world will be fully healed.  But, since this is the only other world we have ever found whose soul resonates with our trees, we would wish to remain here.  This is now our home, and we are content here.”

“That is something I hope I live long enough to see, shaman,” Jason said earnestly.  “And the Parri will always be welcome on Karis,” he added strongly.  “Cyvanne, you heard what they need.  Can you get with Jrz’kii and get the freighters on the board?”

“I’ll have a schedule ready as soon as we know when the Parri are ready to leave, and where we need to pick them up,” she answered.


“They are ready now, Cyvanne.  Your people within the iron bird need only land anywhere on Imbria and ask any shaman where they wait, and your iron birds will be guided to them.”


“Don’t ask,” Jason said, seeing Cyvanne’s quizzical look.  “Get the ships on the way as soon as they’re available, Cyvanne.”


“I’ll see to it, Jason,” she replied, and her hologram dissolved.


“Shaman, I’m sure that they won’t need our help, but I’m going to have your travelers watched from space,” Jason told her.  “We won’t bother them or disturb them in any way, we don’t want to interfere with their search for their new home, but if it looks like they’re in trouble, we’ll come assist them.”


“That is most appreciated, Jason Karinne,” she nodded.  “But I would ask that you only assist if things become dire.  If they suffer no hardship on their journey, then they will gain no wisdom from the experience.”


“I’ll order my people to only intervene if the guiding shaman requests it, or if the group suffers some kind of calamity and we’re certain that their lives are in jeopardy.  We’ll give each of them a device they can use to signal us if they need help, so it will be up to their leader to decide if we’re needed.”


“That is most acceptable.”


“Remember, shaman, most of this world is still barren desert.  Your people will have much trouble finding food and water out in the unterraformed parts of Karis.”


“They are aware of what awaits them, Jason Karinne, and will be suitably prepared.  They are also aware that it is their task to help transform those wastelands back into the living places they used to be, before this world was wounded and scarred.”

“Very good, shaman,” he nodded.


Cybi’s hologram looked to the side.  “Cyvanne just told me that she has the freighters, Jrz’kii is pulling ships not currently busy from the logistics schedule,” she replied.  “They’re being recalled to Karis.  They’ll be leaving for Imbria in about two hours, once they all get here.  They’ll be leaving together, so they can deliver the Parri here at the same time.”

“Have Myri warn the Imperium that we’re coming, and what we’re doing,” Jason said.  “We’re not part of the Imperium anymore, so they might take issue with our freighters showing up and taking Parri.”


“I’ll contact Dahnai personally.  She won’t fuss if I arrange it,” Cybi smiled.


“Good thinking,” Jason chuckled.


“Then things are settled, Jason Karinne,” the shaman declared with a smile.  “And you should return to what you were doing.  They are going to need you.”


“Someday I hope they don’t,” he said wryly as he stood up.


“If it pleases you, shaman, might I come visit your village today?” Cybi asked.  “I have very much wanted to sit and speak with you, and now I have a means to do it that makes it easy.  I’ll be sending a machine that looks almost as if it lives.”

“I would gladly welcome you to my fire, Cybi,” she replied with a smile.  “I will await you a short time after sunrise?”


“I’ll be here,” she declared eagerly, then the hologram winked out.


“Just to warn you, shaman, the machine looks so much like a living thing that it can be surprising,” Jason chuckled.  “I had them built for Cybi and the other CBIMs so they could experience what it’s like to have a physical body.  We built them to be as lifelike as possible, so they could walk among people without the people knowing they’re machines.  Cybi’s machine looks like a Faey with the face she shows through her hologram, so you know what to expect.”


“A most clever thing to do,” she said with a smile.  “And she will reside within the machine so she might speak to me, or does the machine take back what it hears and reports to her?”


“She won’t be residing within the machine, but you’ll be talking to Cybi, not the machine,” he replied.  “Cybi can see and hear through the machine from where she is, so it’s as good as her being here herself.  Oh, and the machine can drink liquids, so there’s no doubt she’ll want to try your tea.  She’s heard me go on and on about it.”


“I would be happy to share some with her,” she said as she stood up, and Jason did the same.  He went around the fire and took her hands, looking up into her bobcat-like face.  “The Parri are grateful to you for your help, Jason Karinne,” she told him, gripping his hands gently.


“When Cybi brings her machine here to visit you tomorrow, she’ll be able to tell you all about your people coming,” he told her.  “She’ll keep you informed.  And I’ll have them send it to the talking box in the stone building to let you know when the iron birds carrying your people arrive.”


“That is most kind of you, Jason Karinne,” she told him.  “Some of them will be delivered here, so I’ll know when those arrive.  They will begin their journey from here.  The others will be delivered to their new lands, and will abide for some short time by the sea where they are dropped off before beginning their journey.”


“If they need anything at all, shaman, they need only ask.”


“The light of your love for this world and for its inhabitants shines like a beacon, Jason Karinne,” she told him, then she leaned down and pressed her nose against his cheek, which was surprisingly cold and a little wet.  “And now, it is time to spread your light upon the path at your feet, so you might guide those who walk with you.  Your path leads into a dark place, Jason Karinne, enshrouded in the darkness of the loveless ones, and those with you will need your light to guide them.”

“I’ll take that as the warning it is, shaman,” he said, which made her smile.  “I am going back to arrange a diplomatic conference with the loveless ones, trying to avoid conflict by convincing them to go away.”


“It will bear no fruit, Jason Karinne.  The darkness of their greed consumes them.”


“I know, but it’s proper to try,” he replied.  “That way we know that we did all we can to avoid this war.  We can enter into it with our conscious clear.”


“That is seemly,” she agreed.  “And it is seemly that you know the truth of them before you speak to them.”

“I know exactly what they are, my friend,” he said grimly.


As the frigate ascended on a high arc that would bring it back down at Karsa so they could pick up Rook, Jason looked back down at the village and the expanding northwest coast of Karga as they went higher and higher, illuminated by the full moon of Kosigi. So, Karis was healing, and healing faster than they expected, that was a good thing.  And now there would be more Parri villages, which Jason also saw as a good thing.  The Parri were kind, peaceful, and considerate neighbors, and Jason had a great fondness for them, particularly the shaman.  They were mysterious, enigmatic people who saw the world in a radically different way than he did, and he appreciated that difference instead of looking down on them for it.  She was primitive by most spacefaring races’ standards, but Jason knew that she was primitive by choice, not by some lack of intelligence.  She simply had no desire to learn about modern technology, because it had no real worth to her, it actively clashed with the culture and society of her people.  And there was no doubt in his mind, no one he knew was as wise or as insightful as the Parri shaman.  The only one that came anywhere near close to her was Denmother Zaa.  That was why he valued the Parri’s counsel above just about all others who advised him.  While she may not understand or care about the technology of the Karinnes, her advice kept them on the ethical high ground.

That there’d be a few thousand more Parri on Karis was a good thing.


He was halfway back when Kim told him that they were about to go back into session, and he was supposed to be there.  He told the truth, said he’d had a small mini-emergency on Karis to take care of, and was on the way back.  Rook was going to give a better explanation of the bionoids to the council and answer some questions, and Jason broached the idea of swapping out control computers as they approached Terra.  “I’ve already done some work on that, I was predicting we might do this,” he answered.  “It would be fairly easy to swap out a biogenic control unit with a moleculartronic one, but we’ll have some additional work to do to make it compatible with the sensor mesh system.  That was designed to interact with a biogenic computer, and we use different sensory encoding algorithms than current moleculartronic simsense does.  I’ll need to confer with Yila Trefani’s simsense research lab so we can develop usable simsense encoding and decoding algorithms, hopefully adapt the ones currently in use to the sensor mesh system.  This aspect of the project may become commercial, so we may as well make sure it’s compatible with current commercial technology.”

“That’s a good point,” he agreed.  “Yila’s on Karis right now, so I’ll tell her to stay on planet until you get back and talk to her.”

Rook’s metallic-skinned head nodded.  “Another business meeting with Kumi?”

“That’s their excuse.  The two of them just hang out most of the time,” Jason noted, which made Rook give a weird chuckle.


“Oh, since I’m thinking about it.  I’ll be moving to a new body tomorrow,” he replied.  “A new prototype with all the current upgrades.  It will be the most lifelike yet.”

“Awesome, I can’t wait to see it,” he answered.  “Finally giving over on the metal skin?”


“Of course not.  I rather like this look,” he replied, patting his metallic-skinned forearm.  “I’ll be testing the new internal bioprocess emulation system.  Heartbeat, arterial pulse, autonomic pupillary response based on the emotional state of the driver, that sort of thing.”

“Sounds pretty cool.  How about the Benga-sized bionoid?  How’s that going?’


“I have the designs done, I have a factory producing them now,” he replied.  “I’m building two, one for you and one for me.  It’s not the one you’ll be using for the conference.  You haven’t given me the specifics about how you want it built yet.  The ones I’m building are mainly so you can acclimate to merging to something the size of a Gladiator that’s not a Gladiator.  There are going to be some differences from your regular bionoid, so you’ll need some practice to get accustomed to it.  While I’m here, I’ll get images and biometrics for the rulers meeting with the Syndicate so I can start work on their bionoids.  I’ll need to get them built and give the others enough time to practice with them so they don’t look clumsy.  You have enough experience with driving a bionoid to know that it’s not quite as easy as just being in your own body.  They’ll need at least a couple of days to acclimate to it.”

“I was going to ask about that,” he nodded.  “You ready to build an Imbiri bionoid, Rook?  Think you can get the wings right?”


