Chapter 11

Raista, 35 Miraa, 4405, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Saturday, 8 March 2019 Terran Standard Calendar


Raista, 35 Miraa, year 1330 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Foxwood East, Karsa, Karis

He knew that this was going to be all but a rebellion, but he was ready.


He wasn’t ready with facts, or logic, or reason, those didn’t work on Aya.  He was ready with force. Force, she could understand, even when she absolutely hated it when she was on the receiving end of it.  He knew that her initial reaction was going to be nearly violent dissent, and she very well may attempt to physically stop him from going to the annex, and that was where the force came in.  The corvette that would take him was already at the dock, and the tactical in the basement was on and ready.  Further, he was going to tell her outside, where she couldn’t order doors sealed to keep him in.

But the more serious talk was about to take place.  Jyslin had recovered enough from her hangover to form rational thoughts, and was taking a shower as he sat in his office and looked over the specs of the endolimbs that Rook had just finished about an hour ago.  He’d built them out of armor-quality titanium, polarized shocked titanium laced with entangled threads of Telvestrium, a trick they’d learned from the Syndicate of all people.  The Telvestrium strands would bend the metal back into shape if it was bent, and the strands themselves would get harder and harder the more they were bent from their forged “at rest” shape. Much like how IP got stronger by proportion to the energy used against it, those Telvestrium strands got stronger and stronger the more they were bent from their original position, and then that energy was released back into the metal to return it to its original shape, like a spring returning to its shape after being stretched.  Polarized shocked titanium itself was malleable, would bend before it broke, which paired it with Telvestrium strands very well…it just took a hell of a lot of force to bend shocked titanium.  Add to that titanium’s very light weight compared to other armor-quality metals, nearly as light as foamed iso-aluminum, and that made it the ideal metal to use for the endolimbs’ endoskeletal frame.  Within those dull silver metal “bones” were all the circuitry that both controlled the limb and made up the tactical gestalt.  And Rook had even built weaponry into them, a Korgg tetryon wave weapon in each forearm and a small monomolecular blade that seated within the radius and would extend out of the back of the hand Wolverine style, just with a single blade instead of three that would extend out more or less between the middle and ring finger knuckles, using the carpal and metacarpal bones as anchors to hold the blade steady.  Since the hand was also artificial and was built of armor-quality metal, that gave the blade enough of a sturdy anchor to extend from the hand instead of the forearm just behind the wrist, which was the case for most arm-seated monomolecular blades.  The blade wouldn’t pose much of a threat to a Benga, but that wasn’t why Rook had included it.  It was there to give him the ability to cut through a wall, cell door, or other obstacle if for some reason he couldn’t cut through with his telekinetic power.  It was meant to be more of a tool than a weapon, like a pocket knife.  The real weapon was the wave emitter crystal, which Rook had cleverly built to act as one of the bones in his wrist, which would clear the carpal bones in his hand if he bent his hand sharply upward.  That would rotate the crystal into alignment and allow it to fire.  But, since the crystal couldn’t extend out into the palm of his hand, the wave blast would instead blow the flesh off the base of his palm and damage the artificial muscle strands controlling his thumb.  Because of that, it was not something he would use without good reason.  He’d be crippling his hand’s ability to grip things or pick them up by more or less destroying the muscles that would allow his thumb to bend in towards the palm.  So, the wave weapons were literally a weapon of last resort, but weapons at his disposal if he felt he needed them.

The need to conceal the fact that his arms were cybernetic trumped making the equipment built into them practical from a usage point of view.


The tactical gestalt in the endolimbs would do the job.  It was about 15 times more powerful than his interface gestalt, and that was enough power for him to perform some pretty impressive telekinetic feats.  With that much power, he could manipulate light to generate a laser beam more than powerful enough to kill, or burn through metal.  He’d be able to generate enough Torsion to form a ball a good shakra across, where he could only create a pinpoint using his interface gestalt.  So, from an oh shit point of view, he’d have weapons to use against the Benga guards in the Board’s council chamber.


There was a little more to the system, and that was the neatly arrayed array of hair-like fibers extending from the base of the endolimb.  Those were external strands that would be bonded to the remaining part of his upper arm bone to strengthen it, which would allow him to use his arms in ways that would snap his arm like a twig if he applied that mechanical leverage without his bones being reinforced.  He would still have to be careful of tearing the muscles, ligaments, and tendons in his shoulders, but with the reinforcement of his arm bones, he’d be able to execute moves of leverage beyond human norms. And like Wolverine from the comic books, his arms would be all but unbreakable due to the endolimb forearms and hands and the reinforced humerus bones—well, his humerus could still be broken, but the infused lacing would hold the bones together like a splint and allow him to keep going…it would just be painful.  Those strands were not made of titanium.  Those strands were made of one of the rarest and most valuable metals known to science, Abrallium.  Abrallium was an isotope of metallic argon, and it could only be formed in the intense, crushing pressures found at the centers of supermassive gas giants, gas giants way bigger than Jupiter in the Terra system, gas giants that would have become stars if conditions had been different when they were formed.  Abrallium was actually a very light metal due to a low density (a bit of a paradox given it was forged in the unimaginable pressure of a gas giant’s core), but was stronger than high-grade Carbidium, very nearly as strong as untempered Adamantium.  It was this aspect of it, an armor-quality metal that would weigh less than the same volume of bone into which it would be infused, that made it the perfect choice.  It wouldn’t weigh Jason’s arms down in any way, yet would provide exceptional protection against breaking his arms.  Abrallium existed as a metal at room temperature (it only needed to be forged in a gas giant, it was stable once it was extracted), and since it was formed from a noble gas, it was chemically inert, would not rust or decay through chemical action by outside forces, and that made it ideal to use inside a living body.  The hair-width strands would be laced both into and across the surface of his bones and then bonded to the bone using a process that caused the fibers to liquefy and then resolidify, like melting epoxy, pouring it into a crack, and then letting it harden.  Bones weren’t solid, they had pores in them, and it was through those void spaces in the pores that medical spiders would thread the Abrallium strands on the interior of his bones, drilling through the bone structure as necessary to run the strands all the way up to the end of the bone.  When it was done, an X-ray would show his arm as having a multitude of very fine lines of metal running through the bone mass and over the surface, attached to the bone like glue, and even harder to remove, metal that was even lighter than the bone around it.


The carefully placed mass of hair-like fibers that almost appeared to be optical fiber that made up the Abrallium represented a truly staggering cost in money, time, and effort to extract the metallic argon in its raw state, refine it to purge out the impurities like metallic hydrogen and other elements, and then cast it into strands.  They were literally putting about sixty million credits into his arms, just in the value of the Abrallium alone.  That didn’t even factor in the cost of the endolimbs, which were not cheap.  Endolimbs were about three times more expensive than standard cybernetic replacements due to the use of artificial muscle strand technology and the much more involved construction process.

