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With a bit of a bittersweet sigh, Jason opened the heavily armored cockpit doors and dropped down from the cockpit of the Juggernaut he’d been piloting, landing lightly in front of the mecha with his armor absorbing almost all of the force from the near nine shakra drop.  The mecha behind him was his Juggernaut, which sat on the pad behind his house almost all the time.  Jason had his own personal mecha of every model in the KMS, from a Wolf to a Gladiator and everything in between, making him one of the very few galactic rulers that knew what it was like from personal experience to operate his military’s war machines.  Like Saelle’s Gladiator, it had a tactical gestalt installed in it—every one of his conveyances did, even his civilian hovercar—and was outfitted with its external flight pods, which was how he got it from home to Kosigi.  His guards had been escorting him in their Wolf fighters, and the Marine Corvette Ranger had been bringing up the rear just in case his flight pods malfunctioned during the trip.  The heavy-shouldered brute of an exomech’s lights powered down after Jason was on the ground, going into standby mode to await his return.

It was all Symone’s fault.  She’d been stomping her Titan around Karsa for nearly a takir, engaging in that time-honored Faey tradition of showing off her toys.  In reality, she’d been field testing operating a Titan in a cityscape, how something that big might have issues navigating a city landscape with lots of buildings and many things on the ground that might get underfoot, which was also something of a PR tour for both the Karinne Army and the Titans at the same time. Sioa had organized the field tests in a real city, and the citizens got to see the newest piece of KMS hardware strut around Karsa from very close up.


Fuck, did the Titan look like a man among boys during those test exercises.  It had been escorted by Gladiators and Juggernauts, which barely came up to the mecha’s waist…and Juggernauts were huge. The Gladiators only came up to the mecha’s upper thigh.  The test concluded that in a modern city like Karsa, a Titan would have very few issues with overhead or suspended obstacles like walkway bridges, but it would have some major problems navigating the ground with so many objects placed, like trees, bushes, flower planters, guardrails, and the like.  Unlike a Terran city, there were no power lines or traffic lights for it to deal with.  In a city like New York, it would have done major damage to power lines and traffic lights just trying to move around.

Symone’s extended playing around in her Titan—and it was her Titan—had made Jason realize that he hadn’t played around in his mecha for a while, and he’d used his Gladiator and Juggernaut a few times over the last couple of days, logging hours in it and reminding it that he did in fact still love it.  He’d even taken his Titan out for a spin, though he had to have it recalled from Joint Base Alpha; it was way too big to park on a pad near the house.  It could, however, be equipped with flight pods to make it fly, which looked a bit scary from the ground to see a mecha that big overhead.

Just one of the boons of being the Grand Duke, he got to play with all the cool toys.


Though, play may not be a proper term.  Over the last year, Jason had undergone formal combat training in all current mecha and Wolf fighters, he’d trained with both Army and Marine combat infantry battalions, and he’d trained with the best his military had to offer.  The KBB had trained Symone, and for the last year, they’d also been training him.  He had trained with Justin and the Ghost Squadron, and the 2nd Army’s 7th Special Operations Battalion, which were akin to the Army Rangers, as well as the Marine 14th Special Tactics Battalion, which was the Karinne Marine’s special operations battalion.  The reasoning for it in Jason’s mind was very simple; the more he understood what it was really like to be on the front lines, then he would make better decisions when Myri brought things that only he could approve.  Jason was fully combat rated on all KMS military mecha, and what was particularly pleasing to him, both Kyva and Justin said that he wasn’t bad.  Given just how good those two were at what they did, if they didn’t think he was a complete embarrassment, then that put him above the average for the rest of the KMS.


There was a reason for all his training, something that Myri didn’t entirely know about, and it involved the special merge pod Jason had in his sub-basement.  When the time came to fight, that merge pod would let him do more than just sit in an office and watch telemetry feeds.  He’d made his backroom deals with a couple of rigger platoon commanders and a Navy squadron, so he’d be ready.  When he told his people that every person mattered in the coming conflict, he meant it.  And he’d be standing on the line shooting at the enemy right along with his people in the only way that Aya would allow him.  He was of no use to his people sitting in an office when it was Myri and the command staff that made the decisions, so he’d found a way to make himself useful…just a way that he had to keep a secret.  If Myri found out what he was planning, she’d have a complete apoplectic meltdown and would probably lock him in his room for the entire war with no biogenic access.

Fighting from a merge was not completely without risk, they’d learned as they expanded on the technology.  Being shot down while in a merged mecha induced a comatose state in the pilot, what Songa called dump shock, a coma incited by the sudden destruction of the biogenic system with which the pilot was merged.  After all, the pilot had been merged to a biogenic unit that just “died,” and that fed back through the merge and affected the pilot directly.  It was purely psychosomatic, it did no real injury to the pilot, but it still put them in a coma from anywhere between 24 to 96 hours, until the pilot’s brain sorted through the experience and got back to normal.  And there was nothing Songa could do medically to get the pilot out of the coma, they just had to work through it on their own.  Pilots also exhibited psychosomatic reactions to damage to their mecha, though Songa had made some real advances to minimize it.  At first, people were having motor control issues in their real body when that part of their mechanical body was damaged.  A pilot whose Gladiator had its arm damaged in testing couldn’t move his real arm for a brief time after the merge was over, even though he felt no pain from the damage.  It too was a temporary effect, and Songa had refined the sensory filters that significantly reduced the phenomenon, but it did still occasionally happen.  It now mostly happened when a pilot’s mecha suffered massive damage, like said mecha’s arm being completely blown off rather than just being damaged.  Some pilots were more sensitive to psychosomatic reactions than others, they’d come to learn, which could affect who got assigned to what mission, and also completely disqualified the most sensitive pilots from merged combat operations.  Those would be doing their fighting in their mecha, not in a merge pod.

Songa found it almost maddeningly mysterious that a pilot merged to the mecha from a merge pod could suffer dump shock, while a pilot merged to the mecha and was in the cockpit did not.  Jason himself found that very strange, since the merge wasn’t really different whether the pilot was in the mecha or in a pod a kathra away, but it was there.  Songa’s doctors and MRDD both currently had research teams trying to solve the mystery of the phenomenon. Riggers and pilots in their mecha could suffer psychosomatic reactions to damage like a merge pilot, but not a single in-unit pilot had suffered from dump shock since jacks enabled full merges with the units.

Behind him, a KV-30 personnel transport dropship landed, and Myleena and Siyhaa came down the steps once the hatch opened, with Bo, Tom, and Rook behind them.  The team was there to finalize Cynna’s probationary period and certify her as fully operational.  It was mainly ceremonial, since she’d passed her 40 day observation period with flying colors, but it was still important enough to rate a personal visit from Jason and some of the top dogs at 3D.  Behind Rook, two black-painted Rocker bionoids exited the dropship gracefully, each of them holding an external pulse rifle, which was just a dummy unit with the same size and weight as a standard pulse rifle.  They were testing some AI upgrades to the bionoids while in non-merged independent mode, and Bo being Bo, he was doing it in real-world conditions.  The two robotic units were in “guard” mode, acting as escorts for their commander, almost like guards.  Sioa was of a mind to attach non-merged Rockers to field Colonels and Majors as additional personal protection, and they had to test the upgrades to the AI to allow them to act similarly to Rover or Spot drones utilized by exomechs.


They wouldn’t be god-mode, that was for sure.  Like any AI system, their usefulness in actual combat was limited by their ability to make sense out of the chaos of ground-based combat.  The officer they were escorting would have to supervise them, tell them what to do, because most AI ran into major issues when the time came to start shooting at the enemy if there wasn’t someone there to guide them.


The old drones the Legion built in one of their first operations was a perfect example of the limitations of AI in combat.  The drones had performed admirably in shooting down Trillane sensor pods in orbit, but they hadn’t been programmed to see Trillane line vessels as a threat, so they completely ignored them…which allowed those ships to blow up the drones without them even trying to evade their fire.  The drones didn’t recognize the incoming fire as a threat, and so they didn’t even try to dodge.  The drones had done well with what they were programmed to do, but the instant they were confronted with something outside their programming…game over.


But, that was also why Karinne drones did so much better than other drones, because of biogenics.  The chips in those drones learned, and that made their AI evolve as they gained experience…and it had nothing to do with programming.  When a master control chip in a drone, the heart of its biogenic system, encountered something new, it caused it to build new lattice pathways in its chip, learning about the new situation or scenario, and that learning was permanent.  Even if the drone’s standard memory was wiped and it was reset back to factory default, those lattice pathways were still there, that learning was still there, and it would affect how the chip operated forever after.  That ability to learn, to learn from past battles and learn to recognize threats, was why biogenic AI systems had a much higher survivability rate than other drone types.  Biogenic AI systems did not utterly rely on databases of combat tactics, equipment, and strategies which often caused them to be sitting ducks when confronted with a situation their AI combat algorithms and logic could not analyze, biogenic AI systems instead referred to that database as a resource and learned as they executed the commands they were given, adding both to their shared database and to their internal lattice pathways.  That could alter the basic operational parameters of the chip, if its programming told it something its internal memory, its own experience, told it was not a good idea.  A drone that encountered a new threat and survived it remembered it the next time it faced that threat, even if that mission log was removed from its database.

The two Rockers with Bo would learn with each mission they performed even if they weren’t operating independently, seeing how its driver worked, learning from its driver, which would expand its basic AI programming as the Rocker gained experience.  With enough experience being controlled by a driver and with some future advances in AI combat algorithms, someday a Rocker’s AI system just might be able to operate independently and be effective.  While that wouldn’t be any time soon, Jason had a project team in MRDD and an entirely different one in the Department of Science working on it.

That was one of the most fundamental differences between biogenics and all other types of computer architecture, because biogenic computers and chips learned, and that learning could allow the chip to alter its own programming if its past experience told it that its programming was not the best way to achieve its objective.  It did occasionally make Jason worry that a I, Robot or 2001: A Space Odyssey scenario might break out if a biogenic computer went rogue, but both Myleena and Cybi thought he was being paranoid.


“And did you have fun flying up here in your toy, Jayce?” Bo teased as they walked over to him.


“You bet your ass I did,” he replied shamelessly as he took off his helmet, which made Myleena laugh.  “How’s the Rocker experiment going?”


“So far so good, as the Terrans say,” Rook answered.  He was wearing a standard KMS maintenance coverall over his metallic-skinned body, his name embroidered just over the top left pocket on his chest, and had on a Karsa Bombers baseball cap.  “The units have been operating with expected satisfaction so far.”

“Well, just walking around following someone isn’t all that hard,” Jason chuckled as Dellin came into the corvette bay, a hologram of Cynna floating beside him.  “Have you done any combat sims with them yet?”


“Three.  I sent you a report on their performance.”

“It must be pretty deep at the bottom of my inbox,” Jason chuckled.  “I’ve let my work back up a little bit lately.  I’ve had better things to do, like play with my toys,” he grinned at Bo, which made him, Tom, and Myleena laugh again.


“Big toys are the best toys,” Myleena told them.


Dellin reached them, and since Jason was wearing official armor, was “in uniform” of a sort, Dellin saluted him as if he were a KMS officer.  Jason laughed and waved him off dismissively.  “Don’t do that, Dellin,” he chided.  “Sorry we’re late.  Blame Myli.”


“I was busy,” she said without much repentance in her voice.


“She made us sit on the tarmac for nearly half an hour waiting for her,” Tom accused.  “But, at least it let me see Project F.”


“The outside of it,” Myleena teased a little.  “I can’t show you the inside, Tom.  Even 3D doesn’t get to see everything.”


“No sweat, boss, we can live with the rejection,” Bo said in a barbed voice.

“That’s what it was, Bo, complete rejection,” Myleena dug.  “You weren’t good enough for Project F.”


“You can be a real bitch when you wanna be, you know that, Myli?” Jason accused, which made her laugh brightly.


“I see that witty banter is something of a constant with Jason, no matter whom he addresses,” Cynna noted to Dellin.


“It’s a quirk,” he agreed mildly, which made Jason laugh.


“Watch it, missy, your final certification requires my signature,” he warned the CBIM, which made her smile ominously.


“Dellin,” she said promptingly.


“You take Cynna offline, Jayce, and I’ll point every GRAF cannon on the surface at your house,” he threatened, which made all of them laugh, well, except for Siyhaa.  But Siyhaa did smile slightly.


“Now that all the witty banter is out of the way, let’s get this bachi match going,” Myleena prompted.  “I’ve got a lot of work to do back on the island.”


There wasn’t really all that much for them to do, since Cynna had already passed all of her inspections and tests, and her performance logs made it abundantly clear that she was operating exactly as she should.  And on the other side of it, Cynna had settled into her job in Kosigi extremely well.  She had made many friends among the base personnel, and had learned a great deal about the other races and governments of the Confederation by interacting with the workers they had in the moon to build their battleships.  Cynna probably had more experience dealing with outside cultures than any CBIM other than Cybi, because her job put her into extensive contact with them, as well as with many rulers.  Cynna had even started briefing the Confederate Council about Kosigi’s operations when Dellin was too busy to do it.