“I look at it as a challenge, Jayce.  It should be quite fun to design and build an Imbiri bionoid, and I fully intend to make sure it can fly, just like President Mesaiima can. I can use some gravometric pods in the unit to counter its mass, put some muscle strand tech in the back and wings so they have the same range of motion and strength.  That should let the bionoid’s wings get it off the ground, and that should give the President the same experience as her natural body.  It will be my greatest challenge in the bionoid project yet.”

“I might be tempted to merge to it just to see what it’s like to have wings,” he chuckled.

“It would definitely be odd to you.  My research shows that merging to bionoids with body parts you don’t have can cause some motor control issues.  After all, you don’t have them, so you don’t know how to use them.  And there are some psychosomatic issues after you break the merge, similar to the ghost effect in from piloting mecha, trying to use its extra abilities that your flesh body doesn’t.  Mainly it’s phantom sensations from the limbs you don’t have.”

“That’s not a surprise,” Jason said.  “Maybe you could build me a Farguut bionoid.  I’d like to see what it’s like to have four eyes and a tail.”

“That wouldn’t be that difficult to build, but might be difficult for your brain to handle,” he replied.  “Your brain’s visual cortex isn’t designed to deal with four eyes, so you may not be able to use the extra two at all.  And if you can, your brain may not be able to make any sense out of what the eyes are telling it.  I’d probably have to install a filter in the bionoid’s sensory processing node that converts its four eyes of sensory data into two eyes so you brain can understand it.  A Jun might be better.  That way you only have the tail.”

“Jun tails are vestigial,” he chuckled.  “I’d like a tail that’s long enough to actually move around and play with.  Farguut tails are much more awesome, they go down to their ankles and have that cool tufted tip on the end.”


“I could give you a tail like a Sha’i-ree.”

“A male with a tail?  No. Just no,” he said, which made Rook give another weird sound of amusement.


“That would be corrupting the carnal fantasies of quite a few Terran and Faey men,” Rook noted bawdily, which made Jason laugh.  “The bionoid I’d like to build is a Moridon,” he mused.  “I am very much curious to see what it’s like to see the world the way they do.  Their mode of vision is truly unique.”

“That’s a pretty good point,” Jason chuckled.  “You think you could build simulated Moridon eyes?”


“I consulted with Songa about it.  It’s entirely possible.”

“Now you got me curious,” he said.


“I think I’ll build a visor that overrides normal vision and acts like Moridon eyes, that would give us an idea of what it’s like without having to build a bionoid.”

“Cool, do it,” he urged.  “Just don’t do it til you finish the real work.  Hell, or I’ll do it.  Send the specs to me when you get around to it, I’ll build it in my shop downstairs.”


“Of course.”

The council reconvened as soon as Jason walked in,  Rook just behind him, and Kim gave them a status update.  Rook then gave a presentation explaining the basic concept behind the bionoids to both the council and to the command staff at the CCM who was present in the council chamber, explaining that it was his attempts to build a better and more lifelike body for himself that had more or less started the experimental program.  “I can have the bionoids ready for the six emissaries that will meet the Syndicate and the crew of the ship that will be carrying them in five days,” he finally declared.  “The units for our emissaries will be built to exactly resemble the appearance and biological capabilities of the user, and will mimic the biological processes of the user to project the illusion of being living things.  The bionoids will breathe, for example, and be capable of ingesting liquids.  President Mesaiima’s bionoid will have wings, and should be capable of flight, for example.  The units will be built on a scale that will equate them with the Benga, with the Grand Duke Karinne’s bionoid serving as the point of reference.  His Grace’s bionoid will be built to be 16.56%  taller than the average height for a Benga, mirroring his height proportion compared to the Terran average, and President Mesaiima’s bionoid will be smaller than his by the same proportion that she is to him in real life, and so on.  That will make his Grace’s bionoid 15.54 shakra tall, her Imperial Majesty Dahnai Merrane’s 15.21 shakra, and President Mesaiima’s will be 12.33 shakra.  I will be building two of these Benga-sized bionoids for each emissary, one will be put on the ship and jumped out to the meeting place, and the other will be used by the emissaries to practice so they look and move naturally by the time the conference begins.  Using the bionoids does take some practice,” he warned.

“Outstanding, Rook, outstanding,” Kim said from his seat behind the podium.  “So, we need to arrange this face to face meeting a minimum of thirteen standard days from today.”

“Actually, more like seventeen days, Secretary Kim,” Jason warned.  “I have Dellin working on the ship we’re going to use, he’s refitting a scout ship that was about to come off the dock.  It should be done in ten days.  They have to do some major structural work to the ship to get it ready.  Adding one extra day just for any unforeseen circumstances and six days of travel time, that gets us to seventeen days.”


“Alright, seventeen days,” Kim said.  “Do you think you can make that diplomatically acceptable, Admiral Furystorm?” he asked, looking over to the ten CCM commanders.


Jarik chuckled.  “I think I can make it work, Mister Secretary,” he assured him.


About half an hour later, Jarik was put in a position to prove that.  They again initiated contact with the Syndicate fleet, and that handsome dark green skinned face of their commander appeared. on a hologram in the well.  This time, Jarik was standing at the speaker’s podium rather than in the CCM command center, so the crest of the Confederation was visible on the wooden podium in front of him.  “It’s a pleasure to speak to you again, Admiral,” the Benga said.


“And you as well, Fleet Commander,” he replied smoothly.  “Upon conference with our government, I bring a proposal for your consideration.”


“Please, speak.”


“We propose a meeting, face to face, to take place in 23 standard revolutions at your current position,” he said.  “We have the technological capability to get a ship to you, at least with some preparation beforehand. 


“That is most acceptable, Admiral,” she said immediately.  “It gives us time to complete our scientific study of the planets in this most unusual star system.  We were quite intrigued to find an extra-galactic star formation, and were quite interested to see how it might be different from a system in a galaxy.   Will your crews need any additional time after coming out of stasis?  I would like to know if we should hail them as soon as they arrive, or allow them to hail us.”


“They will hail you when they are ready,” he replied.  “We will be sending three ships, Fleet Commander.  A dedicated diplomatic vessel with two military escorts.  The largest of them will be approximately one fifth the size of your escort destroyers.  A diplomatic mission of six members of the ruling body of our government will be dispatched to open official diplomatic channels with you.”

“Then we shall welcome them with the respect and honor such a position entitles them,” she said grandly.  “It is long the custom of my people to hold diplomatic meetings of this kind on neutral ground, not on any ship owned or controlled by the meeting parties, so neither party holds an inherent advantage.  Usually, a dedicated ship of peace is brought to be used by both parties, manned by the Arbitrators, those whose mission is to provide impartial and neutral services for negotiating parties.  However, we are just a bit too far away from home to summon an Arbitrator’s vessel to host our meeting,” she said with a light smile.  “Therefore, I will have a suitable meeting place prepared on the surface of the fourth planet of the system where we are located, which I believe both of us can declare is neutral territory.  Is it habitable by your envoys?”


“It is, Fleet Commander,” he replied.  “It is well within the environmental tolerances of all six of our envoys.”


“Then it shall be so, Admiral.  When your envoys arrive, we should have our meeting place ready for them.”

“I will inform our leaders of your acceptance of our proposal, Fleet Commander,” Jarik told her.  “In twenty-three standard rotations, they should arrive.”


“We will be waiting for them,” she replied.  “In the interests of peace, I should warn you that some of our vessels will be jumping to other stars in this unusual extra-galactic formation.  But be assured, they will not be approaching your galactic rim.  We have some intriguing readings from several other stars in this formation, and will be conducting scientific research.”


“That is quite acceptable, Fleet Commander,” Jarik told her.


“You may call me Commander Sha Ra, Admiral,” she smiled.  “I think the need for such formality has passed.  But I must ask.  What rank does this Admiral title hold?  Are you a commander of a ship, of squadrons, or of fleets?”


“I’m a commander of fleets, Commander Sha Ra,” he told her honestly.  “I believe that we hold roughly equivalent rank.”

  
“Then we must meet for dinner, as is tradition in the Syndicate Navy,” she said with a winsome smile.


“I am barely a third your size, Commander Sha Ra,” he chuckled.  “I would need a very large booster seat to sit at your table.”


“We’re used to that, Admiral,” she told him lightly.  “We are used to being significantly larger than other species.  But I won’t hold it against you,” she added playfully.

Jarik actually laughed.  “Maybe some other time, Commander Sha Ra.  I’m afraid I won’t be part of the delegation.  Among our people, diplomats are usually not members of the military.  I was chosen for this task because you are a military fleet, so it was felt that you would be more comfortable speaking to a military officer in our first contact.”


“Well, I’ll tell them you did a very good job,” she said with a smile.  “We await your diplomatic delegation, Admiral, in 23 standard rotations.  Until they arrive, we will be conducting surveys and research of the stars within this formation.  May they travel safely.”


“Thank you, Fleet Commander.  When they depart for the meeting with you, you shall be informed, so you may be kept fully informed of their progress and their estimated time of arrival.”


“I appreciate that.  Until we speak again, Admiral.”