And when this was over, when (or if) he had his organic arms reattached, the reinforcing Abrallium would remain.  Like Wolverine, once it was bonded onto his bones, it couldn’t easily be removed.  It would do him no harm to leave it in, so they would leave it in.


Odds were, Rook didn’t make the entire endolimb frame out of Abrallium because the metal had something of a paradoxical physical quirk…the more of it there was, the less strong it became.  It was a metal whose strength decreased when formed into larger structures due to how the argon was chained together in its complex molecular structure. The more structures present, the weaker the bonds between the atoms became, so Abralluim was only armor-quality metal when used in small quantities.  If he’d made the entire arm out of Abrallium, the fine strands they’d made would have far greater tensile strength than the endoskeletal frame to which it was connected.  Because of that, Abrallium was only used in small-scale applications.

So, Rook was taking Jason’s survival very seriously, and for that, Jason was very grateful.  And in a way, given how much Rook had spent building the arms, it would almost be a crime to have them removed when the mission was over.  Nobody else could use them due to the exacting fit, not unless they had arms the exact same size and length as Jason’s, so if Jason had them replaced, they were effectively scrap.  And that was a fuckton of money to waste for a single mission.


Jyslin strode into the office nude, with a towel over her hair and her arms up to scrub the water out of it, which gave him a very enticing view of her jiggling breasts.  She looked a lot better now than she had when she woke up, no doubt because the anti-hangover medicine Songa gave her had kicked in, which throttled her headache and nausea.  [You wanted to talk to me, love?] she asked, giving him a smile.


[Yes, and it’s very serious…so you might want to put on a robe or something,] he answered.  [It sorta takes away from the gravity of the situation if I’m staring at your rack while telling you something this important.]

She gave him an amused look, but it was tempered by both curiosity and a bit of trepidation, given how sober his thought was.  She glanced to the side as she continued to dry her hair, and then her robe floated in through the open door, fetched from the bedroom.  And that she could grab it with her power without seeing it and navigate it into the office without merging to a camera pod showed just how good she was getting with her telekinetic ability.  She wrapped the towel around her hair, then shrugged into the robe and advanced forward to sit in the chair facing his desk.


[I haven’t announced this to the house yet.  So keep this quiet until I do,] he told her as he leaned forward and offered his hand to her.  She leaned over the desk and took it, and in that touch was completely private and secure communion.  In a fraction of a second, he imparted to her the plan, the entire plan, and that made her eyes go as wide as saucers.


[Jason!  Are you out of your mind?] she demanded.  [That’s too dangerous!]


[I know it’s dangerous.  Now look me in the eye and tell me that there’s another way to stop this war before it spirals out of control.]

She gave him a helpless look, a tear forming in her eye, then she looked away.


[Exactly.  I’m not rushing into this, love.  I fully understand just how dangerous it is, and that there’s a very real chance I may fail.  That I may not come back.  But there’s no other way.  With the board on the absolute warpath, the only way to stop them from launching the fleet is to kill the Board before the fleets organize.  And the only way to do that without shattering the entire political structure of the Syndicate is to get them to gather in one place so we can kill them and only them in one simultaneous attack.  To do that, we need bait, bait so irresistible that they’ll ignore the dangers the Oracles warn them about.  Me.  Even though it’s so dangerous, love, I have to do this.  I couldn’t live with myself if I did nothing and then watched as millions and millions of people die.  It would destroy me, and you know it would.  We have a plan, and it’s a good one.  I have confidence in it.  As long as I don’t have bad luck, I can get to a nexus bridge.  You just need to have faith in Miaari and Kraal, as much as I do.  I have trusted my life to the Kimdori in the past, and I will trust my life to them now.]

She reached over and put her hand on his face.  [I’m afraid, love.  I’m so afraid.]

[So am I, but we can’t let fear stop us from doing our duty,] he answered.  [I am willing risk my life to save others.  What I want, what I need, love, is permission to risk yours.  I have no choice but to go, but I will go with a much lighter heart if I go with your blessing.  If I die—] he broke off, a look of pain on his face as he looked away.  [If I die, I know what could happen to you.  It’s the only thing that’s making me doubt my decision.  I  know it’s selfish of me to risk both of our lives, but I just can’t see another way.  Believe me, I don’t want to do this.  I have to do this, because nobody else can.  For the house, for our friends in the Confederation, for the countless millions, billions of lives that will be wasted if this war escalates, I am willing to risk my life, put it all on the table to stop this war and save those lives.  The question is, Jyslin Shaddale Karinne, will you stand with me, knowing that we both may fall?]


She gave him a long, heartfelt look, then gave him a teary-eyed smile.  [I would follow you into hell, Jason Karinne,] she communed with every bit of her love and devotion and loyalty and admiration.  [Be it in this life or the next, we will always be together.  I’m positive that after everything you’ve done for her children, Trelle will let you into her garden.  If anyone who does not believe in Trelle has earned that right, it is you, Jason Karinne.  I believe that with all my heart and soul.]


[We won’t walk together for a while, Jyslin.  If I die, you must live.  Rann and the girls need you.  The babies need you.  Live long enough for them to remember their mother, to give them the childhood they deserve.  Don’t let them grow up and not remember you, and teach them about their father in the way only you can.  But, when they’re grown, when they’re ready, when they don’t need you anymore, then, and only then, will I hold out my hand and call you home.  Promise me, Jyslin.  Promise me you won’t give up on our babies until they are ready to go on without you.  Promise me.]

She burst into tears and swiped her hand in front of her, causing his desk to nearly topple over as she moved it out of the way with her telekinesis, then she crushed him in a powerful embrace.  [I can’t live without you, but I can’t deny you, Jason!  I will give you that promise, if only because you’re not asking me to live my entire life without you!  When the babies are grown, when my task is done, I will come to you, Jason Karinne.  I will find you.  Be it in Trelle’s garden or your God’s heaven, we will find each other.]


[That’s all I needed to hear,] he communed tenderly, running his hand up and down her back.  [But let’s not make the funeral arrangements yet.  I know the risk, but I feel confident I can do this and get home alive.  We have a good plan.  Kraal has his claws deep in E Chaio.  And with the tactical in the endolimbs and Mrar’s help, I can learn what I need to know to stall long enough for the spiders to infect the Board and then get my ass out of there.  And now I can do it without my worry for you and our children hanging over my head.]  He put his forehead against her own, and they shared a moment of silence where no thought was exchanged, only the deep, boundless love they held for one another, reinforcing the unbreakable bonds that entwined them together.  [Now, love, I have to go.  Songa will start the procedure as soon as I get there.  And as soon as I wake up, I’m going to start preparing for the mission.  You do me a favor and meet me at the annex.  I’ll need to leave by myself, because of Aya.]

Jyslin gave a weepy laugh.  [You haven’t told her yet?]


[Oh no, I want to do that outside and on the pier, like within shakra of the corvette’s hatch.  So, what I need you to do is be in here and ready to come to my rescue with a baseball bat in case she gets exotic.]