As Jason had suspected, Cynna had developed personality far faster than the other CBIMs had.  She wasn’t as quirky as Cyvanne, but she did have a few idiosyncrasies that were hers and hers alone.  She had developed into a wise, acerbic, slightly salty personality with a subtle sense of humor that could gab with dock workers in a pub after their shift as easily and effortlessly as she could stare down a council ruler demanding more space, resources, or privileges for his workers in Kosigi.  Cynna had become the most cosmopolitan of the new CBIMs, even more so than Cyra, because her job had exposed her to so many different cultures and to many different subsets of those cultures.  All in all, Jason was quite pleased with the newest CBIM, and had definite and genuine affection for her.  He had affection for all the CBIMs, but Cynna was benefiting from being the baby in her very small, very unique little family.

The other baby in the family was also working out very well.  Coma had developed as Jason thought she would, and was as much a fixture on the Tianne as Cynna was in Kosigi.  A ship that big and complex needed a computer like Coma just to operate, but Coma had developed some real personality as she settled into her duties, striking up sincere friendships with Palla, Sammy, and many of the crew she both helped and supervised.  Palla not only had no complaints, she made sure to crow about Coma every chance she got, and being a typical Faey, rubbed Coma in the faces of the other ship captains more than a little bit.  She had something that didn’t exist on any other ship, a near CBIM-level computer, and she made sure they were fully aware that their ships didn’t have a Coma.

Faey…sometimes he wondered why he put up with them.


But, there was some real work to do to certify Cynna, and they got started on it after getting to the core chamber.  Jason, Myleena, and Siyhaa did a pretty in-depth inspection, to the point where they opened cases and visually inspected boards and stacks and datafiber trunks, and checked video feeds from spiders that could see where they could not. Cynna’s equipment stacks were absolutely crawling with spiders, with exactly 500,000 of the microscopic nanomachines roaming around the interior of her equipment, who were under her command to conduct inspections and effect preventive maintenance and low-priority simple repairs.  Since Cynna was new, they had very little to do but conduct scheduled inspections and periodic preventive maintenance, where the nanites in Cybi’s core had a much more exciting life.  Given that some of her equipment was over 1,400 years old, her spiders were doing a lot more work.


When they got the Virgan CBIM installed, they had plans on the board to do some major work to Cybi’s core systems, the original equipment moved with her in her core chamber when they moved it to Karsa, to effectively replace that equipment with new, more powerful systems.  Cybi was having more and more failures in that equipment over the last few months, as those systems finally succumbed after over a millennium of constant operations, and while she used her new equipment far more than her old, that equipment was fairly important.  They’d have to take Cybi offline from the biogenic network for a few days to do the work, and even though she wasn’t intertwined into the entire planet anymore, that would still take a lot of preparation.  Cybi was still a critically important component of the biogenic network and to the planet as a whole.


After nearly two hours of meticulous inspections, both Siyhaa and Myleena gave Cynna a clean bill of computer health, finding her operating at peak efficiency with no hardware or software problems.  They then moved from the core room to the operations center, where they got the final reports from the 3D teams that had been observing Cynna since she came online.  All of the team supervisors concurred that Cynna was ready to be certified, that she had no technical or operational issues, and they further stated that Cynna had meshed exceptionally well with the people that worked in Kosigi, both Karinnes and foreign workers.  Everyone that knew Cynna liked Cynna, even beings from radically different cultures.  Cynna was the CBIM version of Symone, with her own charisma and charm, but with a computer’s steel when she made decisions that people didn’t like. She was affable but firm, friendly but rigid when it came to a schedule, and she wasn’t afraid to get in the face of a dock foreman that was letting his crew slack off.  Dellin ran Kosigi with an iron fist, and Cynna had her own spiked gauntlet that she put on when it was time to get things back on schedule.


Dellin, of course, couldn’t say enough good things about Cynna when it came time for his personal recommendation.  Cynna was exactly what Kosigi needed, and on a personal level, Cynna was now one of his best friends.  She helped keep his base running with the efficiency and excellence he demanded, and the fact that he really liked her as a person was just an added bonus.

Once that was done, it was as simple as Jason, Myleena, and Siyhaa concurring that Cynna was good to go.  Jason signed the final form, and that was that.  Without any fanfare or ceremony, Cynna’s status changed from probationary to operational, and she was “promoted” to a fully operational CBIM.  The 3D team in her core chamber started preparing the chamber for normal operations, which would make it unmanned, and the ops center observers packed up their toys at the station Dellin had given them.  They weren’t needed on Kosigi anymore, and space in the ops center was a precious commodity.

After they finished up, Jason walked with Bo, Rook, and Myleena back to the corvette bay holding their transportation, as Siyhaa oversaw the cleaning out and securing of Cynna’s core chamber.  The two Rockers clacked along several paces in front of them, escorting them to their destination.  “I see they upgraded the Rockers with the new pod mounts ahead of schedule,” Jason noted as he looked at the backs of the two units, who now had sockets on their upper shoulders to hold external mount pods.


“Those are the prototypes, the refit schedule hasn’t changed.  When will the pod mount upgrades for the armor systems be introduced?”

“Next takir,” he replied, referring to their new version of Crusader armor with their own mount points.  The armor would be mainly used by Army, Marine, and Tark units, since Naval line crews didn’t really need mount pods to do their jobs, and didn’t require a complete replacement of the whole armor suit, just the backplate and breastplate.  They’d worked so well for the exomechs that MRDD had designed external mount equipment for infantry in Crusader armor, mounting directly to the back of the armor, which included external flight pods like the ones used in exo-pack ejection systems for Wolf pilots. Those were external grav engines to give an ejected pilot the ability to get out of the theater quickly, to get to a rescue ship, and MRDD had redesigned the exo-packs to create flight-capable pods that were designed for use by infantry, giving them much more speed, stability, and maneuverability than the grav engines in the armor provided.  They also had some external weapon pods for infantry use, but they couldn’t build anything exceedingly exotic or powerful, because the person in the armor might not be able to survive the stresses that using that weapon would put on him.  After all, a big cannon mounted on the shoulder was going to fling the shooter backwards if he fired it, even if it was an energy weapon.  Newton’s law of equal and opposite reaction was as merciless as it was indiscriminate.  Rockers, on the other hand, had the internal reinforcement to use some of the heavier weapon pods that they’d designed.


And to make things as versatile as possible, personal mount pods were interchangeable between infantry in Crusader armor and Rockers.  They used the same mountpoint configuration, with the only caveat being that pod units that weren’t safe for infantry had software lockouts that kept them from being used.  They could still mount them and carry them, they just couldn’t use them.  Which, if used wisely, could be quite a ploy for a crafty infantry officer.


The three main pods they’d designed for infantry use were flight pods, very small personal missile launcher packs which were more or less shoulder-mounted rocket launchers, and an external weapon called a “Hellgun” which was patterned after a Vindicator minigun, a gatling gun that used a multiple barrels that fired a disruptor beam.  Because of the way disruptors worked, autofire variants had to utilize multiple barrels to fire in bursts rather than a single barrel firing in rapid succession, which was the main reason the Coalition didn’t use disruptors as their primary infantry weapon.  A single barrel disruptor had a very slow cycle time, which wasn’t ideal in infantry combat, but multibarrel disruptors got a little large and bulky for infantry to lug around.  They used a very ingenious weapon called a Quantum Blaster for their infantry instead, which still packed a pretty impressive punch.  The Coalition used disruptors on mecha and as fixed weapon guns, but their infantry carried those quantum weapons.

It was as true for old Terran machine guns as it was for modern ground combat; firepower mattered, and the ability to spray a heavy volume of fire in a short amount of time was just as important to the Confederation as it had been to the men who built the machine guns used in World War One.  Infantry disruptors had too slow of a cycle time between shots to be effective weapons in infantry combat, and disruptors capable of autofire the way MPACs and pulse weapons were tended to be too big and bulky for infantry to carry.

The very term MPAC described that functionality; Metaphased Plasma Auto Cannon.  Though, the term “MPAC” had become a catch-all name for all metaphased plasma weaponry, even those that didn’t fire in automatic mode, that weren’t true auto cannons.  Just like Aspirin had once started as a brand name rather than a name for a medicine, the term MPAC had come to describe any weapon that fired metaphased plasma, when it was originally the name of a specific weapon, the MPAC batteries on Faey battle cruisers.


Having access to an arsenal of different weaponry expanded the ability of the troops to react to different situations, so Sioa had wanted infantry disruptors on the field in case they found themselves in a situation where they were the best option for her troops.  The addition of disruptors to the arsenal meant that his Army had access to pulse weapons, MPACs, railguns, rockets and other infantry-used explosives (extremely effective against unshielded and soft-shielded mecha, fixed positions, and unarmored enemy infantry), Jhri multiphasic ion weaponry (excellent for frying power systems in enemy mecha and fixed positions), Colonial iso-neutron weapons, Korgg tetryon wave weaponry, and now Coalition disruptors and Quantum Blasters.


Quantum Blasters were another rather nifty and unique idea out of the Coalition.  They utilized the Quantum Uncertainty Principle as a weapon, firing plasma streams at insane speeds by exploiting a law of quantum physics known as the Uncertainty Principle.  The Uncertainty Principle was a law of quantum physics that stated that location and velocity were two separate values that could not both be exactly defined in a single particle.  The more one knows the location of a particle, the less certain the value of its velocity, and vice versa.  By using an on-weapon computer to define the location of the plasma fired by the weapon to such a point that its velocity went into quantum flux, then amplifying that effect using old fashioned plasma magnets, it combined the two forces to propel the plasma particles at extreme speed.  It didn’t have the same velocity or range as a railgun, but the plasma stream emitted by a quantum blaster had so much velocity behind it that it had quadruple the range of any other non-phased plasma weapon, and allowed the plasma stream to penetrate shields and armor that would normally stop it were it moving slower. It was one of the most ingenious uses of the Uncertainty Principle that Jason had ever seen, and he’d seen quite a few.  Those Coalition engineers were not only damn smart, they were damn creative.

The Karinnes had adopted disruptor technology for their own use to complement pulse and railgun technology for the KMS, and Coalition shield technology was so advanced, so impressive, that their ideas had been incorporated into their own Teryon shields to increase their power by nearly 37%, made them rugged enough to stand up to MPACs for more than just one or two shots.  MRDD was also working on a version of the Coalition’s Quantum Blaster that used metaphased plasma rather than standard plasma, which would turn the weapon into an absolute beast.


That was one of the core reasons they had the Academy in the first place, and why the Ruu had all but moved into it.  The Academy allowed them to disseminate their knowledge to the galaxy, but also returned knowledge back to them.  The ideas of the Coalition were advanced and they were highly creative, and the Karinnes benefited from that knowledge because of the Academy.


“When is the upgrade and refit for the Crusader armor taking place?”

“We already have nearly ten thousand new backplate and chestplate assemblies built, and the rest will be ready as the Army and Marines rotate through the upgrade schedule and finish their rating training to learn how to use them,” Jason continued.  “Their old ones will be stored and used for Naval personnel.  The armor factory’s worked out a viable means to resize the old backplates and chestplates for new wearers so we don’t have to completely trash them.  Backplates particularly are easier to resize because of the power pack and other units built into it.  The chestplates are a bit trickier, but the armor factory came up with a way to do it that doesn’t trash the chestplate or damage its power conduits and datafibers.”

“They found a way to bend a compressed carapace?” Bo asked in surprise.


“Believe it or not, they did,” he answered.  “It’s pretty damn ingenious, but it takes a hell of a lot of power.  They had to install new power feeds directly off the industrial trunk just for the resizing equipment.  It was sapping power off the line at the factory.”


“I gotta go over there and take a look at that,” Bo laughed.


“Sure, you have clearance, knock yourself out,” Jason replied.  “They can’t expand or reduce the armor, can only change its shape, so they can only resize it for someone that’s already close to fitting it.  But, that’s no real biggie,” Jason shrugged.  “Given how many people are in the Navy, someone is gonna be close enough of a fit for it to work.”


“What pod units are they producing for the armor?  Anything different from Rocker pods?” Rook asked.


“Flight pods, several external shoulder-mounted weapons, external personal shield generators, external sensor pods, and drone racks,” he replied.  “The racks can carry a Spot drone.  There are also some generic sling frame units, like a frame for holstering a railgun or a Korgg tetryon wave rifle or disruptor minigun.  Most infantry not carrying a mount pod will be equipped with a sling frame so they can carry external weapons.”

“Moving away from using the nested pulse weapons as the primary weapon?”

“More like giving my girls more options on the battlefield,” he replied.  “They’re always there if a soldier needs them, but now they’ll have an easy way to carry around an external weapon, and that gives them more options.  Options are always good for infantry.  Pulse weapons, MPACs, and railguns are still the primary weapons of the Army, but now my girls will have access to a larger arsenal.  You know how Army girls love guns, Rook.  The more the better, and the harder they hit, the more they love them.”


Rook gave a sound of amusement, nearly a laugh.  “I’ve seen Meya and Myra’s gun collection.  It’s almost silly.”

“And when were you in their houses, Rook?” Bo challenged.