Slick, slick, slick, Jason thought to himself as the hologram of her face vanished.  She was definitely digging for information, but Jarik did a great job by giving her nothing.  It showed that Zaa’s information about the Benga’s ability to use diplomacy as a weapon was not wrong.  It was almost masterful how she was trying to steer the conference into something a little less formal, trying to get Jarik to talk to her, and in that talk give up information.  Multiple times she tried to get Jarik to give up small bits of useful information, as well as that cute little attempt to get an idea of how they dealt with extended hyperspace exposure by asking if the crew would be in stasis for the journey or not.  Jarik kept to the facts, was only as specific as he absolutely needed to be, and did a fantastic job holding his own against that dangerous woman.  And he also thought it was pretty clever of her to arrange the meeting on the planet’s surface, deep inside the gravity well, which would make it difficult for a ship to escape.  He’d make sure that got derailed by ordering that the ships did not leave jump distance.  When the time came for the meeting, the bionoids would be traveling in a dropship, and not a Karinne one.  He’d get Shevatt to send him one of his older Ogravian dropships.  It wouldn’t have any technology in it that the Syndicate would find useful, or even particularly advanced, but it had good enough engines to get the bionoids there and back in a timely manner.  It would also have enough space inside for the bionoids to be able to use it, given how big Ogravians were.

“Well done, Admiral Furystorm,” Dahnai called.  “She was definitely digging for information.  You politely stonewalled her with masterful skill.”

“Thank you, your Imperial Majesty,” he said with a flourishing bow at the podium.


“That gives us an idea of what the meeting is going to be like,” Mesaiima noted.  “She’ll be doing whatever she can to learn as much about us as possible, both in what we say directly and what we say indirectly.  Message discipline will be key.”


“The bionoids will be biogenic, correct, your Grace?” Master Mo asked.


“That is correct, Master Mo,” he answered.


“Then they will be able to communicate with each other via biogenic commune, something they can’t detect with any sensor.”


“That’s not an absolute guarantee it goes unnoticed, Master Mo,” Jason replied.  “Telepaths with sufficient power and skill can hear some forms of biogenic commune, they just can’t understand it.  My wife is one such telepath, as are most of the ladies that live on the beach around my house.  All of them are former Imperial Marines, and those are the kinds of telepaths with the power and training to hear commune.  Denmother reported that they have very skilled telepaths, they very well may have one that will hear the commune.  So we can’t assume that they won’t be able to detect it.  We can just be confident that they won’t be able to decipher it.”


“It’s not just Jys and the girls,” Dahnai said.  “I’ve learned over the last year or so how to pick up communing myself.  I can’t make anything out, but I can definitely hear it, now that I know what I’m listening for.”


“Curious, Empress.  I thought commune was something entirely different from telepathy.”


“No, Master Mo, it’s just sorta on a different frequency,” she answered.  “To use a metaphor, I’ve learned how to listen in on that other frequency, but they’re speaking a language I don’t understand.  There’s definitely a trick to it that most weaker and lesser-trained telepaths wouldn’t be able to pull off.  Biogenic commune is telepathy, else it wouldn’t ignore time and distance like telepathy does.”

“The one good thing it gives us is seventeen standard days to further prepare our fleets,” Gradd of the Ujjo noted.  “And with our delegation not actually making the trip, it allows them to be here and be privy to our discussions so they know exactly what the council wants them to say by the time they get there.  It will let us debate the issues right up to the day they arrive.”

“What concerns me is that they’re not going to stay at that system,” Sk’Vrae said, tapping her clawtips together.


“As long as they stay in the Strands of Trelle, they’re not violating their promise to stay away from the galactic rim,” Magran noted.  “We’ll just have to keep careful watch.”

“Shevatt, I think we’re going to have need of one of your older personnel transport dropships,” Jason said, looking in his direction.  “Could you be so kind as to dig one up for me and send it to Karis?  It’ll need to be remodeled a bit so the bionoids can comfortably ride in it.”


“A wise choice,” Shevatt nodded.  “We and the Druvom are the largest of beings in the Confederation, so one of our dropships will take the least amount of work to size for them.”


“Exactly,” Jason nodded.


“I’ll inform Minister Parikk of it immediately.  It should be on its way within the hour.”


“Speaking of preparations, if it pleases this council, I will need to conduct some precise scans and take images of the members of the diplomatic mission, so bionoids can be produced that are faithful copies,” Rook announced.  “I will warn you now, this will require you to remove most of your outer raiment.  If you do not wish to do so, I can work around it, but it means that the bionoids will not be exact duplicates, merely estimations based on the information I currently have available.”

“I have no objections, Rook,” Mesaiima told him, fanning her wings.  “Our people aren’t quite that modest.  After all, it’s a bit difficult designing clothes when these are on your back,” she added lightly, pointing her thumb over her shoulder, towards her chitinous dragonfly-like wings.


“I think you already have all the data on me you need, Rook,” Dahnai added lightly, which made Jason chuckle.


“I have no problems with that, Rook,” Ethikk nodded.


“Nor do I,” Holikk added.  “We can retire to one of the medical rooms in the clinic so you can get the images and data you need for the bionoids after this conference.”


“In addition, the five of you will need to travel to Karis tomorrow local Karis time  so you can begin assimilation training to operate the bionoids,” he informed them.  “I should have a simulation program ready for you by then you can use until we have the bionoids built, then you will practice with the bionoid units themselves.  They’re not that difficult to use, but it will take you some practice to master using a body significantly larger than your own.  Your sense of balance and depth perception will be altered, which might lead to some falls and the inability to properly judge the location of things you try to pick up until you acclimate.”

“We don’t want to look like drunken asses in front of our Benga hosts,” Ethikk said with a sly smile.  “Just inform me of when and where to be there, Rook.”


“And I’d be happy to host you at my summer palace during your stay on Karis,” Dahnai said grandly.  “I have plenty of room for you, and the quarters I can offer are more fitting for fellow galactic rulers.  Jason does so love to stick us in closets as some kind of lesson in humility,” she accused, looking at him and winking. 

“I would very much like to see this palace in person, Dahnai,” Mesaiima declared.


“I assume we’ll have to operate the bionoids from Karis?” Holikk asked.


“Yes, High Chancellor,” Rook answered.  “For something like this, we use special merge pods that assist in achieving a 100% merge.  And the pods are in a facility where medical staff are present, for safety reasons.  Damage to the bionoid can cause a temporary psychosomatic reaction in people who are sensitive to the merge process, a condition we call dump shock, so medical staff is on site to respond.”

“Logical and practical, the hallmarks of the House Karinne,” Holikk said with a chuckle.

“Thank you, High Chancellor,” Rook said with a nod of approval.


“So, this merge process isn’t entirely without risk,” Mesaiima noted.


“The reaction is psychosomatic, Madam President,” Rook repeated.  “It’s not physical, it’s an organic being’s brain reacting to the sudden and unplanned ending of the merge.  The most severe reaction is a temporary coma of approximately 30 to 60 standard hours as the brain recovers from the sudden loss of the merge, and when the patient awakens, he or she has no injury or lingering effects.  There are other symptoms of dump shock that are very minor, such as problems keeping one’s balance, temporary vision or auditory issues,  or phantom sensations in the body after the merge ends.  But those side effects are only suffered by those who are particularly sensitive to the merge process.”

“Ah.  That sounds most interesting,” she said, looking over at Jason.  “I’m looking forward to learning all about it.”

They discussed the meeting for perhaps another hour, then the meeting, and also the summit, officially ended…but not before the council managed to annoy the fuck out of Jason by scheduling another one on Karis, so the rulers were all in the same place to discuss things before and after the diplomatic mission negotiated with the Syndicate.  Since six of them had to be on Karis during that time, they decided that all of them would meet there. That meant lots of work for Yeri and Miaari and tons of rulers and their lackeys running around Karsa making nuisances of themselves.  Jason escorted the other members of the mission except for Magran to the medical clinic inside the building, where he gave a more complete and intimate explanation of the merge process, then he waited in the main lobby while Rook took the images and measurements he needed in a private examination room.  Magran had an urgent meeting with the Colonist Council and would join them as soon as he was done.  And as Dahnai intimated, she didn’t need to be measured, since Rook had seen her running around naked on the strip more than enough to know her exact measurements and appearance.  And the vanity of a Faey would require the bionoid to be exactly faithful to the original body, even down to the pubic hair.

Jason and Dahnai sat on a comfy couch out in the waiting room with Holikk and Ethikk, who had been measured first, waiting for Rook to finish with Mesaiima.  Jason explained what a merge was like for a living thing to them, something that all of them had some basic experience with since they all had cyberjacks.  Merging to computers was a basic skill anyone with a cyberjack knew, so Jason was explaining the difference between a jack merge and a full merge, which was required for something like driving a bionoid.  A jack merge left one with some basic awareness of the world around him thanks to the limiters, so he’d react to something like his hair being on fire, part of the original design of the jacks.  In a jack merge, the incoming sensory data wasn’t always complete, either, since most merges were designed to be compatible with all living things, who had very different sensory experiences.  A full merge completely shunted off the person’s awareness of his body and surroundings in favor of the merge data, much like how jacks protected people from hyperspace exposure, and then replaced the biological “full awareness” experience with a full sensory experience given by the bionoid and custom tailored to the person to which it was merged.  This was the level of merge that KMS fighter pilots and riggers used with their mecha, to achieve maximum compatibility with the mecha, to be fully aware and fully “tuned in” to the unit, and now it was being used for the bionoids.  Mesaiima returned and Ethikk took his turn in the exam room, sitting on the arm of the chair across from them.  Her wings often made it a bit difficult for her to sit down on things like couches or chairs with arms on them.  She could lean back on her wings, but her two small lower wings often made any chair with arms hard for her to use.  And on a couch, she more or less had to sit in the middle and have her wings take up the entire back of the couch.  Anyone that sat with her would be leaning back against her wings, and that was a bit rude.

“That didn’t take long,” Holikk noted to her.