She gave him a brave grin.  [You’re gonna get me in trouble.]


[We’re a team, remember?  When I’m in trouble, you’re in trouble.]

She had to laugh, and that made him lean over and give her a gentle kiss.  [That’s what I wanted to hear.  I’ll see you at the annex when you get there.]


[I’ll be over as soon as I get dressed.  I may beat you there.]

After putting his desk back where it belonged, he ambled out of the house with weighty thoughts, but more than anything, he was glad that Jyslin had seen reason. This affected her more than anyone one Karis, but even she could see the logic of it.  She may hate it, but she could see that it had to be done.  Aya, he called, walking out of the house and out onto the beach deck.  I have to go to the medical annex.  I need to talk to you before I leave.

And why do you need to go to the annex?


That’s part of what I’ll explain to you.


I’ll have Dera and—


No.  I’ll go alone.


You will not go alone.  The annex isn’t a secure area.


Then you will come, you will come alone, and you will give me your solemn vow that you will not interfere.


Interfere with what?


I’ll explain that to you on the way.


You want me to agree to something you won’t even tell me about?


Take it or leave it, Jason sent firmly.

She reached the corvette just after him, giving him an unfriendly look as he stepped over and through the hatch.  You should be in armor.


It would be pointless, he replied, moving back into the tactical area and telling the pilot to take off.  He sat at one of the sensor stations as Aya stood in front of him, then he pointed at the chair of the other sensor station.  When she sat down, he held out his bare hand expectantly.  She gave him a suspicious look, then took off her gauntlet and took it.  He then explained everything to her in that touch, in a way that the crew of the corvette couldn’t hear, a process that only took seconds yet took considerably longer than it had with Jyslin.  He could see the shock in her eyes as she realized just what it meant, but he could also see…comprehension.  Did she understand enough not to throw a complete temper tantrum?  I don’t like this.  I don’t want to do this.  But I have to, he stressed.  If I walk away from this chance to stop this war, I will never be able to live with myself.  I’m willing to put my life on the line to save two galaxies from a war that might kill trillions.  My life is nothing compared to all of theirs.  But this isn’t a suicide mission.  I’ll go in well armed, excuse the pun, and with a plan.  A very detailed plan.  That plan will get me out alive and back home, Aya, as long as I’m well prepared,  And I’m going to need you to get me ready, he told her.  So, that’s where it is.  You can go completely off the rails and fight with me and lose, or you can accept that this is something you can’t stop and do everything in your power to make sure I come home alive.  That choice is yours.

She gave him a long, searching look, her lip nearly twitching, then she blew out her breath.  Why must you always make me wish for retirement, Jason? she complained.  I swear to Trelle, none of the other members of the Imperial Family are anywhere near as maddening as you.


I told you when you first came here that I’d give you gray hair, Aya.  I wasn’t joking then, and nothing has changed.  But look me in the eyes and tell me that you wouldn’t do the same if you were in my place.

I would, she admitted immediately.  And if I weren’t the captain of the guard sworn to protect you, I’d not say a word against you.  But as the captain of your guard detachment, Jason, I am honor bound to try to stop you from this insanity.  So, will you stop?


No.


Then I have done my duty, she sent, her thought vibrating with pride and admiration.  She then reached over and put her gauntleted hand on his face.  You are the most annoying, infuriating, frustrating, courageous, compassionate, decent man I have ever known, Jason Karinne.  While I absolutely hate this plan, I cannot tell you how proud I am of you.

So, can I count on you?


If I can’t stop you, then I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you come home, she affirmed.


Well, that was easier than I expected, he smiled at her.  I expected both of us to need some teeth put back in by the time we got to the annex.

She smiled slightly.  If the stakes weren’t so high, Jason, then I would beat you into submission, she told him.  The impartial military commander in me can see that the plan is worth the risk.  I just wish the risk wasn’t you.


We can mitigate that risk with planning and preparation, he told her.  And that’s why I need you.  I’m counting on you to help get me home, Aya, and with you helping me, I feel much more confident that that’s exactly what’s going to happen.  I trust these hands with my life, he told her with powerful emotion, taking both her hands, one bare and one gloved, turning then palms up.  And not just to protect me.  You have guided me with your wisdom and helped train me to protect the people I love from the cockpit of a rig.  I would not be the man I am today if not for you.  With your help, Aya, I am confident that I will make it home.  And to protect your perfect record, I’ll disavow you just before I leave, he added cheekily.  Can’t have you going back to the palace with a black mark on your record.

She just had to give that voiceless, wheezing laugh.  I’m never going back to the palace, Jason.  When I retire, I’ll stay here, and probably take up a position overseeing the training of the Dukal Guard to ensure the training regimen is up to our standards.  I am an Imperial Guard, but even I understand that the secrets I carry require me to stay on Karis to protect them, for the rest of my days.

I’d be honored to have you, Aya.  I’ll build a nice compound on a tropical island and declare it an annex of the Pensioner’s Wing, available for any active or retired Imperial Guard to come and sit on a beach and enjoy themselves.  Even an Imperial Guard needs a vacation.  It will be your place, a place just for the Imperial Guard, where not even us annoying members of the Imperial Family will be allowed to bug you.  And to make sure you don’t feel like you’re slacking, we’ll put a training barracks there for Dukal Guard recruits, where they can do their amphibious training, and perhaps some exomech or fighter training.  But that’ll depend on how big the island is that you pick.  But no matter what, there will be 46 houses on that island that will belong to the detachment.

I think I’d like that, Jason, she told him.  But you’d have to cede the land to the Imperial Guard the way you ceded Dahnai’s island to her.  It must be Imperial Guard sovereign territory, controlled by us and us alone.


Done and done, he smiled.  While I’m having my arms chopped off, look over the map and find a suitable island, both for guard amphibious training and suitable vacation-worthy beaches, big enough for 46 houses plus extra beach for the vacationing guards.  It’ll belong to the Imperial Guard as soon as I sign the order.  Since building a Dukal Guard training facility  is official government business, I’ll put Bunvar on it.  She’ll have it done inside a month, knowing her.  Oh, and this is not a bribe, he winked.  This is my thanks to you, to all of you, for everything you have done for me and the House of Karinne.  We would not be who we are without you. 

She gave him a smile, then leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.

So, it was a very relieved Jason Karinne that came down the stairs of the corvette and onto the landing pad on top of the Karsa Medical Annex, where Songa and two other red-coated doctors were waiting for him.  Everything ready? he asked as he reached them.

Anytime you are, dear, Songa replied, her thought still a bit bristling.  But Rook is making a few last-minute alterations to the units.  He’s adding something the Kimdori sent to him.  He should have the units here and ready by the time we need them for the procedure.  It will take us nearly two hours to reach the point where we need them.

I’m almost afraid to ask.


He added some experimental shielding the Kimdori sent him to protect the units from ionic overload, she told him.  The Syndicate has an ionic field technology they use to short out hidden weapons at security checkpoints, and plasma systems are vulnerable to it.  The shielding is to protect from that device if they use it against you.