“I don’t tell you everything, Bo,” he replied in a tone that made Jason burst out laughing.


They reached the corvette bay, where a skimmer was sitting with the hatch open to pick up Bo and Rook and take them back to Karis.  Shen and Suri were waiting by their Wolf fighters, and the corvette that escorted him up was closing its hatch, preparing to take off.  You done, Jason? Suri asked as he put on his helmet and caused his mecha to open its cockpit doors.

Done here, anyway.  On to the next appointment.


I’d really rather you get in a ship for this, Jason, Shen sent in concern.  You’ve never traversed a gate in a mecha before.


I know how to do it, woman, sheesh, he replied.  I’ve done it nearly 80 times in the simulator. It’s time to do it for real.  Besides, Jax is going to be following us in the corvette, if I forget something, she’ll be there to tow my Juggernaut to the planet.


I’ve already got the towing beam warmed up, your Grace, Jax sent teasingly.


Your confidence in me is overwhelming, Jax, he sent blandly.


I have enough experience to know what’s gonna happen, she replied cheekily.


That smells like a wager, woman, he challenged.


Oh no, that will give you extra incentive to do it right, she retorted.


Bitch, you can forget about getting your General’s diamond now.


If only that was your decision, she sent teasingly in reply.


I’ll make it my decision, he threatened as he floated up to the open doors of his Juggernaut’s cockpit.  He turned around and backed into it, pushed his heels into the molded form, then settled back into the gel backing.  He felt his armor lock in as the heavily armored doors closed, then the crest lowered on the outside to further protect the doors from damage.  Jason took a breath, exhaled, then closed his eyes and merged up into his mecha, when its cameras and sensory units took over for his eyes, ears, nose, and skin.  Data flowed through his mind, the important data was put in his field of vision as part of his HUD as an additional reminder, and he felt himself completely sync with the mecha’s motor control system.  He raised the massive mecha’s armored arm and then closed its hand into a fist, flexed the fingers, then took a slight step to the side to look back at the corvette.  All systems online and green, he reported almost automatically.  I’m ready, as soon as a couple of slackers get in their fighters, he prompted, the mecha’s head fixing its chilling gaze on Shen and Suri.  Everything about the Juggernaut just oozed intimidation, including its sleek-lined yet slightly scary faceplate.


My, he’s so brave when he’s inside one of his toys, Suri sent impishly as she rose up into the belly of her fighter.


I’ll leave you two behind, I don’t need you for this.


You leave us behind, you answer to Aya, Shen told him.  You really want to press that button, Jason?


I’ve pressed it many times in the past, and I still have all my fingers and toes, he replied flippantly as Shen picked her Wolf up off the deck, then Suri did the same.  You ready, Jax?


We’re good to go, your Grace, she answered.


[Kosigi Control, Karinne One.  Ready to depart.]


[Permission to depart granted.  There are no restrictions to the lanes from your current bay.]


[Copy that,] he acknowledged as he brought up the flight pod engines attached to the shoulders of his armor.  We’re good to go, ladies, let’s get moving.  If I’m late, Grik’zzk’s gonna skewer me with one of her blade arms.

Their destination was the newest planet in the house, 3QA-119, named Arkayis.  It was closer to the P quadrant than the S quadrant, and like most of the planets owned by the house, it had qualities that made it worth going out to claim it.  The planet was so much like Terra that it made Jason do a double-take the first time he saw the report on it.  The planet was nearly the exact same size as Terra, had similar atmospheric composition, and was almost at the same distance from its star as Terra was, just a little further out.  It orbited its star faster than Terra did, however, which combined to give 3QA-119-4 a 363 day year, just two days off Terra’s year.  And if that wasn’t similar enough, the planet had a 23.95 hour day, very nearly 24 hours.  It too was primarily a water planet, with the surface covered by 71% water.  But, that was where the similarities ended.  The planet was hotter than Terra by 7 shuki average temperature, which widened the tropical belt and narrowed the polar regions; the planet did not have permanent ice packs at the poles, just seasonal ice.  The planet had 1.36 pressure and 1.19 gravity, the heavier gravity caused by the fact that the planet had almost shocking amounts of heavy metal deposits, which was extremely rare given the planet’s size.  The planet’s core wasn’t made of iron or nickel like many rocky planets with a magnetic field, it was comprised almost entirely of Ardantium 291, which was one of the metals used to create the alloy Neutronium.  All the extra mass from those heavy metals made the planet heavy gravity, but unlike most heavy metal planets, this one was also arable.  It was very rare for a planet so rich in heavy metals to have a life-sustaining climate and ecosystem.  Most were like Bellar, where they had some life-sustaining qualities, but the presence of the metals caused all kinds of issues that actually made trying to survive there without biodomes or support equipment anywhere from difficult to impossible.  Radiation was the most common issue with a heavy metal planet, many of the metals were unstable isotopes, but radiation certainly wasn’t the only one.

For that matter, all six of the rocky planets in the system were laden with heavy metal deposits, which made the system a real find.  But planet two was the only one capable of supporting life.  It was also the only one that wasn’t all but glowing in the dark from all the radiation.  The entire system was hot, but the planet’s liquid Ardantium core gave it a strong enough magnetic field to protect the life on the planet from the radiation in the system.


There was one other thing that made Arkayis different from any other Karinne holding, and that was the fact that there was a sentient species already there.  They were called the Arkai, a Stone age-level society similar to the gruug on Exile, but not quite as ugly.  In fact, they looked remarkably Faey-like, almost a cross between a Faey and a Prakarikai, with pointed ears, very beautiful bone structure, elegance and grace…and only about 3.8 shakra tall on the average, which made them a little taller than the Beryans on the height scale.  They were truly elf-like in Jason’s mind, since the elves of folklore and legend from Terra were supposed to be short, but weren’t obnoxious like the Prakarikai were, so Jason considered them more elf like than the Prakarikai.  It was no surprise they were short, since heavy gravity planets produced short races on the average.  Tall or large heavy gravity species like the Faey or the Ogravians were actually the exception, not the norm. 


Jason had made a very rare exception to his usual rules because the Arkai dwelled entirely on one continent, leaving the rest of the planet available.  And, it was also something of an experiment to see if the Karinnes could operate on a planet without disturbing the residents.  They would leave the Arkai’s continent alone and do their farming and mining elsewhere, and when the Arkai started expanding from their continent, the Karinnes would leave the planet.  So, Arkayis wasn’t intended to be a permanent holding of the house, and Jason had driven that fact home by forbidding the construction of permanent cities on the planet.  They could put up prefab buildings, but there would be no colonies there like New Karsa on Exile.  Anything they put up on the planet, they had to be able to take down within 20 days of receiving the order to leave.

But they had to get there first.  Jason lifted his mecha off the deck and straight up, passing through the airskin shield, then ascended up over the surface of Kosigi.


Jason reached cruising speed in his mecha, his destination the newest Stargate in the ever-expanding ring of them in distant orbit around Karis.  There were 29 of those gates now, each one leading to a different holding of the house.  18 of those holdings were farming planets, and the other 11 were mining operations.  That made House Karinne one of the biggest food producers and exporters in the quadrant, they produced nearly 14,000 times more food than the house consumed, and they exported it all over the galaxy.  He chatted with Jax and her corvette crew as they headed for the gate, an 18 minute trip from Kosigi, catching up with one of his favorite Army Colonels and corvette commanders.  Jax had expanded her shop in Karsa and had opened two new ones in Teria City and Henira City, and she was making quite a lot of money.  As the Stargate loomed ahead and they entered traffic, Sticks and dropships heading to the new planet carrying equipment, he slowed down and allowed the corvette to take the lead, riding the coattails of the bigger ship, which would have the right of way under Karinne flight rules.  The cargo jockeys around them gave the corvette a wide berth, at least until Jax approached one of the big freighters that was carrying heavy equipment.  The freighter was bigger than the corvette, so it had the right of way, and they were too close to the Stargate to pass it.  [We’re one minute out, let’s go ahead and secure for gate passage,] Jax called over STG, since the sending was always really thick in a freight lane as the pilots gabbed at each other.  [You hear that, your Grace?  Put that beast in gate passage mode.]


[Push off, bitch,] he retorted as he did just that, setting his final velocity vector and shutting down the engines, which would allow the mecha to drift through the gate on its own momentum, then powering down the vast majority of the mecha.  [Gate passage mode enabled.]


The freighter in front of them vanished into the Stargate, which caused its blue swirl of energy to dominate his forward cameras.  I’m impressed, Jason, you even got your velocity vector right, Jax teased just before the corvette vanished into the blue swirl, catapulting it halfway across the galaxy in the blink of an eye.  Jason saved his retort, since he hit the border of the Stargate, and felt the mecha shudder a tiny bit as it transited the stable wormhole the Stargate created and controlled.  In a fraction of a second, he was halfway across the galaxy, with the blue and green jewel of Arkayis in his forward view, just to the port and below the freighter and corvette in front of him.

Secure from gate passage mode, set course for the planet, Jax sent openly, directing it at her pilot.   And let’s pass that freighter, I’d rather not pitter behind that whale the whole way there.

It took them nearly half an hour to reach the edge of the atmosphere, then Jason took the lead again as they executed a controlled descent to the site where they were building their temporary hub facility, which would act as a transport hub for the many satellite farms and mining operations they were planning.  They were going to use a decentralized system here where all their operations were small and had a small footprint on the land and its environment, which would make it easy for them to withdraw and leave no trace for the Arkai to find, which might interfere with their natural development.  All their farming operations would be smaller than on most other planets, almost like homestead farms where no farm could be larger than one square kathra, those multitudes of small farms spread across the natural grasslands of the planet.  Mining operations would literally be a hole in the ground, the shaft the only visible mark of the operation from the surface, and that shaft would be collapsed or filled in when they were done.  Waste rock produced by the mine would be stored in orbital containers, and when the mine was exhausted, the mineshaft would be filled in with the same rock that was removed from it in the first place and replicated carbon and silicon to make up the ore removed from the mineshaft.  To prevent a scenario where they overmined one part of the planet and caused it to wobble on its axis due to imbalance, their mines would be spread evenly across the entire planet, everywhere but the Arkai’s home continent.  And Jason had decreed that they could take no surface deposits or mine more than 50% of the available buried ore.  They were only allowed to mine a minimum of 2,500 shakra under the surface, all the way down to border of the outer core, far deeper than future Arkai technology could reach for maybe a couple of thousand years.  They were not stripping the planet of its resources and leaving the Arkai with nothing, once they developed enough to start utilizing those ores.


The whole planet and the operation here was a field test of their “no footprint” operation, where they left a planet with barely any trace they were ever there.


Grik’zzk was waiting on the landing pad, one of their prefab ones, as he landed his mecha, the Wolves and corvette landing lightly behind him.  The huge earth-toned Kizzik scrabbled forward as he opened the doors and dropped down to the plascrete.  “Grik’zzk, sorry we’re late,” he apologized as he took off his helmet after his armor pressurized him to the native atmosphere, then nearly hit Suri in the face with it as he handed it back without looking.  He shaded his eyes from the brightness of the sun here, brighter than Terra’s star but not as bright as Karis’ blue sun, and admitted that it was pretty nice here.  The air was thick from the pressure, but the air was warm, the sweet smell of earth and plants and trees heavy in the thick air, and the deep blue sky was cloudless and lovely.  The blue here was a deeper shade than Terra and Karis, almost a sapphire blue like Palla’s skin, and he found it to be quite pleasing.  The darker blue was due to the very slight difference in the proportion of gases in the atmosphere compared to Karis.  He was of a mind to look it up in the astro-chemistry datastores when he got home to see just which gas added to the nitrogen in what proportions produced that sapphire blue sky. 

“It worked out, revered Hive-leader, I had a couple of issues arise that made me late as well,” she admitted through her interface’s speaker.  “I have a flying platform waiting to take out to the first of the farms,” she added, motioning with one of her blade arms at a nearby platform.


“Awesome.  You girls wait here, I don’t need you,” he told his guards, which earned him a couple of steely looks.


Keep digging that grave, Jason, Shen warned.


It keeps life exciting, he replied with aplomb as he and the large insectoid stepped onto the platform.  It rose up from the pad by Grik’zzk’s communal command, and whisked them to the west as Jason would consider it, towards the direction of the setting sun.


With her usual exacting attention to detail, Grik’zzk showed him several of the new farms and described the methods they were using.  Most of the satellite farms would be unmanned, automated, with roaming drones stopping by at regular intervals to survey plant growth, check for crop damage from local wildlife, and analyze soil chemistry to keep it fertile.  Farm workers would respond to a farm when they were needed, and would stay at their central facility supervising the drones and other automated systems when not out in the field.  Hands gripping the extended rail of the platform, he looked down on the farm and asked quite a few questions about how the operation might make things harder for Grik’zzk, since a decentralized system wouldn’t be as efficient as how they did it on other planets.


“As long as you allow us to build warehouses for crop storage, we should have little trouble operating under this system,” she told him.  “It would be too inefficient to try to package harvests for shipment at each farm.  Jrz’kii would have very harsh words for you if you forced her Stick pilots to fly all over the planet to pick up cargo.”