“He only needed a few pictures and some measurements, which he could take off the pictures,” she replied.  “It took me longer to get in and out of my robe than it did for him to take the measurements.”


“Ah,” Holikk replied.  Holikk was a great example of Gora’s Law, because he looked so human that he could pass as one on the streets of Terra…at least until he opened his mouth.  Holikk had dusky brown skin, was quite a handsome fellow in Jason’s opinion, and he was bald; like the Ruu.  Among Holikk’s people, the Subrians, males were genetically bald, including being unable to grow a moustache or beard, and females had long practiced the custom of shaving their heads once they married except for the marriage lock, which was at the very back of the head and grew for as long as she was married…and for some Subrians, it meant that it well dragged the ground when it wasn’t braided or taken up.  Under the marriage lock was a tattoo known as the marriage mark, so even if she shaved her head, her marital status was apparent.  Married men also demonstrated their status with the marriage mark, which was on the back of the head in the same location women grew the marriage lock.  Needless to say, marriage in Subrian society was for life.  There was no such thing as divorce in Holikk’s society, so men and women courted for years to make damn sure they could spend the rest of their lives with someone.  Only an unmarried woman in Subrian society had hair on her head, and it was always kept very short, like a crew cut, with no styling.  The older the girl, the shorter she kept her hair.  Long, flowing locks was something that only a six year old girl would have in their society.  Males had very hairy chests and both genders had very hairy patches on their forearms, the backs of their six-fingered hands, and around the ankles the tops of their feet, almost like fur.  He was about half a head taller than Jason and very burly, looked like a professional boxer, and had eerie yellow eyes, like a wolf.  But he was a dashingly handsome man, even Dahnai thought he was handsome, whose only real way they differed from Terrans was his teeth.  Like the Keelo, Subrians had fangs, but a Subrian’s fangs weren’t venomous.  But they were prominent, large, and intimidating, and Holikk could do some real damage if he bit someone, especially since another common custom in Subrian society was to wear custom-fitted metal caps over the fangs to protect them, to keep them undamaged.  Particularly among men, the size and condition of his fangs were points of personal handsomeness, and in a way, his manliness and virility.  A man with a broken fang wasn’t going to get any dates, and nothing turned a woman off faster in Subrian society than a man with discolored, damaged, or pitted fangs.  Most Subrians brushed their fangs after every meal and three more times a day regardless to keep them clean and attractive, so Subrians had some of the cleanest, healthiest teeth in the galaxy.  “I’ll have to make sure that he gets the dimensions of my fangs correct.  Or maybe I can talk him into making them a tiny bit longer,” he mused, which made Jason laugh.


“And I thought Dahnai was the only vain one in this room,” he teased.


“Besides, you have nothing to complain about, Holikk.  Your fangs nearly cut into your lower lip as it is!”  Dahnai added.

“There’s no such thing as too long when it comes to a man’s fangs, Dahnai,” he replied shamelessly.  “I still wouldn’t be happy if they were punching holes in my lower lip and going past my jaw.”


“Well, that would make eating a messy experience,” Mesaiima noted lightly.


“I’d live with it for the fangs,” he declared adamantly.


“That’s a discussion you’ll have to have with Rook, Holikk,” Jason told him lightly.  “Rook’s big on complete accuracy.”


“If not for that metal skin, I’d think he was flesh and blood,” Holikk mused.


“He doesn’t use it to point out that he’s not biological.  He just likes having shiny metallic skin,” Jason said.  “And it was his attempts to build that life-like body that started the bionoid program.”


“Well, it’s a good thing for us,” Mesaiima said.  “Now we can go negotiate with the Syndicate with absolutely no fear of being abducted.”


“And send nothing we’re afraid to lose,” Jason added.  “The ships won’t even have real-time engines for them to potentially capture and study to try to improve their own.  The ships will more or less be expendable junk we’re throwing away.”


“That might embolden them,” Holikk grunted.


“Until they find out that their sensors are jammed any time they point them towards the galaxy…which I think they’ve already discovered,” Jason replied lightly.  “So they’ll know that we’re actively hiding just what we can do.  The first rule of war, High Chancellor, is you never allow the enemy to see what you have.  But we are planning something of a show of force…just not with a grand fleet.”


“Interdictors,” Dahnai blurted.


“Yup,” he chuckled.  “But our show of force isn’t something that they’re going to see.”


“Spiders?” she asked.


He nodded with a grim smile.  “Right now, we’re working on a way to get a broadcast power node over there that they can’t detect, and get it close enough to power spiders.  If we can work something out, we can seed their entire fleet with spiders and have them wreak havoc the instant the Syndicate moves into a war footing.  The two Imxi destroyers we’re sending will be packed to the rafters with spiders, which they’ll release into the system.  They’ll be all but undetectable and dormant until we get a power node over there, and should spread through the orbit of planet four and collect on the hulls of the Syndicate fleet through simple gravity.  We turn them on, and they get into the ships and do their thing.”


“That’s damn clever,” Holikk said appreciatively.


“That’s what we do, Holikk.  Think dirty thoughts.”


Dahnai laughed.  “Which I love, thank you very much.  We Faey women love slutty men,” she told them, blowing a kiss Jason’s way.

“Sometimes I think it would have better for the entire galaxy if the Faey had never found Terra,” he retorted, which made her laugh.


Ethikk came back out, smoothing his robe a bit.   “Well, that was easy,” he declared.  “High Chancellor, your turn.”


Holikk stood up and offered the much smaller Ethikk his seat then strode towards the open door where Rook awaited.  Rook motioned him inside, then closed the door.  “He get your fur right, Ethikk?” Jason asked.


“That was what took so long,” he chuckled.  “He had to use a special camera to get a look at my dimensions without the fur interfering with things.  Then he measured the length and consistency of my fur,” he laughed.  “He offered to make my bionoid taller, that by scale, I might have some issues with the furniture that the Syndicate will use for the negotiation.  I decided to stay with this,” he said, patting his chest.  “We’re not ashamed of being small, even if the other small me will be nearly three times my current size.”


“Small relative to a Benga,” Jason chuckled with a nod.  “That would make your bionoid around nine shakra tall by comparison.”


“That’s about what he said.  I don’t remember the exact measurement,” Ethikk nodded.  “As long as he gets my tail right, I’m not going to complain.”


“He will, both its physiology and your family bands,” Jason assured him.


Ethikk grinned.  “If he gave me the wrong bands, it might get him beat up by my mate and family,” he said.


“Rook has great attention to detail, Ethikk,” Jason assured him.  “He’ll even get the density and feel of your fur right.  You saw my bionoid’s hair.  He knows what he’s doing.”

“I must say, I’m looking forward to this,” Ethikk said as he sat down, taking Holikk’s place by Dahnai.  “We Beryans love adventure, and this is as adventurous as it can get.  Going to a star outside the galaxy to negotiate with an unknown force, and doing so by remote control in a surrogate body three times my size?  This will almost be fun,” he said eagerly.  “Far more adventure than a politician like myself ever gets to experience in the daily battle against paperwork.”


Jason laughed richly.  “I’ll guarantee you that you’re not alone in your hatred of paperwork,” he said.


“Amen, it’s the worst part of the job,” Mesaiima agreed.

“It’s the bane of my existence,” Dahnai added.  The four of them looked at each other, then broke into simultaneous laughter.

Magran scurried into the clinic, still in his formal robes of red and white, the robes of the Grand Master. “I hope I’m not too late,” he said.  “I almost offended the council by making it as brief as possible.”


“Rook’s taking Holikk’s measurements right now,” Jason told him as the Colonist sat in the chair to Jason’s left.  “So you’re just in time to wait.”


Magran gave a chuckle.  “If you don’t mind, Jason, I’ll need to go back to Exeven before I can come to Karis,” he announced.  “There are some things that I have to be present to do.”


“That’s fine, Magran.  Rook has to write the simulation program when he gets back, so it’s not like you’ll be starting the minute we’re done here.”


“Well, I’m going to Karis, so just come straight to the summer palace when you finish, Magran.  I have a lovely suite overlooking the pool I think you’ll enjoy.”


“I’d be most happy to accept your offer of hospitality, Dahnai,” he said with a smile.


“And since you’re here, love, may as well warn you now.  I’m going to hold court on Karis tomorrow morning,” she added.  “So warn Myri to let the Grand Duchesses through the Stargate.”


“Well, you just guaranteed I’m not coming over,” Jason grunted, which made Dahnai grin.


“Oh yes you are, buster,” she retorted.  “You either come over, or I’ll bring them all to the strip and we’ll hold court on your beach.”


“Don’t you dare!”


“The only way to stop me is to bring Shya and the family over to the summer palace tomorrow,” she replied smugly.

Holikk strode out, retying the sash around the waist of his short robe.  Like the robes Kellin favored, it was a thigh-length robe that he wore with black pants under them…just Kellin tended to wear nothing under his robe.  “You were right, Ethikk, that was quick and easy,” he said with a smile.  “Glad to see you made it, Magran.  I believe you’re next.”

“I’m glad I didn’t keep anyone waiting,” he smiled as he stood up, then he hurried towards the door.


Dahnai was quite adamant about that, to the point where she had her staff pack up her quarters on Terra and went with Jason back to the Academy, and she more or less just sat around waiting as they packed up and got on the frigate.  Kellin and her kids joined them on the Tianne once they were aboard, including Maer, who had brought along his future wife, Crown Duchess Delia Dorrane, Semoya’s oldest and heir to the house throne of Dorrane.  She was 27 years old and had just finished inscription with her house Navy, and Jason had to admit, she was a major cutie.  She wasn’t beautiful, or handsome, she was cute, almost criminally cute, even her silver-white hair was done in a cute pixie style.  And for her part, Dahnai seemed to seriously like her.  She heaped attention and praise on Delia the moment she arrived with Maer.