Oh. That’s definitely something I want in them, he noted with a nod. Did Myleena get that info, so she can protect the spiders?


I wouldn’t know that, dear, she answered.


I’ll find out later.  We need to get this going, I don’t have much time.  I want to be under when Zaa reveals the plan to the council, so I can avoid all their bullshit.

Zaa followed him into the building, and was right behind him as they took the elevator down to a floor more or less dedicated to the medical care of the Dukal family and other high-security VIPs. It was on this floor that Dahnai’s family were kept in isolation and observation as the Generation virus infected them, and it was on this floor that Jason had had most every medical procedure they’d ever done to him.  This floor also had Songa’s office on it, so she was always close by; Songa was the primary doctor for Jason and his family, her right and privilege as the head of the Karinne branch of the Medical Service.  Even though she was more or less in an administrative job, she still practiced medicine.  The floor had four surgical theaters, and it was to one of those that he was led, brought into the prep room just off of the largest of them.  He undressed as they got everything ready, then sat on the gurney when they brought it in and let Songa and the primary surgeon attach remote sensors to parts of his head and chest, backups in case the medical sensor unit in the surgical table malfunctioned during the operation.  [Zaa, I’m about to start the operation,] Jason sent a quarter of the way across the galaxy, all the way to Zaa on Kimdori Prime.  [When does the council meeting start?]


[In an hour, cousin,] she answered.


[Good, I’ll be under when you tell them,] he noted with satisfaction shimmering in his thought.  [Songa told me that you sent some experimental shielding?]

[Rook should be installing it now,] she answered.  [My technical research children developed the shielding just this morning.  It’s a layer of physical material that will protect the plasma systems from the ionic field.  Rook has to coat the endolimb units in the material, and he has to make sure that not even a pinhole of unprotected metal is exposed.  The coating itself is highly durable, so it won’t be rubbed off or damaged as you move the arms, at least long enough for you to accomplish the mission.  My children estimate it will last nearly six months before it begins to break down.  That is more than long enough.]


[Sounds good.  It’s been fully tested?]


[Yes.  It offers complete protection,] she replied.  [And it does not interfere with the SCM units in the endolimbs that will hide them from Syndicate sensors.]

[Good deal.  They’re wheeling me into the surgical theater, cousin, so I’ll talk to you later.]


[I’ll be there when you awaken, cousin.  I’ll have the initial material for the extraction plan with me for you to study.]


[Good deal.  See you when I wake up, cousin.  Bring the cubs and Denfather, stay for dinner.]


[We would enjoy that,] she replied.


He transferred to the table, then laid down as one of the nurses covered him with a thermal blanket.  They put his arms on stands out of the sides, almost akin to the arms of the execution table for lethal injection, and strapped them down.  “As I stare down the maw of the dragon, I will shout my defiance even as the jaws snap shut,” he muttered in French as he closed his eyes.  “Don’t damage them too much, I’ll want them back when this is over,” he added in Faey.

“We’ll take good care of them, your Grace,” the primary surgeon told him, a middle-aged Faey man who was surprisingly tall, his face and hair covered in surgical protective garb.  “If you’re ready.”


“Do it,” he said, closing his eyes.  Seconds later, when the sleep inducer was activated, he tumbled into the dark, dreamless oblivion of induced sleep.


There was no way of knowing how long he was asleep, but he was clearly asleep long enough for things to get crazy.


He expected Zaa to be there when he woke up.  He did not expect an absolute audience on the other side of the glass from his recovery room, and every single one of them was a member of the council.  They were packed into the hallway outside his room three deep, the shortest in the front and the tallest in the rear, standing there watching him sleep—and then wake up.  Most of them were here in person, with only those that couldn’t survive on Karis without life support in bionoids.  Jyslin and Dahnai were in the room with him, sitting side by side chairs by the bed, and when sat up and looked down, catching her attention and making Jyslin quickly set aside the handpanel she was reading and Dahnai leap to her feet, he got a look at the result of his decision.


Below his hospital gown extended arms made of metal.  They were coated in that shielding material that almost looked like paint primer, dark gray and rough, and it looked like all the flesh had been stripped off of his arms and the bones sprayed with spray paint.  Bandages covered his arms just below the elbow, because Songa had had to attach his organic muscles to the base of the endolimb unit, which extended past his elbow and replaced the lower section of his humerus bone.  The bones at the joints were connected with hair fiber wire, almost invisible to the naked eye yet stronger than steel, each metal “bone” of the endolimb cast to perfectly resemble the real bones that had been attached to him before he went to sleep.  The two endolimbs had slender braces running from the flesh of his upper arm all the way down to keep them from flopping around aimlessly if he moved.  There was no musculature attached to the endolimbs, that step would come later, so he had no way to move them.  In that respect, they were much different than standard endolimbs, which had artificial muscles and filler synthetic tissue already incorporated into them.  But the need to keep them hidden had made Rook build something much different from a standard endolimb.

But they were active.  He could sense the biogenics in them, turned on and functional, and they reported to him when he queried them, to get an understanding of what was built into them.  The tactical was online and already imprinted to him, working the same way as a passively merged gestalt, which was only smart.  An imprinted gestalt could amplify his power far more than a generic tactical gestalt, which meant that he could squeeze every iota of power possible out of the gestalt in the arms.  The tetryon wave weapons had been removed—Rook hadn’t told him about that—and one more amplifier stack had been added in their place, one in each arm.


It made sense.  Zaa said that the entire endolimb had to be covered with the shielding for it to work, and the emitter crystal of the wave weapon couldn’t be covered or it couldn’t fire.  That would have left a gap in the shielding that would have made it useless, so Rook had to remove the wave weapons.  But, the monomolecular blades were still in there, he must have found a way to protect the housing unit for the blades.


And that was it.  Outside of the usual endolimb control circuitry that would allow the limbs to translate his nerve impulses into movement commands, the power supply system, the SCM module that would hide the endolimbs from Syndicate scanners, and the monomolecular blade systems, that was all there was in each unit.  Rook had stripped them bare to give as much space as possible for the tactical, and that was the smart thing to do.  The tactical was his weapon, and Rook had made it as powerful as he possibly could. The artificial muscles Songa would add later would give his forearms and hands superhuman strength—and would run on his own body’s bio-electricity, so they didn’t need to be connected to artificial power—and then the whole thing would be covered with living flesh to conceal the fact that his arms were artificial.

There was one thing he saw in how Rook had designed them.  The units had no limiter, Rook couldn’t add in the limiter system since it was outside of the “bones” of the endolimb, and the shielding prevented him from installing it in the interior due to the need for the shielding to completely cover the bones to work properly.  He would have complete access to the full strength of the artificial muscles at all times, and that would mean that he’d have to be very, very careful else he might accidentally break things or hurt someone.  That, or Songa would implant artificial muscles that weren’t unnaturally strong.  That would be

They were all staring at him.  He looked at them with a calm, steady expression, then Dahnai nearly knocked him off the bed as she crashed into him, giving him a powerful hug.  Are you insane?  You have to be insane! she accused, sending openly.  I forbid this!  No!  No no no no no!