“You should have authorization to build more than enough warehouses to handle your projections, Grik, unless the mining operation tried to hijack them from you.”


“The mining supervisor is a Makati out of Trenirk’s office, and he’s a little afraid of me.  I assure you, revered Hive-leader, he’ll take none of my warehouses,” she informed him, which made him laugh.


“I’ll take stock of him when it’s his turn to show me around.  In, oh, about two hours,” he noted after checking the time in his gestalt.  “And you are a little intimidating to someone that short,” he added slyly.


“There are many ways to motivate lazy workers, revered Hive-leader,” she told him as she rasped the blades at the ends of her outside arms against each other in a motion that reminded Jason of a man sharpening a knife, which made him laugh again.


“You’re so mean, Grik.  It’s why I like you so much,” he told her.


She showed him three more farms before taking him back, and he spent the time waiting for the mining operator to arrive talking with the xeno-socioligist sent by the Academy to study the Arkai.  She was a Farguut, and would be observing the Arkai using hovercamera pods equipped with Urumi stealth shields tuned to counter Arkai visual acuity, which would make them invisible.  To Jason, however, they looked like the camo used by the alien from the Predator movies, apparent whenever the camera pod moved.  But Hailar assured him that the Arkai would not be able to see the pod, even when it was moving.  Jason did his best not to look at the Farguut woman’s extra pair of eyes, which creeped out many Terrans a little bit; she was actually a very pretty young lady, but those extra eyes near her temples, they just killed the whole thing.

“From what I’ve observed so far, your Grace, the Arkai are quite remarkable,” she told him as they looked at holos of an Arkai hunting party, moving with graceful stealth through the forest.  Arkai were a gender segregated species, where only males hunted while only women practiced skills such as weaving. The tufted tip of Hailar’s tail swished around her leg before vanishing again.  “They score a 9.3 on the Meldrik-Evanton scale, which is one of the highest scores I’ve seen.”


“And that means?” he prompted.


She smiled at him.  “The Meldrik-Evanton scale is a means of measuring the base intellectual capability of a primitive civilization based on its use of available resources, skills in manufacturing, and efficiency in providing for the needs of the social group.  The score is weighted based on the observed social customs of the group, with groups that show violent tendencies towards each other scoring lower than those that do not.  The Arkai score a 9.3 out of 10, your Grace, and that is very impressive. Like I said, it’s the highest score I’ve ever seen.  It might be the highest we’ve ever recorded, but I’m not sure about that.”


“So, they’re very smart, they’re resourceful, they’re creative, and they’re not aggressive towards each other,” he reasoned.


“Precisely,” she nodded.  “They’re not aggressive with other social groups of Arkai either, but that might be a reflection of the bounty of their environment.  Those groups don’t have to compete with each other for food and other resources.  But we haven’t had the chance to observe any social group in a stress situation yet, so the score isn’t finalized. How they deal with a stress situation also weights the score.”


“Where do the gruug score on that scale?”


“If I remember right, your Grace, they score a 6.3,” she answered.


“What about the Silissta of RG-118?”


She touched her interface, no doubt accessing that data all the way back at the Academy.  “They score a 4.9,” she answered.


“Okay, that gives me an idea of what that number actually means,” he said lightly, which made her chuckle.


Jason gave a slight double-take when another female approached, a Keelo.  She was really tall, even for a Keelo, a good head taller than him—his eyes fell almost right in line with her nipples—and like all Keelo, she was tattooed and wore nothing above the waist.  Those tattoos and the red sash she wore, he’d learned, were religious in nature, and the designs on her denoted the god she worshipped and the sect within the religion.  But unlike most civilizations with multiple religions, they hadn’t fought one another as they developed.  The six gods of the Keelo pantheon were friends, and forbade their worshippers from fighting one another.  Her tattoos marked her as a Bailari Traditionalist, a religious sect devoted to science, knowledge, and learning.  It made her presence here make sense, since most Bailari Traditionalists were scientists, teachers, tutors, and workers in highly technical fields.


The sects of the Keelo had created a caste society, where worshippers of a sect pushed their children into the professions that their sects considered “proper.”  As a Bailari Traditionalist, this Keelo would be forbidden by her sect to shed the blood of another, so she wouldn’t be found in any military occupation.  She was also forbidden to touch the blood of another, so she would be in no medical profession.  If she wasn’t smart enough to be in the sciences, she would find work acceptable to her sect, perhaps as a cargo pilot, or a small business owner, or maybe a factory worker.  Jobs like that were where the Keelo from different sects intermingled in a work environment, for they were the Keelo that couldn’t make it in their sect’s preferred occupations.  So they made due in lower skill occupations, and formed the backbone of Keelo production and service economies.


“Your Grace, my primary assistant and doctorate candidate, Jol Morann,” she introduced.  Jason touched his outer forearm to hers in the ritual Keelo greeting—just being gentle since he was armored—and that caused her to smile brightly, showing one of the more chilling aspects of a Keelo, the fangs.  Keelo had fangs, and they weren’t vestigial.  When she closed her mouth, the tips of her fangs were just below the gumline for her lower teeth.  And if that wasn’t enough, those fangs were heavily reinforced and damn near unbreakable, giving her an exceptionally powerful and dangerous bite, and they were venomous.  She couldn’t spit venom the way an Urumi could, but Keelo venom was lethal to most other forms of life.  Their venom was a neurotoxin that paralyzed muscles, and if the venom reached the heart or lungs, they paralyzed those as well, causing death.  Keelo were immune to their own venom, and were immune to all other neurotoxins as well. Their biology had evolved a natural immunity to all classes of neurotoxins.

To Jason’s knowledge, the Keelo were the only mammalian humanoid species known to the Karinnes that had neurotoxin.  Lots of them had fangs, but they didn’t have venomous fangs.  There were quite a few mammal species out there that had venom, but all of them were unevolved, all of them except the Keelo…at least known.  The universe was too big for there not to be another humanoid race out there somewhere with venomous fangs, they just hadn’t discovered them yet.

The Karinnes had known about the fangs right after the first meeting at RJ-44, but they hadn’t known about the venom until after they started trading information and technology with them.


“Nice to meet you, Jol,” Jason said, looking up at the very slender, willowy Keelo.  Keelo never failed to make Jason think they were malnourished, but that was just how they were.  There was no such thing as a fat Keelo.  “You doing your dissertation work on the Arkai?”


She nodded.  “Yes, your Grace.  They’ve never been studied before, so this is a perfect opportunity,” she told him in her husky, not quite feminine voice.  Keelo were bigger than Terrans and Faey, so their voices were naturally deeper.  To the Keelo, she had a feminine voice, but among the Faey, she’d be singing low alto or baritone in the choir.  “Nobody can gainsay my conclusions unless they’re here studying them as well.”


Jason barked out a laugh. “Clever,” he said with a sly smile.


“I’ll be reviewing your dissertative work, Jol,” Hailar warned, her tail slashing a little bit behind her.


“Then as long as my conclusions match yours, you won’t argue too much about them,” she replied calmly, which made Jason laugh even harder.


“She’s got you there, Hailar,” he declared.


“Keelo,” Hailar sighed forlornly, putting her hands on her hips.


“Farguut,” Jol mimicked her, which made Jason laugh again.


“If you show up in the infirmary with a bite wound, Hailar, I’d say you brought that on yourself,” Jason teased.


“She’s safe right now, your Grace.  Those doctors from your Medical service milked my fangs dry this morning.  They want to study Keelo venom,” she informed him.


“Oh, so this is your chance to be sassy, Hailar,” Jason noted, giving her a sidelong look.


“I’m the boss around here, your Grace,” she replied tartly.  “It’s not sass when the boss does it.”

“Trust me, it is,” Jason countered.


After talking about the Arkai with the two scientists, Jason continued his tour with Gorvin Frul from  Trenirk’s office.  He was a Master Builder with twenty years holding his hammer, and he was a mining specialist, a master of “building” underground in the form of mineshafts and mining infrastructure.  He was the Makati that would be overseeing all mining operations on the planet.  Gorvin took Jason to their first mine site in a skimmer, then explained to him in more detail than Jason really understood how they were going to drill the shaft, expand out to get at the ore veins, then fill the whole thing back in when they were done.  And Jason was impressed by how little they’d impacted the surrounding forest in the low hills.  They’d cut some trees down to make room around the proposed mineshaft to make room for equipment and personnel support buildings.  “We’re going to use harmonic wave cutters to core out the shaft, then remove the core in kathra-long sections and put them in orbit to keep them,” he explained.  “We plotted out this shaft to it avoids all deep faults in the rock under us, so we should have no seismic issues from the core removal.  We estimate that this one shaft will gain us access to nearly 151,000 benkonn of usable Andorite ore for making Adamantium, as well as 98,500 benkonn of Ardantium 291.  We’ll even pull out about 62,400 benkonn of copper, gold, silver, and platinum, it’s laced in with the Andorite ore,” he said with a chuckle.  “The house jewelers will be happy to hear that.”

“Damn, all from one shaft?” Jason asked, to which the Makati nodded.


“You have no idea how mineral rich this planet is, your Grace.  There are substantial deposits all through the planet’s mantle, all the way down to the liquid outer core.  This core shaft will eventually reach almost to the outer core before we finish operations and fill it back in.  We chose this shaft first because of the access to both Andorite and Ardantium.  There’s a site on the northern continent that we estimate will produce close to three million benkonn of Carbidium ore.”


“We don’t really need Carbidium.”


“And that’s why it’s low priority,” he nodded.  “We’ll mine it eventually just to sell it to others, since they use Carbidium.  But you said the priority is alloy ores for Neutronium, so we’re focusing our initial efforts on them.”


“Sounds good.  What about the other planets in the system?”


“I already have mining outfits dispatched, as well as some asteroid wranglers.  We found an asteroid out there that’s solid Telvastium 407.  And I already have a gas mining rig setting up at planet nine to mine the heavy core gases from it.”

“Sounds like Trenirk sent the right man out here to get this operation on its feet, Gorvin,” Jason said with an approving nod, which made the Makati preen a tiny bit.


“This is what I do for a living, your Grace.  I’d hope that after sixty years, I’d know what I’m doing.”


[Jason,] Cybi called.  [Jason, answer!]


[What is it, Cybi?  You sound a bit excited.]


[Come to 3D as quickly as you can!  There’s been a breakthrough!] she told him with elation threaded through her commune.


A breakthrough, and something so important that they’d call him to the shop?  It had to be big.  “Change of plans, Gorvin, get me back to the landing pad,” he said quickly.


“What’s the matter?”


“I’ve been recalled to Karis, something happened.”


“Uh oh.”


“It’s the good kind of uh oh, Gorvin,” he grinned as the Makati turned the skimmer around.  [Jax, get the Ranger ready for departure as soon as I get there.  Shen, Suri, you too.  We’re going back to Karis immediately.]


[I haven’t received any alerts from the KMS,] Jaxira replied.


[I just got recalled by my office, so it’s not something you’d hear through the KMS,] he told her.  [Now stop piddling and get your corvette ready to take off.]


[My crew is already here,  your Grace,] she assured him.  [I’ll take off now and clear the lanes to the Stargate.  I’ll also send it up so the KMS clears the lanes on the other side,] she added, referring to her ability to use her authority to take command of space.  She’d order all civilian traffic out of the shortest path between the Stargate and the planet, and the controllers at Karis would do the same.


[Good thinking.  Do it,]  he agreed as Gorvin opened the throttle of the skimmer, getting them back to the staging area as quickly as he could.


Thanks to Jax going first to clear the way, when Jason got his mecha back into space, there was nothing in his way.  That let him put his flight pods at max acceleration, and while he was heading back for the Stargate, he pondered what they’d managed to discover at 3D.  For it to be so important they’d recall him immediately, it had to be the diffusers or Project F.  Cybi hadn’t told him what it was about, and she wouldn’t due to security concerns—not even he felt using the biogenic comm network was entirely secure—but given how excited she sounded, it reinforced his belief that it had be one of those two projects.


Because of Jax, Jason landed his mecha on the pad outside the 3D warehouse 56 minutes after taking off.  Jenny literally ran out of the secured entry towards it as he opened the doors, and grabbed his armored hand as soon as he was on the tarmac.  “Come on come on come on come on!” she chanted, pulling on his hand urgently.


“Good grief, woman, calm down,” he chided as he let her drag him towards the secured entry doors.  Shen and Suri landed their fighters as he headed for the warehouse, but they didn’t get out.  Not even they were allowed in 3D.


The entire shop was in a tizzy when Jason entered, and many of them cheered when they saw him.  “Alright, I’m here and the door’s closed.  So what you got, Jenny?”


“We got the diffuser working!” she erupted, which caused an explosion of cheers from everyone in the shop.  “Full power, and it’s not jacking the power system!  We cracked it, Jayce!  We finally cracked it!”


“Holy shit, that’s awesome!” he said elatedly.  “Show me!”


“Look!” she said, pulling him to the center table and using her interface to bring up a diagram.  “We’ve tried everything to protect the power system from the diffusion effect.  Directional, phasing, changing the power outputs, you name it.  We found out that if we introduce a gravimetric flux at the opposite resonance composite the diffuser uses into the plasma stream, it generates a flux field that disrupts the diffusion effect, but only in a localized area!”