It wasn’t uncommon for political marriages to have such a large age difference, particularly among the Highborns.  Maer was betrothed to Delia before he was born, and when she was 12 years old.  And in something of a minor scandal in the Siann at the time, Semoya had broken a betrothal Delia had to a boy in House Ivarre to secure that betrothal to Maer, since Dahnai wasn’t about to let any son of hers be anything other than the husband of a current or future Grand Duchess.  Semoya had instead changed the betrothal so it was her third-oldest, Mayilla Dorrane, that was betrothed to the Ivarre noble son.  For Delia, it meant she’d have a child husband for a few years, more or less waiting for him to grow into a man…but it wasn’t going to curtail any “matrimonial activities.”  That was why noble males had to be 15 to marry, so they were physically capable of consummating the marriage.

Maer was no virgin as it was.


And besides, it wasn’t like Delia was going to be faithful to Maer anyway.  She most likely already had two or three boyfriends, and she wasn’t going to stop seeing them just because she got married.   She might even name one an amu dorai.  Political marriages weren’t for love, after all.  In the realm of nobles, marriage was for politics and amu was for love.

Jason had met Delia a few times, and he had to agree with Dahnai…she was a pretty good girl.  Nice, friendly, intelligent, but also well prepared to take over the house from the dangerous Semoya Dorrane.  Delia arrived in her House Dorrane military uniform, since she was still an officer in the Navy despite finishing her conscription.  It was Dorrane tradition for the Crown Duchess to serve in the Navy until she became Grand Duchess.  Delia was a Lieutenant Commander, and from what Jason had heard, that rank was not ceremonial.  She had earned that rank.  Granted, she started her Naval career as a Lieutenant instead of an Ensign, but she had earned that first promotion completely legit, by scoring a 99% on the promotion test and command simulators, which put her at the front of the line when promotions where granted at the start of the new promotion cycle.  That was a good indication of how smart Delia was, and that she was a worthy successor to Semoya.  Delia was a military analyst by occupation within the Navy, and was assigned to the house Navy’s headquarters as an aide to the house command staff.  That let her be in the palace to be of assistance to her mother Semoya, but still do real work in the Navy.


Delia and Maer together looked a bit…silly.  She was much taller than him, since in Terran years Maer was only around 13 or 14, hadn’t even completely finished his initial growth spurt brought on by puberty.  She was an adult woman with a very young teenager for a future husband.  But, Maer did like her, really like her, and she seemed rather fond of him in return.  Who knows, maybe by the time Maer turned 25, he might have true feelings for Delia, and she for him.

Jason only spent a little time with Dahnai and the others.  He was up on the bridge just before they traversed the Stargate  back to Karis, and he had a long talk with Palla and the chief of the Shield’s Hammers, Braxa Karzt.  A nearly elderly Makati with nearly seventy years holding his Master Builder’s golden hammer, Braxa was the best engineering chief in the KMS, and thus why he was on the Tianne.  Braxa knew the ship better than the designers did.  There was nothing he couldn’t fix, and almost nothing he couldn’t invent when the need was there.  Jason took Braxa, Palla, and Sammy into Palla’s ready room after Braxa arrived, Coma manifesting a hologram to join them, then got down to business.  “We’re going to have seventeen days before the negotiation with the Syndicate,” he began.  “Braxa, you said you could get the translight drive installed in fifteen days without putting the ship at risk.”

“I can do it,” he declared firmly.  “I studied the device and the changes we’ll have to make.  I’ll need to pull some additional workers from Kosigi, but it can be done.”


“Then you start on it the minute we get back to Kosigi,” he replied.  “I want this ship drive enabled by the negotiation.  Don’t worry about Lorna, I’ll keep her off your back,” he said to Palla.


“She will not be happy, Jason,” Palla warned.  “This ship is the crux of most of her planning.”


“Well, what she doesn’t know benefits us,” he replied.  “It seems, Braxa, that the Tianne has come down with engine trouble,” he said easily.  “And it’s just pure luck that you happened to be in Kosigi when these troubles began.”


“Aye, your Grace, aye,” the Makati grinned back.  “And I do believe it’s going to take approximately fifteen days to repair.”


“It seems that it is caused by a minor design flaw we’ll have to correct,” Coma added slyly.  “So we’ll need to have some new parts manufactured.”

“That’s our story, and we’re sticking to it,” Jason declared as Sammy chuckled.  “I’ll have Myleena and most of Project F waiting at the dock when we arrive, Braxa.”


“Long as they do what I say, we’ll get along fine,” the Makati declared.


Jason laughed.  “You’re about to butt heads with the most stubborn woman in House Karinne.”


“I got horns, your Grace, she don’t.  She won’t last long,” he answered bluntly.


“Coma, send it back to Dellin what we intend.  I want the drive and everyone needed to install it waiting on the dock when we pull in,” he ordered.


“I’ve already warned him, Jason.  He’s in the process right now.  But Myleena isn’t happy,” she warned.  “It seems you just pulled her out of something.”

“She’s always doing something,” Jason snorted.  “She can go back to it when she’s done.  If there’s one ship in all the KMS I want with a drive, it’s this one,” he stated, stomping his foot a bit on the carpeted deck under him.  “We just won’t be using it unless it’s absolutely necessary, since we haven’t even finished the sims for how it will change the ship’s operations yet.”


“Not entirely, Jason,” Palla said.  “I do intend to use the drive in mode one.  The ability to get the ship to FTL speed has real tactical and strategic value.  Especially this ship, since it has a GRAF cannon.  Remember that the GRAF cannon has unlimited range.”


“Meh, then I’ll have to be partially honest with Lorna.  The CCM command staff will be on the ship, so they might be a little ticked at us when you suddenly go mode one.”  He drummed his finger on the knee of his armor.  “That’s what we’ll do.  I’ll tell her the ship went down, but since it is down, we’re taking this opportunity to install a new translight drive to give it extra capability.  So, everyone have that?  We need to keep our stories straight.”

“Easy enough, your Grace,” Braxa nodded.


“So, you’re going to go public with the drives?”

“I’m only going public with the normal space FTL part of it,” he replied.  “We won’t tell them what else they can do.  Because as sure as the sun rises over Karsa in the morning, the officers in the CCM will filter that down to the politicians.”


“I’ll institute some training simulations to get the navigators and astrocartography ready for the drive, primarily with the changes to the nav computer,” Coma declared.  “The upgraded nav computer does affect Astrocartography, they use that computer for some of their work.”

“I’ll get back down to Engineering, there are some things we can do right now, so that means we can get started.  Every second counts,” Braxa stated.


“Go ahead, Braxa,” Palla nodded.  “Keep Coma apprised of your progress.”  The Makati hurried out of her ready room, and Palla gave Jason a long look.  “You do need to be very careful about what you tell Lorna, Jason,” she warned.  “Lorna is very, very sharp.  And she’ll demand specifics about the drive so she understands how it works, so she can take that into account in her planning.”


“Well, she’s gonna get stonewalled this time,” he replied.  “Lorna already knows too fuckin’ much about the KMS and some of our tech to suit me.  The only thing she’s gonna learn about the drive is that it can let the ship move at FTL speed in normal space.  I’m not even telling her how fast it can go.”  He looked over at her.  “And how do you intend to use it?”


“Mainly to drastically reduce the time needed to get to jump distance, and to keep the ship at safe distance to use the GRAF cannon,” she replied.  “Engaging the drive for just a split second will move the ship hundreds of thousands of kathra, something we can do between firing sequences.  I already had Coma run the numbers, and it’s possible.  We can use that tactically to always keep the ship at safe firing distance, then use the GRAF cannon’s unlimited range to our advantage.”


“That’s pretty damn clever,” Jason complemented after thinking about it a second.  “And I can use that to explain why we’re doing it, that’ll keep Lorna from thinking about it too much.  I’ll just tell her it’s an additional defensive system we’re adding to the ship to make it safer to fire the GRAF cannon.”

“Sammy, you take charge of getting the crew trained on the drive and the change of procedures it will create,” Palla ordered.  “Talk to Juma, she already has some official procedures certified from the testing they’ve done on the other ships.  Figure out how best to incorporate them into our own op-pro.  Coma, you keep track of Braxa’s progress.  As in keep a hologram down there and watch everything, so you know exactly what’s been done, what they’re doing, and what still needs done.  Jason, I’ll send your office hourly reports,” she finished, looking at him.


“Then it sounds like we have a plan,” Jason declared.  “I’ll talk to Myri and Juma when I have a chance and warn them of what I ordered, then spend the rest of the day hiding from them.”


Palla chuckled.  “Doubtful, Jason, Juma’s been all but scheming to try to figure out a way to get the Tianne enough time in a dock to do the refit.  You simply made it easy for her.”


“Well, glad to be of help,” Jason chuckled, standing up.  “And I’d better get back down to the others.”


“It’s too late now, Jason, you’ll have to stay up here until we transit the gate,” she warned.


After getting through the gate, Jason pulled a CBIM trick and  merged to a computer in the command center, then manifested a hologram of himself over their central table.  “Ladies, did Coma tell you what I ordered?” he asked.


“Yeah, Jayce, and that’s pretty sneaky,” Myri replied.


“So, you’re not gonna bitch?”

“Bitch?  Why would we bitch?  We want that drive installed as much as you do,” Juma told him.  “You just gave us a perfectly valid excuse to do it.  Trelle’s garland, if I’d have known about this seventeen day window, I would have ordered it.”