“Zaa explained everything, Dahnai,” he said aloud as the others started to file into the room.  “This is our best chance to stop this war before it escalates, and I will not turn my back on others when they need me.  My life is not worth the billions that will be lost if this war gets out of control,” he said adamantly as she pulled back enough to look him in the eyes.


“Yes it is!” she nearly screamed.  “Your life is worth a thousand worlds, Jason Karinne!  It is worth everything to me!”


“Later,” he told her, staring her in the eyes, then used his telekinesis to gently push her back…he had to, since he couldn’t move his arms.  “I didn’t expect an audience when I woke up,” he said as the others continued to file into the room.


“We had to come in person, Jason,” Krirara told him, her voice rippling with emotion.  “To tell you how insane and incredibly brave you are.”


“Truth,” Shakizarr said, looking down at him, his expression fierce.  “You are a man of unmatched honor and courage, Jason Karinne.  Your name will be inscribed on Delivarr’s Monument by my own hand.”


“Don’t memorialize me yet, Shakizarr.  I have no intention of dying,” he replied evenly.  “We have a plan to get me out of there, and if I didn’t think it would work, I wouldn’t have been anywhere near as willing to do this.  Yes, I know it’s dangerous.  But as I just told Dahnai, I feel it is worth the risk.  If I can stop this war by putting my own neck on the line, then that is exactly what I’m going to do,” he said with simple dignity.  “How did it go, Songa?”


“The procedure was a success, Jason.  Can you access the endolimb units?’


“They’re both operational,” he replied.  “They’re reporting full functionality.  The tactical is up and already imprinted.  When’s the next step?”


“Within the hour,” she replied,  “We need to let the swelling around the attachment point subside before we begin the procedure for the muscle attachment and the first stages of bio-growth, primarily the cartilage in the joints, the lymphatic, vascular, and nervous systems that service the cartilage and the tissue between the radius and ulna, and the lining covering the bones.  Some of that will be beneath the muscles, so it has to be done first.  Jason, to further conceal the true nature of the endolimb units, we are not putting in artificial muscles, since Rook can’t install a limiter system,” she warned.  “The arms would pose more of a threat to you than to the Syndicate with you having, in effect, superhuman strength in your hands.  We’ll be using your own muscle tissue.  In effect, dear, the only thing we’re replacing are the bones themselves.  Everything else will be organic, which will further conceal the fact that you have endolimbs.”


“Alright.  I noticed that there was no limiter in the arms, and now I know why.”  He looked towards the assembled council members.  “Has Zaa presented a hard timeline to you yet?”

“Not yet, cousin, we need more information from Kraal’s operatives,” Zaa answered, as he tried to ignore Dahnai’s incredibly intense gaze.  He knew that face.  She had a lot to say to him, and she was just waiting to get him alone so she didn’t look undignified as she screeched like a howler monkey.  “But we have time.  It will take the Syndicate sixteen days to completely mobilize their fleets for the jump to our galaxy.”


“Then I made the right decision starting this now,” he said, looking down at his artificial arms.  “Now, since there’s enough of us here to discuss the matter, and I have a little time before I’m put back on the operating table,” he said, leaning back after Songa raised the head of the bed, “I’m going to assume that you’ve accepted our plan.”


“We haven’t officially voted on it yet,” Krirara told him.  “We wanted to discuss this with you before we made that decision.”


“From a purely military standpoint, the plan has the potential to succeed,” Grran said, and the fact that he spoke meant he was here in a bionoid.  “The Board will not expect a galactic ruler to put himself at risk, and they don’t know what you can do,” he said, pointing at his artificial arms.  “But the biggest question remains, Jason Karinne.  Why?”


“That’s what I want to know!” Dahnai barked angrily.  “Why are you doing this, Jason?  Why are you risking your life like this?”


“Simple.  Because someone has to,” he replied.  “And I’m the most qualified person for the mission.  Zaa told you, they won’t be dissuaded.  We made a major mistake in our operation and went beyond any hope to negotiate with them, and now this is our only option.  And since I’m the one that made that mistake, it’s my responsibility to fix this.  It was my plan that put us in this mess, and we made the almost inexcusable mistake of carrying it out before we learned more about Benga culture and society.  I will not force another to pay for the mistakes I have made,” he said strongly.

“This is not some ridiculous act of penance, Jason Karinne!” Dahnai snarled.


“I know that.  But like I said, we have a chance here, and I’m the best option, not just to accomplish the mission, but to get home alive.  The Syndicate has no idea who the Generations are, or what they can do, and Zaa has a good plan to get me out of there and back home in one piece.  Name another member of the council that can walk into that room and get out of it alive, Dahnai,” he challenged, giving her a steady look.


“There are over three hundred of you!” she nearly screamed.  “Send someone else!”


“If you think for one second that I would ever do that, Dahnai Merrane, then you have no fucking idea who I am,” he replied, almost coldly, and his tone nearly made her flinch.  “I would never send someone else to do what I can do better, just to save my own skin.  My job is to protect them, not have them protect me.  And if this is what I have to do to protect the Confederation and save billions of lives,” he said, lifting his artificial arms by his shoulders, “then that is exactly what I will do.”

She gave him a look on the verge of tears, trying to come up with some way to counter that argument.


His words had produced a weighty silence among the other members of the council in the room, as they all stared at him.  “Like I said, Zaa, Miaari, and Kraal have a plan to get me home, and I think it’s a good one.  Good enough to take this risk,” he said in a reasonable tone.  “This isn’t a suicide mission, it’s just a mission with what I feel is an acceptable amount of risk.  And it’s that simple.  There’s really nothing else to talk about.  And the sooner the council agrees to it, the sooner we can arrange a face to face meeting with the Board.”

“You’re overlooking the Oracles,” Alros of the Rathii said, his long, pointed ears bobbing a bit as he moved his head.


“We have a plan to deal with the Oracles,” Jason said confidently.  “We know how their power works, and just like with the attack on Atrovet, we can use that power against them.  They’ll see a danger in the Board meeting with us face to face, and that’s why I’m the one that has to go.  I’m the one that ordered their manors blown up, which was the cardinal sin in Benga society, and Kraal fed them my name so they know I’m the one that did it.  So when they hear my name as the one that’s coming to negotiate, their base nature will override their caution.  They’ll want to watch me die personally,” he said dryly.  “So, they’ll accept the meeting despite the Oracles warning them there’s a danger in it.  And remember, all I have to do is get in the same room with them. Really, I just need to get inside the room, whether they’re there or not.  I’ll be carrying in medical spiders that have been programmed to invade their bodies and then kill them on command, and they will be what does the deed.  So, the Board doesn’t even have to be there in person.  The spiders will infect them the next time they come into the room.  Because the Oracles won’t see me as the immediate danger, since I am not going into that room with the intent to kill the Board, the Board will be much more willing to ignore the danger the Oracles will warn I pose.  I will only fight if they force me to fight. My job is just to walk into the room, talk to them, and then walk out.  The Oracles will see me as a potential danger, a danger that only manifests if the Board makes the wrong choice of attacking me, and we’re certain that the desire of the Board to exact their revenge on me will make them ignore that danger.”