“A flux field?  The units filter that out!”


“I know!  We just tuned the exchangers, converters, and relays to allow just enough gravimetric flux to counter the diffusion field!  It causes a 6% power loss across the entire system, but we can compensate for that!  Jayce, we don’t have to install any extra equipment to fix this, we just change the settings of our power distribution equipment!”


“We took what we discovered experimenting with the plasma distribution system and created an algorithm that creates an inverse flux field that surrounds the plasma generation bubble in our power generation units,” Eraen answered as Jenny looked to resist jumping up and down.  “That flux field can be generated in a specific direction, so we set it so it projects it outward, away from the Torsion field that produces power, and that neutralized the diffusion effect.  We still don’t have a fix yet for the diffusers messing with artificial gravity, but we can account for that by increasing the gravity field while the diffuser’s in operation.  There will still be a partial loss of gravity, but since everyone will be in armor, they can just use their armor’s inducers to compensate.”

Jason looked over the specs she had on the hologram, and saw that they weren’t kidding.  Plasma power equipment filtered out gravimetric flux caused by flowing plasma because it created resistance in the conduits to plasma flow, but their fix, it was simple.  The flux field, if it was specifically tuned to invert the diffusion field, canceled out the diffusion effect only in the direct space occupied by the affected plasma and extending out in a flux field that was only about 1.5 tikra.  And while it did introduce a 6.2% power loss due to resistance of plasma flow caused by gravimetric flux, they could easily account for that, change a few settings in the power systems, and get it back without causing excessive heat buildup in the plasma conduits or molecular decay in the silicon that made up the conduit.  And the fix for the generators was even easier, just an update to the software that governed how they operated, based on what they’d discovered experimenting with the plasma power distribution system, most likely trying to fix the diffuser’s effect on artificial gravity.

It was a simple solution, so simple that they’d overlooked it because of how it degraded the ship’s power system…and it worked.


“You tried this out on the test equipment?” he asked.


“We’re running it on the test ship right now, at full power,” Eraen answered.  “They’re going to see if keeping the diffusion effect up for long periods causes any issues with our fix, then we’ll test the fixes against rapidly raising and lowering the diffusers, simulating a combat situation where it might have to alternate between diffusion and shockwave generators.”


Jason looked at the data for a moment, then looked to them.  “Work up changes that the others in the CCM have to make to run a diffuser without it jacking their power plants.  Cybi, yank that data out of the KMS mainframes and send it over here.”


“We already have it here, Jason,” Cybi answered from a speaker without manifesting a hologram.  “But the fixes for them will be easier than for us.  The diffusion effect was particularly damaging to our singularity plants and double-metaphased power systems.  Single metaphased, hyperphased, striated, phase linked, and more primitive forms of plasma power and power generators aren’t affected as severely.”

“Then it won’t take long for us to work up a fix for everyone,” he declared.  “Did you have to alter the diffuser in any way, Jenny?  Can they start building them with the current specs?”


“Yes!” she answered excitedly.  “We already have the templates ready to go, Jayce!  We can start building the diffusers right now, and we can have the fixes ready by the time we start distributing them!”


“Well, fuck me,” Jason mused, then he burst out laughing.  “Great job, Jenny, Eraen!  You have no idea how many lives you just saved!”  He gave her a rough hug, then a kiss on the cheek.  “Once the test ship has ten hours of uptime on the diffuser, we’ll give it a field test to see just how effective it is against Torsion weapons,” he declared.


“We already did that, Jason,” Eraen told him.  “We did all that before we called you, we wanted to make absolutely sure it works.  The diffuser reduces the power of a standard heavy-mount Consortium Torsion bolt by 77%, which effectively neutralizes it because of natural Torsion decay in the beam as it travels after entering the diffusion effect.  As we projected, the Torsion beam completely diffuses about thirty shakra from the hull.  It diffuses out any Torsion weapon weaker than that before it gets fifty shakra past the field border.  It still diffuses all Torsion effects, including a Torsion shockwave, but that’s a small price to pay for taking away our enemy’s longest-reaching and one of their most powerful weapons.”


“Outstanding,” Jason declared.  “Run these figures against a CMS and see if the changes screw that up.  Cybi, bundle up all the templates and blueprints and send them to Trenirk’s office, I’m going over there right now to get him started on building them.  Get a team on designing a version of the diffuser we can release to the others, that doesn’t use biogenic tech, so they can build their own.”


“Already did that, since we didn’t change the diffuser,” Jenny said.  “We have a generic diffuser unit that anyone in the Confederation can build and install on their ships, using standard shared CCM technology.”


“Outstanding.  Cybi, warn Myri to assemble the command staff for a meeting,” he said.  “Guys, I want the whole shop working on fixes for CCM ships so they can install a diffuser,” he told the shop loudly.    “Jenny, Eraen, organize it.  Nobody works on anything but this until we have an installation process worked out for every ship in the CCM and a fix so they can run it without it disrupting their power.  I can’t stress that enough, guys.  This tech might be what wins us the war against the Syndicate, and it will definitely give us a major advantage against the colonizing force the Consortium is sending.  You guys can’t even imagine how many lives you’ll be saving.”

“You heard Jayce, guys, I’m the boss now!” Jenny shouted, then she ducked when she was showered with small parts and pieces of equipment, which made Jason laugh.


“Jenny, you handle the final testing and sims for our own ships.  Eraen, organize the shop into teams to work on adapting this for the CCM,” he ordered.  “Give priority to ships that have more vulnerability to diffusion.  So start with the Imperium and work you way down to the Graguth, that way we get the hard ones out of the way first and ramp up as we work down through the list.”


“I’ll take care of it, Jayce,” Eraen nodded.  “We should have installation procedures ready for the INS in three days max.”


“Good job, guys.  Fuckin’ good job,” he declared, patting both of them on the shoulders, which caused another riotous cheer.


Jason surprised his guards by taking off in his Juggernaut before they so much as got into the cockpit, him rushing right out of the warehouse and straight into his mecha.  He nearly smashed it against the hard shield protecting the warehouse and the Shimmer Dome facility, security just barely managed to turn it soft to let him through.  Why the hurry, Jason? Suri asked.


They cracked the diffuser, he declared.  It works, and we only have about four months to get them built and on as many ships as possible.  Every second counts now, girls.  Every ship we get installed with a diffuser are lives saved.


That’s the kind of news worth going fast, Shen agreed eagerly.  So they work completely?


Oh yes, and the fix to get them to work is easy, he replied.  The diffuser team just earned one hell of a bonus.


I know this may be a bit facetious, but if the fix is so easy, why did it take them so long? Suri asked.


Because while the fix is easy, the methodology behind it isn’t something that even I’d think of trying until I exhausted a bunch of other options, he answered.  The fix is a simple adjustment to our power systems, but the reason it works is something that they overlooked, because the fix is adjusting the power systems to make them inefficient.  That’s not something I’d think of if I were on the team, since I’m there to make the diffuser work without impacting ship performance.


Yeah…yeah, I can see what you mean, she replied.  So, we’re racing back to the White House?


That’s where we’re going, he confirmed.


And here I thought that Jyslin had told you she was off work.  Or maybe Aura, Shen sent lightly.


Watch it, woman, or I’ll have Cybi shut down your Wolf and you can walk home after it crashes.

Cybi had spread the word ahead of him for certain people to be made available immediately when he got there, so Trenirk was in his office finishing his lunch when Jason arrived.  He’d carried his tray up from the cafeteria.  “Tren,” he called strongly as he marched into his office, his helmet off and in Shen’s hands behind him.  “I need factory space, and I need it now.”


“It wouldn’t have anything to do with the templates Cybi sent to my office a little bit ago?” he asked.


“That’s exactly what it is,” he nodded.  “3D solved the diffuser problem, and the diffusers don’t need to be altered to make them work.  So I need you to start building them right now, and build enough to fit onto every unit in the KMS, from mobile diffusion field units for infantry support all the way up to the Tianne.”


“I do remember that they haven’t designed a diffuser unit for the Tianne yet,” Trenirk reminded him, “but from the look of these templates, they have units ready for everything else.”  He turned and looked at his factory production board, putting his hands on his hips.  “What kind of priority do they have?”


“If the planet won’t explode because you shifted production, you shift production,” Jason replied.  “The only thing you don’t take off the board are exomechs and Rockers, Sioa would strangle me if I had you cut production on them.”


“Hmm,” he sounded, then he stepped closer to the board, running his finger along a line of factory ID numbers on the right side.  “I can do it.  I’ll just do an across the board cut in production for everything else and shunt that production capacity to the diffusers.  I can have one built for every ship in the Navy in three months, with some extras, and still get enough mobile infantry units and small unit diffusers built to field protected armies.  But I can’t build enough to cover every Wolf fighter in the inventory in four months,” he warned.  “So we’ll have to prioritize which Wolf fighters get them.  But that’s not my department, Juma and Sioa will have to fight over which Wolves get upgraded,” he chuckled.  “That should give the Navy more than enough time to get them installed on the ships before the Syndicate arrives, and gives us spares for every ship class for new ships and replacements.  Does Naval Engineering and Army Special Maintenance have the installation procedures worked up for them?”


“Yup, Cybi’s been keeping those in reserve, and she changed it every time they made a change to the diffusers, so that’s ready to go.  They’ll be going from the factory straight to the ships and exomechs.”


“If that’s the case, I’ll get with Dellin and coordinate, so my production schedule mirrors the refit schedule he’ll set up,” he murmured.  “Sioa’s army units won’t be quite so complicated for us, so I’ll just send everything I build to Joint Base Alpha and let them sort it out.”

“That would be a good idea,” Jason agreed.  “I’ll tell Dellin to get in touch with you when I brief him, which’ll be as soon as I leave here.  So, you can do it?”

“I guarantee it,” he replied.  “If every ship in the Navy isn’t equipped with a diffuser by the time the Syndicate arrives, it’ll be Dellin’s fault, not mine.”


Jason laughed.  “That’s a fight you don’t wanna pick, Tren,” he warned lightly.  “I’ll let you get to juggling things around.”

“It’s gonna take some juggling, that’s for sure.  Give me three days to get everything set up, and I’ll start on diffuser production.”


“Sounds good.  Get it done, Tren.”


“That’s a promise, Jason.”


Jason marched quickly from Trenirk’s office to the command center, where the entire command staff, Dellin, and all five CBIMs and Coma were assembled and waiting for him, some there in person and some as holograms.  “Good, I don’t have to chase anyone down,” he declared as he hurried in with his guards.  “I’m not sure if Cybi briefed you—“


“She did,” Myri interrupted.  “So the diffusers are a go?”


“They’re a go,” he replied, with caused some big grins to bloom in the room.  “3D is working up a power system change for our ships and mecha to run them without them interfering with our equipment, and Tren is reorganizing production to start cranking them out.  Dellin, he’s going to coordinate with you so you always have a diffuser built and ready for each refit in the rotation,” he told the short Faey man, who was represented by a hologram.  “Get with him after this so you can arrange things.”


Dellin nodded without speaking.


“So what’s the fix, Jason?” Myri asked.

“Something surprisingly easy, a change in the power generation system to introduce an inverse flux field around the Torsion bubble holding the fusion reaction, and for the plasma systems, introducing an inverse flux anomaly into the plasma flow, effectively canceling the diffusion effect only immediately around flowing plasma and powered equipment,” he replied.  “Like the inverse phase emitter I once built to hide the Legion from Faey sensors.  The only thing it doesn’t fix is the artificial gravity issue, but that’s a nitpick at this point.  Eraen came up with the good idea of just using the inducers in armor to mitigate the partial gravity loss while a diffuser’s operating, since the inducers are inside the armor and the effect they have is very localized.”


“I’ll take reduced gravity to completely remove one our enemy’s most dangerous weapons from the theater,” Navii said sagely.  “Dellin, it’s going to fall on you to arrange a complete refit of the entire Navy, and get it done in three months,” she told him.  “We absolutely must have our ships equipped with the diffusers before we confront the Syndicate.  They have no idea their Torsion weapons will be useless, so we have to maximize that surprise on the first encounter, do as much damage as we can.”

“I can do it, Navii,” he assured her.  “It’s going to require me to suspend almost all other operations, but I don’t think anyone in this room is going to complain about that.”


“Not even a little bit,” Jason agreed.  “Getting our ships refitted takes precedence over building new ones.”


“What about the ground diffuser units for infantry defense?” Sioa asked.  “And the diffusers for exomechs and Wolf fighters?”


“Tren is going to get those built as well.  He said he can cover every exomech in the Army and Marines, but he won’t be able to produce enough diffusers for Wolf fighters to refit the entire inventory in time.  You and Juma are going to have to get together and figure out which Navy, Marine, and Army squadrons are going to get refits, and which won’t.”

“That won’t be very hard, Jason, we can work that in out just a few hours,” Juma assured him. 


“What about the others in the CCM?” Myri asked.