“That’s why I earn the big credits, Juma, I know things first,” he told her. 

“Well, you won’t hear any complaints from us,” Juma assured him with a smile.


“Not a one,” Navii agreed from her chair.  “You made the perfect decision, young buck.  You’d make a good Admiral.”


Jason laughed.  “No, I have enough job titles as it is, Navii,” he told her.


He got back down to the stateroom just as the ship made its approach to Kosigi, the capitol doors opening in preparation for their arrival.  The ship banked on its lateral axis to line up with the doors—it was too big to go through the doors unless it lined up the stern of the ship with the corners of the doors, and even then it very nearly scraped the doors going through—and found that everyone was preparing to board a frigate.  Dahnai’s family had joined the rulers and Jason’s family while he was up on the bridge, so the stateroom was a bit crowded.  “Just hold up,” Jason said.  “The ship has to dock, so we’ll transfer there.”


“What’s going on?” Jyslin asked.


“Engine trouble,” he replied.  “They have to dock for diagnostics.”


“Why Jason, I thought KMS ships never broke down,” Dahnai teased.


“I wish,” he snorted.  “The curse of using cutting edge tech is that it breaks down, love.  A lot,” he added.  “We’re the Confederation’s beta testers.  We work out the bugs, what we send down through the Academy is the result of a lot of blood and sweat and cursing.”


Jyslin laughed.  “That’s the truth,” she agreed.


“That works well enough,” Dahnai said, cradling Kaen a bit to her breast.  “Guess you got off that cruiser for nothing, Saelle.  Though I’m not complaining,” she added, smiling down at her infant son.

“Hello, Jason,” Saelle said, taking his hands and then kissing him on the cheek.  “You look a bit haggard.”


“It’s been a long few days,” he replied.  “I’m glad you’re here, we have some things to talk about.”


“That sounds ominous,” she said, brushing her charcoal gray hair out of her eyes.


“Just a lot going on, and some of it concerns you,” he answered.  “The least of which, Myli wants you to bring your mecha in for equipment swaps.  We’re replacing some of the biogenic nodes in the tactical gestalt.”


“I’ll have to recall a couple of them from Draconis,” she said.  “I only have my primary Gladiator with me.  Did they finish my Titan?”


“Yeah, you’re taking it back with you,” he nodded.  “Now that you’re rated on it.  Seriously woman, four tries?  I passed my rating on the first attempt.”


“You’re here and no doubt got in all kinds of extra practice,” she retorted, a bit primly.  “I’m going to get some hours on it up at the range at Base Delta while we’re here.”


“I so want to ride in one of those!” Maer said eagerly.  “Is there a second seat?”


“There’s three,” Jason chuckled.  “The mecha is designed to only be operated by one pilot, but it has three seats up in the cockpit for extra personnel.  So yes, we’ll take you out in our Titans while we’re here, Maer.  I think you’ll like it.”


“Can we do it today?”


“It’s a little late to do it today, Maer,” Saelle said.  “It’s almost midnight Draconis time.”

“I haven’t been on Draconis.”


“I have, and do you really want a cranky rigger who has you at her mercy?” she challenged, which made him laugh.


“Knowing her, she’d make you clean up the puke in the cockpit yourself, son,” Dahnai warned with a grin.


“Damn right I would,” she affirmed.


“And that’s why she’s my best friend,” Dahnai laughed in Mesaiima’s direction.


“High Prince Maer isn’t the only one that would enjoy a ride in a Titan,” Holikk declared.


“I’d be happy to take you out in mine, High Chancellor, just under the same rules,” Saelle winked.  “You throw up in my cockpit, you’re cleaning it up.”


Holikk laughed.  “I’d like to think I have a strong enough stomach to handle it, Lady Saelle.”


“So, you and me makes two Generations rated for a Titan?” Saelle asked.


“Four.  Jenn and Jezzi both rated on it just two days ago.  Six tries each,” he sighed, which made Saelle laugh.


“Well, I don’t feel so bad now,” she grinned.


“They’re civilians, you’re an Imperial Marine rigger.  I’m utterly disappointed in you, woman.”


“Push off, Jayce,” she retorted, which made Sirri laugh.


“And what scheme do you have up your pants leg that you’re rating Generations on Titans, Jayce?” Dahnai asked seriously.


“The tactical gestalts in them are absolute beasts,” Saelle responded for him.  “As in I can tie a corvette in a knot using my tactical beastly.  And that’s on top of its usual weapons, they didn’t have to take anything out to put that tactical in.  If that doesn’t have battlefield use, I don’t know what does.”


“Let’s just say that I want to be ready for anything the Syndicate might throw at us,” he said mildly, glancing at Aya.  “If it comes down to it, we might need a Generation on the battlefield to counter Syndicate tricks.  The Consortium energy beings taught us one important thing, love, and that’s to expect the unexpected.  There’s more to psionics than just telepathy and TK, the Colonists showed us that with their empaths.  There’s no telling what tricks the Syndicate has learned that they can throw at us, so I want to be ready to deal with it if they threaten Confederate territory.”


“Well, that’s thinking ahead,” Dahnai mused.  “And it’s good to see that you do understand that Generations can be very nasty on a battlefield.”


“I don’t object to us using our abilities to defend ourselves and our allies.  I just don’t want people to decide that we’re weapons more than we’re people.”


“Amen,” Saelle agreed.  “That and he likes to keep us locked up on Karis.  Well, everyone but me,” she winked.

“It keeps anyone from getting any funny ideas,” Jason said unapologetically.  “No Generation leaves Karis without a hell of a lot of protection as well as military training so they can fight for themselves if they have to.  Jenn and Jezzi just earned that right with them finishing their training, so they now have permission to travel off Karis, at least so long as they warn us first so Aya can arrange security for them.”


“And you have all the Generations doing that?” Ethikk asked curiously.


“The adults,” he nodded.  “I think Merida is the next closest to finishing.  She’s in the last stage of her Titan training right now.  The kids will learn it after finishing primary school.  They’ll have their own form of conscription, a four year stint in the KMS where they learn how to fight from a merge, learn how to pilot mecha and fighters, and learn the basics of KMS ships.  Then they go to the command center and learn the basics of both naval and ground warfare from a strategic and planning viewpoint.  When Rann finishes, he’ll be rated on every mecha we have, on a Wolf fighter and a corvette, have his naval crew rating, and understand the basics of both strategic and tactical Naval and ground combat.  Those are things he needs to know if he’s ever put into a position where he has to fight to protect the house.”


Dahnai gave him an approving look.  “I think it’s a great idea,” she declared as the ship shuddered a tiny bit, decelerating to get through the doors.

They transferred to a destroyer after the Tianne pulled up to the dock extending out from one of the massive spars that connected the outer shell to the inner core.  It was the gigantic personnel dock over the ops center, which made the ship loom over the central core.  It was the only dock they had in the base that could accommodate the ship.  Jason saw them off as they rode flying platforms over to the destroyer, which Maer and Sirri loved, then he rushed down and caught up with Myleena as she stood by a piece of the drive, which was the size of two corvettes stacked on top of each other.  But, that was just one node.  They’d discovered that for the Tianne, instead of using a single drive, the size of the ship would require them to install 15 different drive nodes and sync them together.  The Tianne’s cargo doors opened, which revealed a gigantic passage leading directly to the lateral tram system that ran down the central axis of the ship, from bow to stern.  They’d already done the measurements, and found that the drive nodes would fit down this cargo passage.  They wouldn’t have to cut away the hull and bulkheads to get it in the way they did with all the other ships.  That was one reason why it refitting the Tianne would take less time by comparison, since they didn’t have to do all that work just to get the drive section into the ship.  The ship was designed to let them load and unload gigantic pieces of equipment, and that design feature was going to save them takirs of work.

I’m a bit pissed at you, Jayce.  We were in the middle of an important experiment! Myleena accused as he reached them.


Sorry, but this is more important, he replied.  You have seventeen days to get this installed, Myli.  Braxa assures me he can do it in fifteen, so that gives you two extra days in case you run into issues.


We can do it in fourteen, Braxa’s just being conservative, she sniffed.  You just stay out of it this time, babes.  We don’t need you for this one.

I have too much other stuff going on to have time to help, he sent with an audible sigh.  Mind if I take Danelle while you’re working on this?


You know I don’t.  Better with you than staying with Kilinna.  Gives her a chance to get some time off.


I’ll have her come over when she gets out of school, he told her.


Works for me, babes, she said as two mechloaders picked up the node behind them and started walking it into the cargo hatch.


Jason caught a ride down to the summer palace on a frigate, joining them at the pool after they already changed into more relaxing attire. The kids frolicked nude in the shallow end of the pool, and Dahnai was also delightfully nude, reclining on a lounger not far from the kids.  Holikk surprised Jason by also going nude, which was a bit outside usual Subrian customs, and Ethikk and Mesaiima were following their normal customs.  Ethikk wore only a pair of swim trunks and Mesaiima a pair of borrowed bikini bottoms, leaving her chest bare.  But as she herself said, winged creatures often had serious problems with shirts, so it was quite acceptable in Imbiri society for women to go bare-breasted, at least in what they considered to be informal company.  Imbiri women didn’t go bare-chested in formal situations, going back to an old custom from their antiquity that considered it too much of a distraction for men, and thus a bit rude.