“I had no idea you could manipulate the Oracles’ predictions that way,” Sk’Vrae mused.


“Like I said, we know how their power works. And truth be told, it’s not really all that intimidating when you learn how to get around it,” he said dryly.  “Since the Consortium never found out about the Oracles, they were vulnerable to their predictions.  We don’t have that same handicap.”


“Alright, I’ll accede that it sounds like you have a good plan, Jason,” Magran told him.  “Now what about your escape plan?”


“Simple.  The Syndicate has no idea what a nexus bridge is,” he answered.  “Kraal will have multiple beacons in place close to the capitol building, to where I can get to one within minutes of getting out of the building.  I can just warp space to protect myself as I walk right out of the building, right to the beacon, and then escape.  They have no idea how to get past spatial warping, so I should be safe enough.”

“That…will work,” Shakizarr said thoughtfully.  “You’re right.  They have no idea what a beacon is, they won’t understand the reality of it until you walk through the nexus portal.  And you can defend yourself to reach it, the same way your Generations protect your battleships, by warping space to turn away all attacks.”


“Precisely.  There’s much more to the escape plan, multiple contingency plans in case I can’t reach the primary extraction point, but it boils down to that.  I can reach the beacon within minutes of starting my escape, and get there safely thanks to this tactical,” he said, raising his arms again.  “With it, I can warp enough space to protect an entire dropship.  We have a plan, friends, and it’s a good one.”


“And you’re sure you can get the tactical past their scanners?” Gau asked, who was standing at the back of the gathering due to his great size.


“We already know that Kimdori SCM defeats Syndicate sensors, and these units have SCM built into them.  We’ve already tested it in the field using infiltrator bionoids, so we’re absolutely positive that they won’t be able to detect them.  To their scanners, my arms will appear to be entirely natural.  And since they’ll be covered in my own flesh, they’ll look entirely natural.”


“Jason speaks truth,” Zaa agreed.  “We are absolutely certain that their sensor technology cannot defeat our SCM.  The modules in those units will cause his arms to appear to be natural to Syndicate sensors.  We have tested this extensively, and have confirmed proof through the use of infiltrator bionoids on E Chaio.”

“Well…if he can get a tactical in there, then I’m fairly sure he can get out alive,” Grayhawk said thoughtfully.  “This plan is somewhat crazy and more than a little desperate…but I think it will work.  And what matters most is that I agree, Jason has a very, very strong chance of a safe return.  There is risk, there is definite risk, but a good plan can mitigate risk.”

“Exactly, Grayhawk,” Jason nodded.  “I know this is dangerous, but I sincerely believe that the plan we have is solid, and it will work.  We just have to have faith in the Denmother and the best of her children.  They have never let me down, and they won’t let me down in this.”  He looked Dahnai in the eyes.  “So, I’m not being crazy, love, and I’m not being suicidal.  We have a plan.  It’s a bit daring, but it’s a good one, and we have a plan to get me home.  I have every intention of coming back alive.  And not even you can deny that I am the best choice for this plan.  I’m the only one among us that can carry in a powerful weapon they can’t detect and they can’t counter, and if comes down to a fight, I can use that weapon to get my ass out of there and to the nearest beacon.  And in a way, it has to be me to do this, because I am the one member of the council the Board would most love to get in front of them, so they can get back at me for what I did to them.”


She looked absolutely defiant, but said nothing.


“I may be inclined to approve this plan, despite my misgivings about your welfare, Jason,” Sovial said, the short Jirunji crossing her arms before her.  “But only because you are so certain that you can accomplish it and get home safely.”


“Well I’m not,” Kreel said steadily.  “Good plan or not, no way am I ever voting to send my best friend into a potential death trap.  Just on the principle of the matter.”


“Yes!  Thank you, Kreel!” Dahnai said loudly.


“Not saying you can’t do it, Jayce,” he said with a quirky smile.  “Just not gonna vote for it.”


“I won’t vote for it either,” Krirara declared.  “For the same reason.  No matter how logical your plan is, Jason, I’m not sending my dear friend on a mission that may kill him.”


“This is the time to put practicality above sentimentality, Krirara,” Jason told her evenly.  “We won’t get another chance at this.  And this should tell you how serious I am about it,” he stressed, shrugging his shoulders to draw attention to the fact that he’d had his arms surgically removed.  “If you’re only voting no because you’re afraid I may get hurt, you’re voting no for the wrong reason.”


“So you say!” Dahnai said, her voice almost outraged.  “Does the fact that we love you mean anything at all to you?”


“I do this because I love you, Dahnai Merrane,” he replied calmly, looking at her.  “And you, Krirara.  And God help me, you too, Kreel.  And all of you.  I love the people of the Confederation, I love the rulers I’ve come to know in my time on the council, I love the wonderful people I have met from all of your different worlds, and above all, I love peace.  I will protect you as I protect my own house, my own family,” he declared adamantly.  “If it brings peace, if it prevents untold death and destruction and misery, then I will do what must be done.”

That silenced the entire room.  They all looked at him with varying expressions, from surprise to pride to anguish to suspicion, and Songa took that pause to take control of the room.  “With all due respect to you, august rulers, I must ask you to leave the room.  We must prepare him for the next phase of the procedure,” she called loudly.  “The Grand Duke will be available for further discussions later.”  She looked over at Dahnai and Jyslin.  “I’m afraid you two as well, my friends,” she said gently.  “You can come back when he’s finished with the next procedure.”


“Alright, Songa,” Jyslin said as she stood up, and the others started quietly filing out of the room.


Dahnai gave him a dark scowl, then she turned and stormed from the room, pushing a few other rulers out of her way.


[She’ll calm down,] Jyslin assured him, her hand on his face to prevent eavesdropping.  [I’ll talk to her, though she’s pretty mad at me for not being as opposed to this as she is.]


[You are opposed to this, you just see reason.]


[Exactly, love.  But you know that ‘Empress’ and ‘reason’ don’t usually go together.]

He had to grin at her.  [That’s why you’re my wife instead of her.  You’re clearly the smarter one.]


[I’m going to tell her you said that,] she threatened with a smile.


[Go ahead, how much madder can she get?] he challenged, which made her return concern-tinged mirth.  She leaned down and gave him a gentle, loving kiss on the forehead, then she stood up and followed the others out of the room.  Thanks, dear, he told Songa with a smile up at her.