“3D is working up fixes for them so they can install diffusers and not have them dick around with their power systems, and they already have plans for them to build their own versions of the diffuser that don’t use our tech,” he replied.  “The only real drawback for our allies is that CCM diffusers can’t be miniaturized enough to install them in a fighter or exomech, getting them that small requires Karinne tech.  So our fighters and exomechs will have defense against Torsion weapons, but nobody else will.  Cybi, put those plans on the mainframe at the Academy and send out a notice to all Confederate members about it.  That way they can get a head start before I formally announce it to the Confederate Council,” he told her.  “They need to get started on building them and installing them as quickly as they can.”

“It will be done in just a moment.”

“I can send out a priority message to all foreign dock masters up here about the diffusers,” Dellin added. 

“Do it,” Jason ordered.  “We’ve been stringing them along about the diffusers for over a year, I’m sure a few of them will think we’re just trolling them.  What kind of numbers are we looking at, Dellin?”

Dellin turned around, no doubt looking at his status board, then the hologram shimmered and faced them again as a new camera took over transmitting his image.  “It’s going to take me about four days to get the docks cleared for the refits,” he replied.  “We can just park the ships they’re currently building near the dock, out of the way but right there when they can get back to working on them.  I’ll have to prioritize ships to get the largest ones refitted first, that way we can get other ships into those docks.  Destroyers and the old Mark I cruisers won’t need a dock at all to do the refit, because of the way they’re designed, so that will take a whole lot of stress off of dock space, but we still need those big docks cleared for the frigates.  I can refit twenty frigates at a time in a battleship dock.  The frigates will be the trickiest ones,” he said, tapping his chin.  “They’ll have to all but completely take the engines apart to get the diffusers installed, then do a whole lot of refitting to work the other systems around the new equipment.  If not for that, we could refit the frigates out in the open space like the destroyers.”


“I’m surprised they found a way to install a diffuser in the frigates in the first place,” Juma mused.


“The diffusers for the frigates are actually very small, only about the size of a class VIII power plant,” Jason told her.  “But even with them only being the size of a hovercar, they’ll still have to do a hell of a lot of work getting them in there.  There’s like no empty space in a frigate.”


“So, the Tianne and the capitol ships are first?” Myri asked.

“We haven’t got a diffuser designed for the Tianne yet,” Jason warned.  “They’re working on it right now.”

“We can’t put it in a dock anyway, so that’s a moot point,” Dellin assured him.  “As soon as you have the diffuser unit for it, the Shield’s Hammers can get it installed wherever the ship is.”


“Given how big it is, I doubt just one diffuser unit’s going to cover the whole ship,” Myri noted.


“Eraen will crunch the numbers to figure it out,” Jason said confidently.  “If one diffuser can’t do it, we’ll go with multiple synced units to generate an aggregate field, like how they do it with the shields.  No one shield generator could hope to cover the entire Tianne,” he stated.  “So, four days, Dellin?”

“Four days,” he nodded.  “If Trenirk can have diffusers built and waiting, we can start refitting ships in four days.”


“Tren said he’d only need three to get the factories reassigned and retooled, so it’ll depend on how fast the factories can crank them out once they’re producing,” Jason told him.  “You and him will have to work that out, Dellin.”


“We’ll set up a system,” he nodded.  “That way a diffuser goes straight from a factory to a dock and they start installing it.”


“Then I’m not going to hold you guys up here talking about it.  Dellin, get it going.  Juma, get the fleet ready to cycle through Kosigi.  Myri, organize it with the CCM so we can pull our assigned ships out of the duty rotations and wargames without Lorna getting pissed at us.  The rest of you, try not to get under their feet,” he declared, which caused some laughter.  “There’s a Confederate Council meeting in five hours, so I’ll get the word out officially then.  But no doubt I’ll be getting some calls five minutes after Cybi gets the data up at the Academy.”


“We’ll keep you up to date if anything changes, Jayce,” Myri told him.

Jason went up to his office, changed out of his armor, and he barely even managed to sit down at his desk before Chirk called him on the office intercom.  “Revered Hive-leader, the revered Hive-leader Kreel wishes to confer.”

“Why am I not surprised,” he chuckled, and he accepted the call.  A flat hologram of Kreel appeared just past his desk, showing Kreel sitting at his own desk with the city of Grimjaka visible in the window behind him.  Kreel had a great view from his office, one of the perks of being High Councilor.  “Hey Kreel, what’s up?”


“Two things.  First, seriously?  The diffusers work?”


Jason laughed.  “As of about four hours ago,” he replied.  “We don’t have a fix yet for everyone, but I have 3D working on it as we speak.  They should have a fix ready for Grimja ships in a couple of takirs.”


“Well, that news just brightens my whole day,” he said with a buck-toothed grin.  “I already have my industrial secretary arranging to have our factories build them.  It was nice of you guys to release the blueprints for them.”


“We want you to be able to install them as fast as possible, Kreel, then once 3D has a fix to deal with the power problem, you can just make the changes and turn them on.”


“Awesome.  Now, second.  You busy tomorrow?”

“As a matter of fact, I am, but it’s not busy busy,” he replied.  “Krirara invited me and the family to Kirri’arr tomorrow for dinner.  She wants to get a live look at the twins.  She says holograms just don’t do it justice.”


“She smells them, that’s what she’s doing,” Kreel laughed.  “Well, lemme see if I can nag Krirara into extending that invitation to her other best friend in the whole universe.”


Jason chuckled lightly.  “Good luck,” he said with a grin.  “You don’t have babies for her to fawn over.”


“Pft, I’ll just borrow my sister’s, she has enough of ‘em,” he retorted, which made Jason laugh.

Without warning, another hologram popped up, which showed Dahnai’s lovely face.  She was in her formal robes and wearing her crown, and from the look of it, was in her office just off the throne room.  “Jayce, the diffusers work?” she asked immediately and without greeting, which made Kreel laugh.  “Is that Kreel?”


“Yes, it’s Kreel,” the Grimja called lightly.  “And I guess I won the race to ask that question.  Do I get a trophy?”


“Yes, the diffusers work, and I have 3D working right now to solve the power problem for the INS,” Jason answered.  “We solved the problem for us, now they’re working on everyone else.  I told them to start with the INS and work their way down in order of difficulty.  The INS will be one of the hardest Navies to fix, so they’re working on them first.”


“Why is that?” Kreel asked.


“Because of the type of power the INS uses,” Jason answered.  “And that’s as far as I can go into it, Kreel.  Confidentiality,” he warned. 

“Soooo, where does the Union Navy fit into the schedule?”


“I don’t want to embarrass you in front of Dahnai like that, Kreel,” Jason said with a straight face, which made Dahnai burst out laughing.  “When we get to the Union, I’ll let you know.  Until then, just get the diffusers built and installed, so you only have to do the upgrades 3D sends down to activate them.”


“I’ve already got my people working on it,” he repeated.


“I’ll be doing the same as soon as I get off the comm,” Dahnai agreed.  “We need those diffusers.  We can be much more aggressive against the Syndicate with them working, and I think the last thing any of us want is a protracted war against them with the Consortium’s colonizing force coming up behind them.”

“Don’t swing your tits around yet, woman, the Syndicate uses more than just Torsion weaponry,” Jason said.  “Leave the military shit to the professionals, which you are not.  I don’t tell Myri how to run the KMS, so you should stay out of Lorna’s hair.”


Dahnai gave him a dirty look as Kreel took his turn laughing.


“Watch it, furball, I know where you live,” Dahnai threatened.


“Is she doing that scrunchy face thing, Jayce?” Kreel asked, which made Jason burst out laughing.


“As a matter of fact, she was,” he replied, which made Dahnai glare at him.


“Faey have such pliable faces,” Kreel grinned, showing his recently filed teeth.  “Makes me a bit jealous.  All I have is this muzzle and some whiskers.”


“And the ears,” Jason pointed out.


“Oh yeah, the ears,” he said, wiggling his round ears ostentatiously.  “Well, since you’re busy tomorrow, how about I come over after the council meeting?  We can get drunk and make fun of Dahnai when she’s not around,” he offered.


“I’m gonna be there now, buster,” Dahnai retorted.  “You forget just which of us has free right of passage to Karis.  I don’t have to ask permission.”


“I’ll clear it for your ship, Kreel,” Jason chuckled.  “If you time it right, you can get here for dinner.  Seido’s making three cheese lasagna tonight, I’m sure she can throw in an extra one without any meat in it for you.”

“Awesome, I’ve been itching to try out this Seido’s cooking.  You rave about it every time we talk.”


“I’m sure Ayama will be very interested to hear that,” Dahnai said threateningly.


“Ayama raves about her cooking more than I do,” Jason snorted.


“Revered Hive-leader, the Imperial Hive-leader Shakizarr wishes to confer,” Chirk interrupted over the intercom.


Kreel laughed.  “You were expecting this, weren’t you Jayce?”


“I should have put a bet on it with the Laro,” he replied, which made Kreel grin.  “You can send it in, Chirk,” he called.


Shakizarr’s green and black furred face appeared between Kreel and Dahnai’s, his hair recently cut.  “Jason, I just got word that the diffuser specs were put on the Academy mainframe.  Is that intentional?  Are they working?”


“We’ll have them working by the time you get them built and installed on your ships, Shakizarr,” he replied.  “We released them now so everyone can get a head start building them.  We’ve solved the power problem, now we’re going back and working out exactly how every navy in the CCM needs to refit their power system so the diffuser doesn’t interfere with them.”


“Excellent!  So the diffuser specs are viable?”


“They’re viable,” he nodded.  “The unit itself didn’t need to be changed, and as soon as my team works up a refit for your Navy’s power system, they’ll work for you.”


“This is the best news I’ve received all lunar cycle,” Shakizarr said brightly.  “If there was one thing I was hoping for, it was for these diffuser units to be in operation before the Syndicate arrives.  They rob both of our enemies of one of their most dangerous weapons.”


“It took us a while, but we figured it out,” Jason chuckled dryly.


“I’ll summon my domestic advisors and get them started on producing the units,” Shakizarr declared.  “And I’m fairly sure I’m not the only one that had the impulse to call you for confirmation, so I’ll clear your comm for the next one,” he added slyly.


“I believe we’ve been busted, Dahnai,” Kreel called cheekily, which made Shakizarr smile.


“I’m on my way over, Jason,” Dahnai said before Shakizarr ended his comm.   “We need to talk about this face to face.”

“I think we all will be,” Shakizarr said.  “This news is so important that I think it warrants a full meeting of the Confederate Council, on Karis rather than Terra.  I’m going to put it forth in the meeting today.”


“Why are you doing that to me, Shakizarr?” Jason complained.  “You know I hate pomp and circumstance!”


“Because it keeps you honest,” he replied, which made Jason start in surprise even as both Dahnai and Kreel erupted into startled laughter.  Shakizarr wasn’t one known for comedy, though he did have a subtle wit. “If we don’t come over there and nose around once in a while to make sure of things, there’s no telling what impetuous ideas you might start entertaining.”


“Revenge is a dish best served cold, Shakizarr,” Jason threatened, which made him laugh lightly.


“Game on, as Dahnai often tells you, Jason,” he smiled.  “I’ll see you at council.”  Then his hologram vanished.

Jason leaned back in his chair as both Dahnai and Kreel gave him smug looks.  “I think he has a good idea, actually,” Dahnai proposed.  “Given how important the diffusers are, it does warrant a full meeting of the council, and they love it when they get to go to Karis.  They all can’t be me,” she said preeningly, and both of them laughed at Jason’s ugly look at her.

“Push off, bitch,” he said without much vindiction, which made her laugh again.


“I’m on my way over,” she said, and her hologram vanished.


“Let me go kick some tails, and I’ll be on my way as well, Jayce,” Kreel smiled.  “See you in a bit.”


Cybi manifested her hologram just as Kreel’s hologram winked out, and Cyra and Cylan followed suit quickly.  [I take it we should start preparing for a full summit?] Cybi asked.


[You know it’s coming,] he sighed.  [They’ll vote for it for sure, and we can’t really say no.  Cylan, that’s a good project for you, you and Cynna.  Get with Yeri and get everything organized for their visit, and you two handle coordinating with the others.  It’ll be a good learning experience for both of you.]


[We’ll take care of it, Jason,] he assured with a nod as Cynna’s hologram manifested.


[You’re giving me a task, Jason?]


[You and Cylan are going to help Yeri coordinate and set up the upcoming Confederate Council meeting,] he told her.  [You’ll handle everything, from accommodations for the rulers and their retinues to menus, with Yeri there to advise you in the performance of your duties.  Get with Aya about security, that’s the only thing you don’t arrange.]

[I take it the subject of the meeting is the diffuser project?]


[Yup, so you know how to schedule the meetings,] he affirmed.  [Myli’s probably gonna murder all of us for dragging her out of Project F for the conference, but she’s the face of 3D, so she’s the one that’s going to do the presentation.]


[Come now, Jason, it’s her chance to rub the fact that she’s smarter than everyone else in their faces.  She loves doing that,] Cyra communed slyly, which made Jason laugh.


[Don’t I know it,] he agreed.  [You two go to Yeri’s office and tell her what’s going on, and get started.]