That was truth. Even though Mesaiima only came up to Jason’s chest, she had quite a handsome pair of breasts.  She was sitting on top of the high dive, a beach ball under her arm and kicking her feet idly as her wings fanned a little bit behind her, then she showed off that most coveted of abilities when she pushed off the board and flitted over the pool.  She dropped the beach ball towards Rann and Shya, and they batted it around with Maer, Sirri, and Delia, who had decided to throw maturity to the wind and play with the youngsters.  She flitted over and landed beside Jason after he came to a stop and sat on the lounger beside Dahnai’s, still in his armor.  “Are you staying here the night, Jason?” she asked, her wings slowing to a stop.

“It’s stay the night or have Dahnai murder me,” he replied, which made Dahnai laugh and nod with a mean smile.  “I have Danelle on the way over, Dahnai.”


“That’s fine, I adore Danelle,” she replied.  “What about the others?”


“That’s up to you.  If you want to invite the other kids, I’m all for it.  I’m babysitting Danelle for Myli, so she has to come over here.”


“Well, get them over here,” she declared.  “And get the girls over too.  We haven’t had a pool party in nearly a month.”


“And might I crash your party with my bionoid, Dahnai?” Cybi’s voice came from a floating camera pod.  “I do so love to swim.”

“Sure!” she said eagerly.  “I wanna see this bionoid of yours, Cybi!  And tell the other CBIMs they’re invited too!”


“They’d love to attend,” Cybi assured her.  “We’ll be on a skimmer and on the way over as soon as we pack our swim suits.”

“Those bionoids are a good example of the work Rook’s done,” Jason chuckled.  “They’re even more lifelike than mine, since I only use mine occasionally.  For the CBIMs, he tried to make them as lifelike as possible, since they use them almost all the time.  And Cybi’s become quite a clothes horse,” he said with a grunt of disapproval, which made Cybi laugh from the camera pod.


“Don’t you complain about my clothes,” she retorted.  “It’s your fault for putting a bedroom with closets in my facility!”

“That was a guest bedroom,” he shot back.


“Well, it’s my bedroom now,” she declared.  “And Cyvanne already has Red Horn renovating a part of the KERA facility to become her quarters.  She’s already run out of room in the core chamber for her things.”

“That woman, I swear,” Jason sighed, which made Dahnai and Mesaiima laugh.


“It sounds like you really enjoy those bionoids, Cybi,” Mesaiima noted.


“Oh yes, very much so, madam President,” she answered eagerly.  “It’s almost criminally enjoyable to have a physical body, with the same senses as a living being.  I cannot explain how different it is to us to see through your eyes, and to feel as if we are alive in the same way you are.  The first time I was able to actually swim in my pool, I almost cried in delight.  It was everything I thought it would be.”

“Please, call me Mesaiima, Cybi.  And that’s almost surprising.  I thought that you could feel through the hologram.”


“Yes, but it’s entirely different,” she answered.  “There is a huge difference between receiving sensory data through the hologram and experiencing them in a body specifically designed to have the same sensory capabilities you do.  In a way, it is much more, more…intense experiencing sensory stimulation through the bionoid.  As a hologram, petting a vulpar simply tells me the temperature, physical consistency, and friction coefficient of the fur.  When I pet a vulpar with my bionoid, I feel the fur as soft.”

“Ahhh, now when you explain it that way, I understand completely,” Mesaiima nodded.  “It’s more intimate using a bionoid.”


“By an order of magnitude,” she confirmed.


“Just keep in mind, Cybi, the bikini is only worn to and from the pool,” Dahnai said lightly.


“I have no problems with that, Dahnai.  What good is having an attractive body if I don’t show it off?”

“She’s definitely Faey,” Dahnai said with an approving nod, which made Mesaiima laugh.


“So, the bionoid is, ah, a faithful reproduction of a Faey body?”


“Down to the clitoris, Mesaiima,” Cybi said gravely, which made Dahnai burst out laughing as Mesaiima blushed slightly.


“Rook never does anything halfway,” Jason said with dry humor.  “They wanted perfect replicas of Faey physiology, and they got them.”


It turned into quite the party once the strip girls, Tim, Symone, and Yila Trefani came over, once the kids were out of school, and the CBIMs arrived with their bionoids.  They were easy to pick out, since Cybi, Cyra, and Cynna looked like sisters, very nearly like triplets, and were all almost exactly the same height.  Cylan was taller than them, and Cyvanne shorter. Mesaiima and Dahnai were a bit startled by Coma, since she looked like Jyslin’s twin sister, even more so because they weren’t as familiar with Coma as they were the CBIMs.  “Coma’s core is on the Tianne,” Jason explained to Holikk and Mesaiima as she greeted them.  “She’s technically not a CBIM, but she’s as good as.”


“I’m a CBMOM, a command biogenic mobile operations mainframe,” Coma told them proudly as she let Holikk kiss the back of her hand, a quite chivalrous Subrian custom.  And of course, Holikk had to inspect her hand between his own large, strong ones, delicately probing it with his fingers.  “And do I feel Faey to you, High Chancellor?”


“This is astounding,” he said professionally.  “I can feel the bones in her hand.  And I would swear that this is living flesh, it’s warm, and there’s texture in the skin.  There’s even a pulse!”


“If the bionoid couldn’t pass as a living thing, it wouldn’t be very useful to us, High Chancellor,” Coma told him.  “Rook very carefully designed our biorhythmic systems to emulate living processes.  And he has great attention to detail.”


“He does indeed,” Holikk agreed, patting the back of her hand and releasing it.  “I hope I didn’t hurt you.”


“We don’t feel pain, High Chancellor,” she told him with a smile.  “We’re not that similar to living things.  And we have other differences,” she added liltingly.  She took hold of Holikk in a swift move, picked him up over her head, and then threw him nearly ten shakra into the pool.  Holikk came up spluttering, then he burst out laughing.


“That’s quite a trick, Coma,” he grinned from the pool.  “And I dare you try that again.  Subrians are quite fond of wrestling.”

“I’d be delighted to compete against you, Holikk.  Standard competition rules?”


“I accept!” he said eagerly as he climbed out of the pool.


Holikk made himself a new friend that day in Coma, as the two stripped off their bathing suits—standard competition rules, wrestling matches were conducted nude—and struggled against each other in the grass just off the pool deck.  Holikk was enormously strong, since Subrians were a heavy gravity species and Subrian custom among men was to be very muscular, very nearly matching the mechanical strength imparted into the bionoids…and it was a bit funny to see the tall, barrel-chested, thick-armed Holikk have to struggle mightily against what looked like a little slip of a girl compared to him.  And the wrestling was a good test of the strength and durability of the fake flesh Rook used for the bionoids, because Holikk grabbed at it, wrenched it, twisted it, during his match against Coma.  Coma was stronger than he was, but Holikk had the height advantage, which gave him leverage, and he had a lot more practice than she did, which gave him the edge in their competition.


While those two were amusing themselves, the other bionoids just mixed in with the strip girls, kids, and three visiting rulers, looking quite relaxed as they chatted, played with the kids, and swam in the pool.  But one of the big differences came at dinner, when the bionoids sat with them but didn’t share in the meal, instead opting to try different beverages.  Cylan discovered a newfound fondness for Makati ale.

“So, not even your bionoids can eat?” Dahnai asked as Cylan tried some blood wine.  “Jason said his couldn’t, but I figured yours were more advanced than his is.”

“It’s a vexing problem,” Cylan replied.  “Rook is considering installing a simulated digestive system.”


“Eh, it may not be worth doing,” Dahnai shrugged, which made her attractive bare breasts bounce a little.  “It’s not like you need to eat.”


“He’s still working on it.  He says that the bionoids can’t completely pass for living things until they can eat food.  Besides, I wouldn’t mind trying it out, just for the novelty of it.  If I don’t like it, I just won’t do it.”

“That’s a healthy attitude,” Dahnai told him with a chuckle.  “And I have to ask, Cylan, did you pick out your appearance?”


“Yes.”


“Well, you did a great job,” she declared.  “You’re extremely handsome.”


“Thank you, Dahnai,” he replied with a nod of appreciation.


“If you didn’t notice, I like my men tall.”


“Dahnai,” Jason said warningly.


“What?  I can’t talk to Cylan?” she protested.


“He’s not a Faey, so he doesn’t know what you’re doing,” Jason said bluntly.  “And I knew you were a bit of a freak.”


She burst out laughing.  “Alright, alright, I am curious,” she admitted.  “It’s Cylan’s fault for making his bionoid so damn sexy.”


“You’d lay with a machine?” Mesaiima asked curiously.


“Faey women love sex toys, Mesaiima, and this is a really big sex toy,” she said, pointing at Cylan.  “I don’t know a single Faey that wouldn’t think about it.  Faey women are the dominant gender in our society, Mesaiima, so we’re the ones constantly chasing men and thinking about sex,” she added with a wink.   “If I didn’t look at a man and almost immediately wonder how good he is in bed, I’d think I was getting old.”


“That’s the main reason Kumi’s interested in the project,” Jason sighed.  “She wants to create sex toy surrogates then charge people to play with them, either directly or merged to another bionoid.  She thinks it’s the next big thing in porn since we introduced simsense.  A non-scripted simsense experience that you control…you know, choose your own adventure,” he said darkly, which made Dahnai and several of the strip girls laugh.


“That’s a pretty damn good idea,” Yila mused, giving Kumi a speculative look.  “We’re gonna talk about that tonight.”


“Well, that’d make you a ton of money in the Imperium,” Dahnai declared.  “Probably on Terra, too.”


“The whole race of you are just perverts, do you know that?” Jason accused, which made Dahnai laugh.


“And proud of it,” Sheleese said shamelessly from further down the table.