I wasn’t helping you out, dear, you need to prep for the next operation, she answered brusquely, her disapproval still writhing beneath her thought.  The swelling has gone down to acceptable levels, and we have to begin the bio-growth and muscle implantation procedure as soon as we can.

How did you clone the muscles so quickly?


We didn’t.  We cloned some flesh for certain parts of the arm and the lining that covers the outside of the bones that needs to be there for your tendons to be able to attach to the endoframe, but we’re using the musculature of your original arms for this.  They’ve already been medically dissected and prepared for the procedure, muscle, tissue, and your skin.  In effect, we’re transplanting most of your old arms onto your new bones.  We had to make a few adjustments since the endoframe isn’t actual bone, particularly in the lining that covers the bone called the periosteum, but in effect, we’re simply replacing your organic bones with metal ones.  About 92% of the flesh and soft tissue will be your original arms, with the cloned tissue making up the final 8%..

Oh.  Whoa.  I hope I can move them by the time I have to go.


It’s not going to be pleasant, dear, but you should regain full use of your hands and arms within eight days of the completion of the procedure.  The medical spiders we’re going to inject into the arms will do a great deal of the work to mend the post-surgical damage and fully anchor your muscles to the new bones, combined with the heavy use of bio-accelerant.  That fast recovery will be mostly thanks to the medical spiders, they will in effect cause you to heal at ten times your normal rate as they repair the damage and return your arms to a healthy state. What would have taken you two months to heal naturally will only take eight days, thanks to the spiders.  And the next step isn’t going to be fun for either of us.  My transplant specialist is budgeting thirty hours for muscular implantation procedure.  It’s going to take us that long to implant the flesh and muscle on the new bones.

Ouch.  So, there’s more or less no going back, he reasoned.  You’re cannibalizing my old arms to build my new ones, so I really won’t have the old ones anymore, just two sets of bones stripped of all their flesh.  Or more to the point, my old ones will be my new ones.  He was quiet a moment.  Do me a favor and keep the bones.  Clean them up and put them in a display case.


Why should I ever do something like that?


Because I want to put them on the shelf in my office to remind me that to be the Grand Duke the house deserves, I have to be willing to sacrifice, he replied soberly.


I’ll have it done, she told him stoically.  We need to prep you for the next surgery.  It will be long, but it will be the last one.  When you wake up, you’ll have full and complete arms.  You just won’t be able to move them for a few days, as the spiders inside finish the work.

Sounds good.  Let’s get this show on the road, Doc.

The next time he woke up, which had to be a day later given how long Songa said the surgery was going to take, he didn’t feel like a battered Terminator unit.  His arms were wrapped in bandages, and what was more important, he could feel them….and boy, did he not like what he was feeling.  His arms from the elbow down felt like he’d been stung by a million fire ants that had burrowed into his flesh, a great deal of pain that wasn’t overwhelming, but was definitely seriously fucking unpleasant.  Songa was leaning over him, looking down at him as he opened his eyes, a gentle smile on her face as she put away her disapproval of what he intended to do and was a doctor to her patient.  Don’t try to move, you’re on a paralytic agent to keep you motionless from the neck down.  How do you feel, Jason?


Like my arms have acid in my blood vessels instead of blood.  So I definitely have feeling in them, he answered.  Yeah, can you turn on the pain inhibitor?


I did.  What you’re feeling is what the inhibitor can’t stop, she answered.  It would be much worse if we turn it off.


Yeah, don’t do that, he replied dryly.

Hold on a second, dear, I’ll administer a painkiller. That should take the edge off, but it’s not going to completely get rid of it.


Taking the edge off is enough, he nodded.  Where are Jyslin and Dahnai?


Asleep, she replied.


How long was I under?


A shade under 26 hours, dear.  Add that to the first surgery, and it’s been over three full days since you were first put under.


Holy shit, seriously?

She nodded.  The removal and attachment procedure took nearly fifteen  hours.  You recovered under induced sleep for twelve hours, then we woke you up and let you talk to the council and Dahnai.  Then we completed the procedure.  Which was a complete success, by the way.  It took nearly 26 hours of continual surgery, but we’ve implanted the flesh and soft tissue, attached the muscles, nerves, blood vessels, and lymphatic ducts, and covered it all with your skin.  Your arms are completely functional, or at least they will be once the spiders complete the repairs from the inside.  For the next four days, dear, you’ll be under a paralytic agent to keep you from even so much as flexing a muscle in your arms to give the spiders the time to finish the process.  Right now, most of the flesh and tissue in your arms are barely anchored to anything, and a sharp tug or twist could severely damage your arm.  That’s why we have you paralyzed, and you’ll have to stay this way for at least 68 hours to give the spiders time to stitch everything together enough for you to move.  Jyslin and Dahnai are at your house, sleeping, it’s 05:23, dear.  After I threw them out of the annex, she added dryly.  We woke you up so you can merge to a bionoid, that way you’re not stuck in this bed.  We have a bionoid here in the room for you to test your ability to merge, dear, and it’s active.  You should be able to locate it.

He closed his eyes and reached out, and did indeed sense the biogenic computer that was his bionoid within the room with him.  I have it.  Just a second, hon.  He reached out to the bionoid and merged to it.  He settled into the merge, opening the bionoid’s eyes as the sensor mesh and other sensory feeds stabilized to find himself sitting in the chair by the bed, wearing a Paladins tee shirt and jeans.  “I’m merged,” he said aloud, sitting up and looking at himself. The bionoid was sitting on the opposite side of the bed from Songa, who was looking over at him from where she was leaning over him.  He stood up and looked down at himself, covered in a thermal blanket from the stomach down and his expression blank, nearly serene as he fully merged to the bionoid, which was a trick that would let him ignore the pain the inhibitor and the painkillers couldn’t stop.  His arms were encased in a plastic-like material, most likely to protect them from any kind of jarring or impact, and the casings were literally strapped to the bed at his sides to further immobilize them.  He was also strapped just under his shoulders and across his chest to completely pin him down.  The plastic casings around his arms were clear, revealing that the arms beneath were wrapped in bandages, which were clearly saturated in bio-accelerant.  But under those bandages, Jason could sense through his own mind millions of medical spiders doing their work, literally connecting everything together inside his arms.

“Well, at least you didn’t shave my head,” he noted dryly, which made Songa snap a look at him.


She actually laughed.  “We remember what you did to Meya and Myra after they had Ayama sabotage your tanning bed,” she said.  “I don’t think anyone would dare anything like that again.”


“Painful lessons stick,” he said shamelessly.  “Whatever you did to ease the pain, it’s working enough for me not to feel anything while merged.”


“Good.  Do you feel stable?”


“More than,” he replied.  “I’m good for extended merge time, if you’re releasing me to go home.”


“That’s the idea, dear.  There’s really not much you can do, and it would probably be best for your recovery to let your body heal while you take care of things in a bionoid.  Just put that one back in the chair, dear.  Your home bionoid is still there.  This is your office bionoid, and we want to keep it here in case we need you to merge to it here,” she replied.