[Yes, Jason,] Cylan replied, and both of them dissolved their holograms.  They didn’t have to do that, they were capable of just manifesting holograms over in Yeri’s office, but it reinforced the illusion that they were following his orders.  It was part of how the CBIMs acted more like organic beings than computers, part of their core personality templates that only Cybi had shed over her long years.

Knowing what was coming gave him something to work on as he fielded 14 other calls about the diffusers, then spent nearly three hours discussing the diffusers with Dahnai in his office.  She’d come over still in her formal robes, and what was now common practice, she had Sirri with her so she could sit in on the meeting and observe.  Teaching Sirri what she needed to know to be the Empress started early.  The twins and Kaen were over at the strip under Saelle’s care, who had come along as well.  Saelle went almost everywhere that Dahnai went, which both allowed Dahnai more time with her children than Imperial tradition allowed and kept Saelle close by for both her advice and the protection she offered.  Saelle was one of Dahnai’s closet and most trusted advisors, full of good old common sense, and on top of that, Saelle was one of Dahnai’s closest friends.  Dahnai had also never forgotten how Saelle had saved her life, so she kept her close for the security she offered as much as for her intelligence and her friendship.  Jason fielded calls from leaders from Zaa to Grran as he discussed refitting the INS with diffusers with Dahnai, at least until Kreel arrived.  Then it became a generic conversation about getting the CCM refitted in time to square off against the Syndicate.

They stayed in Jason’s office when the meeting of the Confederate Council started, and as Jason expected, there were no lackeys or aides in his holograms.  It was the rulers, all of them, and they looked quite excited and animated.  Even the Leader of the Zyagya was in attendance.  Highlord Traikka of the Jhri currently held the gavel, and the small, wiry little squirrel-man gaveled them into order.  The Jhri were just that, humanoids that had evolved from a squirrel-like creature, so they had rodent features vaguely similar to a Grimja, thick but short fur, and a long, bushy tail.  Traikka’s fur was a dark gray with a white patch under his chin that trailed down under his tunic.  What made the Jhri unique among the many races of the Confederation was their manual dexterity and their natural agility.  They excelled in any occupation where they used their hands, like the Jobodi, but they also had exceptional hand-eye coordination and body control, with a nearly supernatural understanding of distance, angles, and trajectories.  Jhri were some of the best long range gunners and snipers in the galaxy because of it, and they were the scourge of most online games where that manual dexterity gave them an advantage, like Vanguard.  Jhri players were some of the few “exies” that could compete against a jacked player, along with the Shurai, Jobodi, and Yood.  “We’re in order, and I don’t think I even need to say why most of us are here,” he said in his chittery, high-pitched voice.  “I think all of us were informed that the Karinnes placed the blueprints for the diffusers on the Academy mainframe, and we’re all here to learn more.  Your Grace,” he prompted, looking in the direction of Jason’s hologram on his side.


“To keep this brief, august rulers, we finally solved the power problem,” he began.  “We’ve solved the problem for our own power systems first, and now that we have a methodology for it, our engineers are working on a refit for every member of the Confederation so their ships can run a diffuser without it interrupting your power.  As our teams work up a solution for each Navy in the CCM, we’ll send it out to them so they can do the necessary work.  Our solution didn’t require us to alter the diffusers, so we already had the technical specs ready to release.  We sent it out so all of you can get a head start building the units and installing them, and we hope to have the power problem for each member solved by the time you’ve started installing the diffusers.”  He gestured, and a hologram of a diffuser unit appeared over his desk.  “The units can be installed on any ship from frigate class to capitol class, with different models for different ship sizes, and we have designs for ground-based diffuser field units for infantry protection.  We haven’t completely worked out all the bugs yet, just to warn you.  We still haven’t figured out a way to prevent the diffusers from interfering with artificial gravity fields, but we felt that wasn’t big enough to not move forward.  That’s something that the Naval crews can take into account and work around when the time comes.  So all your crews will be dealing with reduced gravity in their ships when the diffusers are operating.  The diffuser offers complete protection against all classes of Torsion bolt weaponry, and all Torsion effects in general,” he added.  “That’s why we’ve had so much trouble getting them to work, because the diffusion field affects virtually all power plants used by Confederate Navies.  All of us use power plants that utilize a Torsion effect in one form or another to generate power, and the diffuser was affecting them along with everything else.  That means that Navies that use Torsion shockwave generators  and Torsion harmonic wave emitters can’t use them if the diffuser is up, the diffuser cancels out the effects.  But the bottom line, august rulers, is the diffusers are working, and as soon as we have a fix for your Navy, we’ll get it to you.  In the meantime, you can build the diffuser units and start installing them on your ships, because the units themselves are ready to go. Just ensure that your people don’t try to use them until we have a fix for your Navy’s power plants.”

“Given the critical importance of this information, I move that the Confederate Council hold a summit,” Shakizarr called before anyone could speak.  “And it should be held on Karis..”


“I second that motion,” Assaba nodded.  “After all, the Grand Duke is only telling us what he feels comfortable saying over galactic crypto.  A summit is the only means by which we can receive all the information, we’ll need to confer with Admiral Dellin over our operations in Kosigi, and I’d like to get a personal look at a diffuser unit in action.  Those things can only be done on Karis.”


“We have a second on the motion.  All in favor?” Traikka called.  Every single hologram was bordered in green, which was a yes vote, and Jason silently sighed, his fate sealed.  “Motion is carried.  The Confederate Council will meet in person on Karis as soon as it can be arranged by the Karinnes.  Your Grace, how soon can you have a schedule prepared?”


“I’ll have a representative get back to you when we have a date, Highlord, which I doubt will be longer than maybe four or five days,” he replied, impressed with himself to keep the disgust out of his voice.  “I’m going to assign the CBIMs to planning the summit, so it will be one of them getting back to you about it rather than Secretary Yeri.”  He glanced at Dahnai and Kreel.  “If no one else has any questions, I’ll take my leave and get things started,” he declared.


“I think we can wait until the summit to have our questions answered,” Traikka reasoned.  “And the sooner you can get it organized, the sooner our questions will be answered.”


Are you bailing on us and making us sit here while you walk out? Kreel challenged.


Yes I am, he replied shamelessly.  So enjoy sitting here listening to them talk while I go down to the cafeteria and grab a snack.  Shen, Suri, come in and make sure my guests don’t rifle through my desk while I’m away, he called, which made Dahnai flip him off in the Faey manner.


Jason lingered in the cafeteria for nearly half an hour, and by the time he returned to his office, the meeting was over, and Sirri was no longer in the office, no doubt sent on to the strip once the meeting was over so she could go spend time with the other kids there, who were her friends.  So, they talk about anything that matters? he asked as he stepped past his guards.  Dahnai and Kreel were still in the chairs in front of his desk, Kreel with his feet up on Jason’s desk and Dahnai leaning back with a finger on her interface, probably communing with Kellin or Saelle.  Dahnai had a habit of touching her interface when she was using it, and it was a common enough phenomenon for him not to be surprised to see her do it.

Just going over the specs of the diffuser, and a few rulers were discussing helping the smaller empires get them built, Dahnai answered.  I offered Grran some factory space, his production capacity is pretty much completely tied up.


For a twenty percent markup no doubt, he accused.


Hey, I have to pay those factory workers, she replied with an unrepentant trill twined through her thought.


Yeah, it was pretty boring, Kreel elaborated, wiggling his unshod toes.  The instant they start throwing around numbers, it just turns off my brain.


You are such a liar, Jason accused as he sat back down at his desk.  With Kreel’s feet up on his desk, he got a good look at the pads on Kreel’s feet.


I’m a politician, Jayce.  You’re surprised? Kreel asked with a grin.  So, when’s dinner?


Seido said it’s in the oven, so whenever we wrap up and head back to my house, he answered.  She said that the lasagna doesn’t have any meat in it, so you’re safe.  And she’s gonna make a couple of extra veggie dishes for you.


Good, I don’t think you want to be around me if I eat meat any more than I want to be around me, he grinned.  Meat did some pretty awful things to a Grimja’s digestive system, because they were biologically incapable of digesting it.  Severe diarrhea and nausea was just two of the effects of meat on a Grimja, which often struck at the same time.  Meat in their digestive tract caused it to try to purge everything in their system, so they spewed from both ends until there wasn’t anything left.  Luckily for them, only meat caused that reaction.  Grimja could eat eggs and dairy products without issue.

I already had that adventure.  No thank you, Jason agreed.


What happened? Dahnai asked.


We were downtown last time I was here and ate something called a calzone.  We had no idea it had sausage in it, and it had so much stuff in it I couldn’t taste the meat, Kreel answered.  I found out about an hour later, the hard way.  It was very…chunky.

Ew.


Yeah, let’s just say that it was a good thing I had my travel pack with spare clothes handy.


I did not need to know that, Kreel, she sent, revulsion threading through her thought.


If you don’t wanna hear the answer, don’t ask the question, he grinned.  So, we ready to head for the strip, Jayce?

More or less, yeah.  I don’t have anything else tying me here.  You hungry or something, Kreel?


Whatever gave you that idea?  The teethmarks on the corner of your desk?


Bite marks from a Grimja don’t always mean you’re hungry, Jason replied lightly.


Well, what are we doing still sitting here?  Let’s get out of this work environment and go somewhere much more befitting a Grimja  The beach, and I packed my Bermuda shorts.

Kreel and Dahnai rode with him in his skimmer, recalling it from the strip, which was escorted by four Wolf fighters and a corvette.  Two of Dahnai’s white-armored guards were in the back with Shen and Suri, the four of the talking privately between themselves as Dahnai rode in the copilot’s chair and Kreel sat just behind her.  Trelle’s garland, I keep forgetting about that oye tree growing in Karsa, Dahnai mused, looking down as they passed very close to Cyra’s facility.  It always puts those monsters in perspective seeing them next to buildings.


That’s not the biggest oye tree on Karis, Jason chuckled mentally.  The ones on the northwest coast make that one look like a sapling..


Why is the tree in your back yard so small, then? Kreel asked.  It’s just as old as that tree.


You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.


Well, try me.


Alright.  I asked it not to grow so big, because not everyone wanted it towering over the neighborhood.  So it only towers over the strip.  And everyone kinds likes it that way, they found out that the canopy over the strip keeps it from getting too hot in the summer, but it still lets in enough sunshine that you can find a nice spot to bask.  And when the tree flowers, the petals drift down like snow and the smell of them makes you think you’ve died and gone to heaven  It does make it a bit problematic flying a skimmer in and out of the house, but I’ll take that inconvenience for everything else the tree gives us.

You asked a tree not to grow so big.  And it listened to you, Kreel sent challengingly.


I told you that you wouldn’t understand, Jason chuckled.

The Parri brainwashed him.  They’re trying to turn Jason into one of them, Dahnai accused.


When there’s no mystery left in the world, it becomes a very boring place, Dahnai, Jason sent sagely. I’ve seen the Parri do things that science can’t explain.  And by now, I don’t want to explain it.  I like the mystery to be just what it is, it reminds me that there’s so much more to the universe than we will ever be able to comprehend.  Even a hard-boiled engineer like me needs a little mystery in his life, a little magic, or life would be about nothing but numbers and science, and all the magic in living that makes it such a joy would be gone.

Now that I can understand, Kreel grinned.  I should be trying to brainwash you into being a proper Grimja, Jayce.  Our way of living is way more fun than yours.


And I’d never get any work done at all, Jason accused, glancing back at the Grimja.


Grimja life is about moderation, Jayce, he grinned.  And the one thing you have to take the most in moderation is work..

Jason blurted out a laugh at the sheer absurdity of that statement.  Kreel was probably one of the hardest-working members of the Confederate Council, and there was no such thing as moderation when it came to a Grimja partying.


Dahnai replied far more elegantly than Jason could have.  She turned in her seat and slapped Kreel on the top of the muzzle, which made him recoil and Jason nearly veer into one of the escorting Wolves as he lost it.


Sirri was already on the beach when Jason landed on the pad behind the house, between it and the guard barracks, and one of Dahnai’s permanent servants from her summer palace was standing on the pad waiting, holding a bikini and sheer wrap in her hands.  “I’m going to go get out of these robes,” Dahnai declared.  “Don’t get too drunk while I’m changing.”


“Why Dahnai, I don’t get drunk,” Kreel lied with a straight face.

Dahnai smacked him on the shoulder before heading towards Jason’s house with her servant in tow.


“Hey kidlets,” Jason said as he came into the kitchen, where Rann and Shya were helping Seido set out finished dishes.


“Hey Dad.  Kreel!” Shya said happily, rushing over to him.  All the kids on the strip adored Kreel, mainly because he was a whole lot of fun no matter what age someone was.


“Hey Shya!  That smells awesome,” he said, looking at the spread.  “Baked Menodan sugar chutes!  Now I’m really glad I crashed this dinner!”


“I was told what you like, High Councilor,” Seido said without looking in his direction as she pulled a lasagna from the oven.

“You must be Seido.  And don’t call me that unless you’re in my office,” he said in reply with a bucktoothed smile.  “I’m Kreel.”