“It keeps them out of trouble,” Ethikk said lightly.  “So long as Faey are chasing boys, they’re not causing mischief elsewhere.”


“That’s the fucking truth,” Jason declared adamantly as he nodded towards the Beryan.


“But Jason, you are one of those boys,” Dahnai said lightly.  “Don’t you enjoy being chased?”


“I’m not answering that question,” he retorted.


“And the moral crusader gets exposed as being just as perverted,” Zora teased.

“That’s Tim, not me,” Jason declared, pointing to his left, where Tim and Symone were sitting.

“Don’t hate me cause I know how to have fun, Jayce,” he declared.

“Guess it would depend on if Rook can program, you know…sexual climax into the bionoids,” Holikk said delicately, though he was smiling.


“Oh, he’s already done that,” Jason said dryly.  “Both male and female.  It wasn’t that hard for him, he had tons of sensory data just off the porno simsense that Yila produces.  Then there were the live volunteers,” he added, looking at Symone and Tim accusingly.


“It was for science,” Symone replied proudly, which produced quite a lot of laughter.  “Besides, it’s kinda cool knowing that almost every woman that gets off through a bionoid is gonna have an orgasm based on my orgasm datastream.  It almost makes me famous,” she declared, then ducked when Jason moved to swat her.


“It just goes to show you, Holikk,” Jason said dryly.  “Give the Faey something, anything, and they will find a way to sexualize it.”


“It proves our superiority among other species,” Dahnai declared haughtily.


“It proves you’re definitely the most depraved,” Jason retorted.


“Keep talking, father of one of my children and the man who’s going to be corrupted by my depravity in my bed tonight,” she returned, which caused quite a lot of laughter.


“One race’s depravity is another’s normal,” Holikk said sagely.  “There are several races in the Coalition that, ah, share Faey views about that kind of thing.  Part of being High Chancellor is learning how to roll with it, as the Terrans say.”


“Those would be the fun ones,” Symone grinned.


“Anyway,” Jason said loudly and forcefully, which made quite a few of them laugh, “speaking of bionoids, Rook just sent me an update.  He should have the assimilation simulation program ready tomorrow morning.  So he needs us to go to the Lake tomorrow.”


“And what is that?” Ethikk asked.


“It’s our civilian merge facility,” Jason replied.  “We operate a lot of equipment by remote through a merge, mechloaders, farm equipment, Sticks, that sort of thing.  The operators merge to the equipment from a central facility, which we call the Lake since it’s right on the shore of Lake Relai.  We’ll be going there to use the merge pods so you can practice with the bionoid simulation, and that’s where you’ll be doing the merge with the actual bionoids once they’re built.  Rook said he should have the first models done by tomorrow afternoon, which will be your practice units.  The actual ones we’re sending won’t be ready for a couple of days, those will be more complex.  They’re being built to…different specifications,” he said dryly.  “The biggest of which being a hell of a powerful self-destruct.  Just in case.”


“That’s only prudent,” Ethikk agreed.  “If we have to abandon the bionoids, we can’t let them have the biogenic computer chips.”


“Precisely, Ethikk,” Jason nodded.  “But in reality, the self destruct being built into the bionoids will be enough to take out the scout ship that’s carrying them out there.  All six going in unison will be enough to take out the two Imxi cruisers escorting it just from the blast wave.”

“That’s a bomb, not a self destruct,” Holikk noted.


“More or less.  So keep that in mind when you’re merged to it, Holikk.  You will be merged to a walking bomb.”


“Mother did always say I had an explosive temper,” he quipped, which made Jason chuckle.


“It shouldn’t take us that long to get the hang of the bionoids,” Jason said.  “For me, it’ll be like merging to a Gladiator, so I’m sorta used to the difference of perspective.  I’ve merged to things that tall already.  We’ll have a good two takirs to practice, especially since they’re holding the next summit here,” he grunted.  “God, it’ll take an act of war to make them go home.”

Dahnai laughed.  “You’re not making Holikk, Mesaiima, and Ethikk very welcome, Jayce,” she teased.


“We know what he means,” Ethikk chuckled.  “We do tend to linger when we have our summits here.  There’s something almost irresistible about being on this forbidden planet,” he admitted.  “It just goes to show you, what you want most is what you can’t have, just because you can’t have it.”

“They’ll certainly want to stay a few days after the meeting is over to discuss it,” Dahnai predicted.  “I have no doubt we’ll have a lot to talk about.  That Benga woman was as slippery as a Rectari eel.”


“Then there will be the meetings up to it, deciding what we’re willing to reveal to them,” Ethikk mused.  “We may be here twenty days.”

“I’ll be hiding in a cave on Hirga by then,” Jason noted, which made Dahnai chuckle.


“Where?” Holikk asked.


“Continent on the other side of the planet, northern hemisphere opposite Kirga,” he replied.  “If you drew a line through the planet from this continent, odds are it’d pass through Hirga somewhere.  We have five continents on the planet, Holikk.  This island is off the northeast coast of Karga, where Karsa is.  North of us is Virga, just over the equator.  Then there’s Kirga to the south and east of us, and well north and east of that is Hirga, whose northern edge sits right on the arctic circle.  Sarga sits more or less by itself out to the west of us, straddling the equator, almost exactly equally distant to both Karga and Kirga.  It’s the smallest and most remote of the continents, barely a fifth the size of Karga.  We haven’t started terraforming Hirga and Sarga yet, because they’re so far from here.  We haven’t opened them up for settlement either.  And believe me, a lot of people are waiting for us to do that,” he chuckled.  “All that prime tropical real estate, there’s a whole lot of anticipation for when we open the cities over there, particularly among the Shio.  We might see a mass exodus of Shio off Karga and Kirga when I open Sarga,” he laughed.


“At least we’d have Karsa back,” Ilia chuckled.  “Those damn Shio all but moved in and took over the city after the Consortium War.”


“Racist,” Jason teased.


“Hey, I just don’t like competing with those damn Shio girls for men,” she retorted.  “They have the exotic card to play, cause they’re Shio.  Exotic girls turn men on.”


“So, you’re mad that Shio girls are prettier than you are,” Jason reasoned, giving her a cool, amused look.”


“Push off, Jayce,” she snapped, which caused a lot of laughter.


“So, when are you going to open Sarga?” Maya asked.


“In two months,” he answered.  “We’ve almost hit our minimum population requirement for Virga.  Once we hit our target number, I’ll open Sarga.  Jerrim predicts we’ll cross the line sometime late next month.”


“And then the mad scramble begins,” Jyslin chuckled.

“At least among people who like warm climates,” Jason elaborated.  “Way too hot for me, but Shio would definitely love it there.”


“You already live on a beach in a subtropical climate, Jason,” Dahnai nearly accused.


“It’s almost too hot for me in Karsa, but I sorta have to live there,” he chuckled.  “If I had my way, I’d be living in northern Hirga.”


“Oh hell no,” Jyslin retorted.  “I grew up on an arctic planet, no way am I living anywhere that sees a single flake of snow.  Ever.  And we live where I say,” she declared bluntly, poking him in the chest.  “I don’t care how many titles are in front of your name, buster, I’m the woman in this marriage.”

“He’s not quite so intimidating when you see him in a casual situation, is he?” Dahnai asked playfully, looking over at Mesaiima.  “The truth just doesn’t live up to the image.”


“A wise negotiator knows when to bend, so her opponent breaks herself,” Mesaiima replied impishly, winking in Jason’s direction.


“Thank you, Madam President,” he said grandly, then laughed when Jyslin elbowed him in the ribs.


After dinner, after the girls went back home and things calmed down a great deal, Jason decided to take a nice relaxing walk on the beach north of the house, the most remote and isolated of them, and took some time to just think.  He…he had a bad feeling about this upcoming negotiation.  He didn’t think the Benga would try anything drastic, but something about it just gnawed at him.  The Benga were dangerous, dangerous beings, and not just because of their size and aggression.  He knew what they were, and that would let him approach the negotiation with the proper mindset…but he wasn’t sure the others would.  As smoothly as this Fleet commander Sha Ra talked with Jarik, she could very well cause a rift of disparate opinions in the Confederate Council.  Rulers like Magran, who preferred peace to war and were willing to give others the benefit of the doubt, might be swayed by her glibness into believing they weren’t as dangerous as they were.  Magran was a personal friend of his, and he was almost afraid that he might jeopardize that friendship by opposing Magran and those who believed as he did.  Jason usually was not a hawk, was probably the most peaceful man on the council, but in this case, he saw no other option but war, because he knew the truth of their enemy.  He had detailed information of their brutality and savagery, he had seen the maps of Andromeda that showed entire sectors of their galaxy proverbially razed to the ground, he knew just how many lives the Syndicate had destroyed.  They were evil, the epitome of evil, and Jason would in no way, under no circumstances, bargain with the devil incarnate.  He was attending the meeting with the Benga for one reason, and that was to do anything he could to make them turn around and go back to Andromeda peacefully, even if it meant exposing Karinne secrets to the Confederation.  There was no way he would allow even one Syndicate ship into their galaxy.

And that was why he knew war with them was inevitable.  Their greed would drive them, drive them to break any agreement they made, drive them to seek to conquer, enslave, take everything from everyone for themselves, and destroy anything they couldn’t possess or control.  The sectors-wide swaths of lifelessness in Andromeda attested to that.  The enemy was ruthless, he was merciless, and he was beyond redemption.  And under no circumstances would Jason Karinne believe a word they said, he would only believe the actions they took.

But one thing was for sure, and that was this upcoming negotiation was going to be anything but what it seemed.