“Kreel,” she corrected as she turned around, the lasagna held in potholders.  “Dinner will be on the table as soon as Her Majesty finishes changing.”


“Speaking of that, I need to change myself.”


Once everyone was changed into clothes more fitting for an outside deck dinner, Kreel in shorts and no shirt, Dahnai in bikini bottoms and no top, and Jason in a pair of shorts himself, they enjoyed dinner out on the deck with kids running back and forth, grabbing food and taking it down to the beach to eat picnic style.  They were avoiding the main table because despite the informal setting, the three rulers still talked shop, and that was too boring for the kids, even for Sirri when the allure of friends, fun and beach frolicking were within sight.  Dahnai let her skip out on the boring talk to go play, and the three of them were more or less alone until Jyslin got home.  She came onto the deck from the landing pad wearing a Paladins tee and shorts, and immediately grabbed a plate and sat down beside Jason.  About time, love, he told her.

We were crunching numbers for a free agent contract, she replied.  We’re going to make a serious bid for Laela Fenalle.


Trelle’s garland, seriously?  She’s the best outside striker in the IBL!


That’s why we had to crunch numbers.  We had to make sure we could afford to make a serious offer, she said ruefully.  So I heard about the diffusers.  They got them working?

Yup, he nodded.  Now comes the mad scrambling to get them built and installed.


I almost wish I could have been there helping, she sent wistfully.  Like him, she sincerely missed being in the middle of everything in 3D. What was the fix?

Hey, you gave up engineering to be the big shot IBL owner, so I doubt you’d understand the fix.  Let me put it in simple terms for you, baby.  Jenny did technical things with gadgets and now things work,, Jason teased playfully, which made her respond with a rude gesture that made Dahnai and Kreel laugh.
Watch it, buster, I sleep in the same bed with you, she threatened.


When I can’t find anyone better, he retorted while drinking beer, which made Dahnai explode with laughter when Jyslin took her glass of wine and poured it over Jason’s head.  Jason laughed himself after wiping wine out of his eyes

“Well, at least I’m not wearing a shirt to get soaked,” he said aloud, but glanced to the side when Cybi manifested a hologram.  “What’s up, Cybi?”

“Zaa needs to speak with you immediately,” she answered.  “She’s on hologram and waiting in your office.”

“Sounds important,” Jyslin said.


“She made that clear,” Cybi replied.


“Alright, let me go see what she wants,” he said, standing up and picking up a napkin.  “At least I can dry off on the way up.”


Zaa’s hologram was indeed waiting for him, pacing back and forth in front of his desk in his home office.  She accessed his security and switched the room into Kimdori secure mode as soon as he closed the door, which made him give her a speculative look.  “Alright, I’m here, Denmother,” he said, speaking Kimdori.  If he didn’t, she wouldn’t be able to hear him.  “What’s on your mind?”


“Jason, the Syndicate fleet en route to our galaxy just dropped out of hyperspace,” she told him.


“What?  Why?” he asked.


“We don’t know,” she replied.  “But they’ve dropped out of hyperspace and are regathering their fleet.  They received no orders to drop out of hyperspace, so this had to be a planned event,” she said, pacing again.  “They have no real reason to drop out of hyperspace now.  They made the journey from Andromeda without dropping out of hyperspace once, yet they do so now, a considerable distance away from our galaxy.”


“Are they within range of the string jammer?  Maybe a loss of reception of Syndicate pulse communications caused the computers to bring them out of hyperspace to warn the fleet commanders about it.”


“No,” she replied.  “They won’t reach the edge of the jammer’s effect for another three months.”


“Hmm,” Jason mused, sitting at his desk and rapping his fingers on the top.  “Then the only possible explanation is that this was a planned drop,” he said.  “Unless there’s something majorly wrong on one of their main ships.  Maybe a malfunction brought it out of hyperspace, and that triggered the entire fleet to drop out as well, so they didn’t leave it behind.”

“That is a possible explanation,” she nodded.  “In fact, it might be the most plausible one.  I fear to say that I had never considered this possibility, so I have no spy drones in that area,” she fretted.  “The Flat Space Effect makes dispatching drones along the path problematic.  I’ve rectified my error, however, and they should be there in about a week.”

“A week?”  They’re four months away by hyperspace!”


“I’m having my children build another one-way wormhole to get them there now,” she told him.  “It will take them a week to build it, and since I am sending unmanned probes, I can simply keep sending them through until enough of them arrive in one piece to keep eyes on their entire fleet.  Once they arrive, they will shadow the fleet for the rest of its journey to our galaxy, and take extensive scans of them while doing so.  That way we have detailed intelligence about them, their ships, and their weapons and capabilities before we engage them in battle.”


“Okay, that’s a good idea.  And since you’re just sending automated hyperspace probes, I won’t bitch about it this time,” he told her.  “This is gonna mess things up,” he added in disgust.  “We were counting on them being on a schedule, and now that’s all changed.  There’s no telling how long they’re gonna sit out there before getting moving again, and it might change everything.  They may try to get in touch with their home base before leaving, which would be a four month delay—no wait, they can’t do that.  They’re pretty deep in the Flat Space Effect, it would take years for them to get a reply in their time.  Hmm.  Maybe they stopped to take some sensor readings of their planned arrival point.  Fuck, and we’ve got a pretty big fleet sitting over there right now doing wargames that’s not behind sensor jammers.”


“A good point,” Zaa said, looking to the side.  “Dispatch SCM units to Arrival Point Alpha immediately.”


“Yes, Denmother,” a voice came from off camera.

“But this does offer a potential opportunity,” Zaa said, turning and looking at him.  “Because of the temporal shift, we can assume safely that the fleet will be there for a while.  The temporal shift where they are would mean that an hour is nearly three days in our time, so if they take their time, they will be out there for takirs in our time.  We should debate the pros and cons of contacting the Syndicate with the Confederate Council, which we can do during the summit.  Perhaps we can scare them away without having to engage them in war, or negotiate a peaceful means to prevent it.  I personally doubt such an effort would find much success, but it should be discussed by the council as a whole.  After all, they have traveled nearly five years to get here, I doubt they will simply go back home without at least trying to invade our galaxy.”


“I agree with you, Denmother.  I also agree that we should at least discuss the matter with the others.  Leaders like Magran and Kriavos would never forgive us if we didn’t at least try to find a peaceful solution first, so long as doing so doesn’t put us in an exposed position.”


“It might.  By making contact, it tells them we are aware of them,” Zaa said calmly.  “They would then be wary of attack should the negotiations fail.”


“I thought they already knew we were aware of them.”


“The Syndicate in Andromeda does.  This fleet has been in hyperspace for five years, cousin.”


“That doesn’t mean they couldn’t find out,” he replied.  “You forget, Denmother, their ships can receive Syndicate pulse communications while in hyperspace.  I have no doubt that the fleet commander is right at this moment reading a series of reports sent to him from his HQ while he was in stasis.  One of them very well could be they know you’re coming.”


She made a face.  “You’re right, cousin.  I hadn’t considered that,” she agreed.  “So, it does make the possibility of contacting them less risky from a military standpoint.  If they know we know about them, the element of surprise is already lost.”

“Partially, anyway,” Jason said.  “They have no idea what we’re capable of.  They know we beat the Consortium expedition, but they won’t hold much water to that, since they’re beating the Consortium themselves.  Just knowing that we know they’re coming doesn’t mean they know just how long of an arm the Confederation has.  You’ve studied them, Zaa.  How do you think they’ll react?”


“Glibly,” she replied.  “They are master diplomats and statesmen, cousin, but they are also ruthless and deceptive.  No doubt they will make all kinds of promises, none of which they intend to keep.  They will try to lie us into a sense of complacency, then attack.”


“Then we make it clear to them that they don’t want to fuck with us,” he said bluntly.  “Cybi.”


Cybi manifested a hologram into the room.  “Yes, Jason?”

“Were you listening?”


“Of course I was.”

“Good, then I don’t have to explain things to you.  Get in touch with Tom and have him send a fuckton of automated toys to Kimdori Prime, on every unmanned disposable transport we have that can sit in hyperspace for extended periods of time,” he said.  “We’ll send them with the probes, and if the Syndicate doesn’t give us an answer we like, we can start the war early,” he declared in a grim tone.


“That’s clever, cousin.  I’ll have them sent on with the probes.”


“Actually.  Cybi, have Tom send everything we can load onto the unmanned transports,” he told her quickly.  “We’ll do as much damage as possible while they’re sitting out in intergalactic space, months from the nearest resources or support.  We’ll have the opportunity, no use to waste it.”


“I’ll get him working on it,” she nodded, then her hologram winked out.

“How far away are your scouts from Andromeda?” he asked Zaa.


“They arrive at the edge of the galactic rim in 37 days,” she answered.


“Can you get in touch with the computers and have them run a database search on all messages they’ve intercepted to see if the Syndicate warned the fleet that we know about it?”


“I can.  See to it,” she said to the side.


“At once, Denmother,” another aide’s voice called from off camera.  “We can let that result guide our next step.  If they know, it means we can initiate contact without giving up the element of surprise. If they don’t, then we very well may simply attack first, then contact them to warn them that there is much more where that came from.”


“Just so,” he nodded.  “They won’t know that we threw everything at them we could get there.  We can lie just as good as they can when it comes down to it.  If they’re looking at constant attacks while they sit out there, and even attacks while in hyperspace while coming in, it may make them decide to turn around without us having to fire a single shot from a manned ship.”

“It sounds like I won’t be dismantling the wormhole generator,” Zaa mused.


“Actually, I think I’ll be building my own over here,” Jason said.  “I can put Alya’s propulsion engineering unit from MRDD on it, she’s the best I have at hyperspace applications with Myleena and Emia tied up with Project F.  She can build us our own one-way wormhole generator, that way we’re not constantly bothering you with the stuff we’re sending over to go through.  She can pull the data your engineering team have on it from the one they built before and run with it.”


“I’ll send it over,” she nodded.  “Are you still sending your ships here?”

He nodded.  “It’ll take Alya too long to get it built, since she’s never done it before, so we’ll use the one you build until we get ours up.  Cyra.”


Cyra’s golden hologram manifested in his office.  “Yes, Jason?”

“I know you were listening, so gather the data and take it to Alya and get her started on it.”


“I’ll inform her,” she replied, then her hologram vanished.  Cynna almost immediately manifested her own hologram in his office.


“I’ll inform Dellin about it, he’ll need to pull the hyperspace engines out of inventory for the wormhole device.”

“Good idea.  Do it,” he nodded.  She nodded in return, and her hologram also vanished.  “With that wormhole generator up, we can get enough toys to that fleet to harass it for quite a while.  And since it’s all disposable anyway, I won’t cry too much if it gets destroyed in transit.”


“Then it sounds like we both have some work to do, cousin, and we’d best get to it.  I’ll have the data you requested sent to your gestalt as soon as I get it back.”


“I guess I should call in 3D and tell them about this, see if anyone has any fresh ideas about going after the Syndicate that we can send through once we get the device up and running,” he sighed.  “And I was looking forward to hanging out with Kreel.”


“You can go out and get drunk and have your guards drag you back home in the dead of night later, Jason.  There is work to do, and work always comes first,” Zaa said lightly.


“Kreel makes sure I have enough fun not to get too jaded in this job,” he told her with a smile.  “And I just might get all this done in time to still go out and have some fun tonight.”

“Then you should get to work on it,” she said with a shooing motion.


Jason smiled.  “Admit it, you just want to get off here so you can go fawn over your cubs.”


“I don’t need a reason to do that,” she replied proudly.  “I can’t let Denfather have too much time with them.  He might convince them that he’s their favorite, when I’m the one that bore them and nursed them and rear them properly.”


Jason laughed brightly.  “And it’s nice to know that even Kimdori parents fight over who gets to be the favorite with the kids,” he noted.  “And I see that female jealousy over the kids is a constant through species.”


“Denfather should count himself lucky that I give him the access he has to the cubs as it is,” she retorted, a bit shortly.  “Most Kimdori males have nothing at all to do with the rearing of cubs.  If not for my extensive duties as the Denmother, he’d have as little contact as most other males.  As it is, he is just a cubsitter, one that I trust enough to take proper care of my cubs.”


“And now I see why Kimdori females don’t let the males near their cubs, because you females are so bad at parenting that the cubs would run straight to their fathers if they could.”


Zaa gave him quite the frosty look, that made him laugh and wink at her.  “You are a scoundrel, cousin,” she accused, putting her hands on her furry hips.  “You just wait until the next time we stand face to face.  I’ll have quite a few things to discuss with you.”


“Get in line, Denmother.  It starts with Jyslin and goes about fifty deep,” he replied flippantly.


“I’ll be on Karis tomorrow, cousin.  And we will have a little chat,” she warned, pointing at him.


Jason laughed.  “It’ll have to wait til the day after, Denmother.  Krirara invited us to dinner on Kirri’arr tomorrow, we won’t be here.”


“I’ll arrive early enough for us to discuss the Syndicate matter before you leave.”


“Then I’ll have Songa on standby to heal the bite wounds.”


“That would be prudent,” she replied ominously, then her hologram winked out, which made Jason laugh.