“Alright.  Just let me know if you need me to delink.”

“We will, dear.”


He sat the bionoid back in the chair, delinked, then reached through the biogenic network and located his home bionoid, down in his workshop.  He again underwent the sensory distortion as he settled into the merge, as his vision and hearing and touch came into focus, then he stepped out of the alcove in the back of the workshop where his bionoid was kept when not in use.  This was his oldest bionoid, but it was packed with all kinds of systems that he tested and basically just played with when he had the time.  It had been upgraded many times, but the core biogenic processor was the same one, so in a way, Jason and this particular bionoid worked very well together, and that would help him ignore the pain in his real body by shunting off the sensation in favor of the bionoid’s sensory stream.  It was the most experienced and developed of his six bionoids, had more lattice pathways in its crystal than any other, representing everything the master processor had learned as Jason controlled it.  As a result, the bionoid was capable of more complex tasks than most bionoids, having learned how to do them over the months, and Jason left it active and in autonomous mode almost all the time so it could keep the workshop tidy and monitor some experiments he had running down here.  And like almost all biogenic chips as complex as an RK-class master processor, it was programmed to be curious, to want to learn.  The processor wasn’t alive, it hadn’t become self-aware like Rook’s chip had, but the chip was complex and powerful enough to start to develop a very, very basic personality imprinted from Jason’s own, mimicking its driver.  They’d come to learn that it wasn’t unusual for bionoids who were hard coded to merge to only one person to start to imprint the driver’s base mannerisms, which influenced its actions when in autonomous mode.  A bionoid right off the factory line would do things much differently than a bionoid that had been active long enough to develop lattice pathways, and like Jason’s bionoid, they learned enough to be capable of tasks beyond a “clean slate” bionoid.  As such, the processor in Jason’s bionoid was hard-working, curious, caring, a touch adventurous, and maybe a tiny bit mischievous when in autonomous mode.

[Jyslin, I’m awake,] he communed from the bionoid’s chip to her.  [I’m merged to the house bionoid and I’m coming up.]  When he got no response, he checked with the house’s computer and found she was still asleep.  Everyone was asleep for that matter, and it reminded him again just how early it was.  Nobody would be awake for two hours.  But, after three days of being unconscious, he wasn’t about to go to sleep himself, so he sat down at his desk in the workshop and started clearing three days’ worth of paperwork from his inbox.  That had alerted Chirk that he was awake—that damn Kizzik never seemed to sleep—and she was in the office, so a flat hologram of her appeared in front of the desk.  “Revered Hive-leader,” her interface called with a nod of her diamond-shaped head.  “It is good to see you well.”

“The real me is laid up in the hospital, Chirk.  This is a bionoid,” he said, motioning at himself.  “But I think you knew that.”


“Naturally.  The top items in the inbox are decisions made by Cybi or cabinet members that were made under their authority when you are indisposed or otherwise unable to perform your duties, for your review.  The second tier items are high priority items which have not yet received attention from anyone.”

“Sounds good.  Any word from the council about negotiating with the Board while I was under?”


She shook her head.  “I have not received any information.  However, Cybi might have a more accurate answer for you.”

“So, I take it nothing huge happened while I was laid up?”


“Nothing so dire that your cabinet could not handle it, revered Hive-leader,” she affirmed.

“Alright, I’ll get to work on this.  Send me anything new.  Oh, and send a message to Jaxtra that I’m awake and available for when Miaari wakes up.  We have a lot to talk about.”


“Yes, revered Hive-leader.”

Her hologram winked out, and Jason called for Cybi as he started looking over the list.  She manifested a hologram using the workshop’s emitters, hovering beside his desk in her no-legs form.  [I was just about to talk to you, Jason.]


[Any word on the conference?]


[Actually, yes.  The Board has agreed to a face to face meeting on E Chaio, as you predicted they would.]


[It was Kraal making that prediction more then me,] he corrected.  [When?]


[Twelve days,] she answered.


Twelve days…that would put it on 14 Romaa, and that should give him enough time to be ready.  He could take some lessons from Mrar as he was now, but he couldn’t practice what she taught until his arms healed, due to the cardiovascular stress it would put on him.  It might rupture the delicate blood vessels in his rebuilt arms if he practiced before the spiders fully repaired everything.  That should be enough time for Miaari and Kraal to have a detailed plan that would be both efficient and effective, with plenty of contingency plans to cover any eventuality, so he always knew what to do next no matter how many times he was thwarted from his goal.  In both respects, that was more than enough time.

[Kraal was right.  They want to watch me beg for mercy personally,] he mused darkly.


[Maybe not quite, Jason.  Kraal reports there is significant suspicion among the Board that you are willing to come alone.  They smell a trap, a fact backed up by the Oracles they have questioned about the event.  They are aware of the potential danger.]


[But they’re going through with it anyway,] Jason noted.


[What you should consider is that you are the one walking into the trap.  If your goal is to get face to face with them, then perhaps that is the one thing they won’t allow.  They may be holograms, or may send flunkies to the conference instead of coming themselves.]


[You overlook the simple fact that my only objective is to get inside the Board’s meeting room,] he reminded her.  [As long as that’s where I end up, I don’t care if they’re there or not.]


[When do I overlook anything, Jason?] she asked lightly.  [If they pose the right question to the Oracles, they could shoot this entire plan down.]


[And that’s where we gamble,] he told her.  [They’d have to specifically put the question to the Oracles of if I am a direct threat, not if meeting with me has a good or bad outcome.. The danger the Oracles warn them about may sound to them that they will only be in danger if they make the wrong decision, which covers a lot of diplomatic situations.  The gamble is that I’m betting that they’re petty and vindictive enough to risk the danger to watch me suffer.  And given what I know of Benga psychology, that is a good bet.] 

[We can all hope so,] she replied.


[Now let’s take a look at how you did being regent while I was under,] he smiled over at her.  [So get ready for two hours of bitching and condescending sighs as I read over your decisions.]

She slapped him on the shoulder with her holographic hand, a move that made contact since she’d formed a hard hologram, and that made him chuckle.


Truth be told, Cybi’s decisions were exactly what he would have done, but to be fair, they weren’t all that difficult.  They were routine paperwork, and the only serious decision she made as regent for the last three days was determining the size of a nature preserve on Hirga before the region was terraformed, so its boundaries were clearly defined before the terraformers moved through.  And Cybi made that decision by consulting with Secretary Lirren of Interior and researching past nature preserve formations in determining the size of the new one.  And Jason found nothing wrong at all with her decision, since it was made with advisement from experts and research.  She’d deferred all external diplomatic decisions to him, and he didn’t have a problem with that either, because she didn’t feel comfortable making a decision like that when he was going to reclaim his powers as the Grand Duke when he woke up.  But all in all, he was quite satisfied with Cybi’s handling of his duties while he was in hospital, and it made him even more confident that she could do the job if he didn’t make it back.

Kraal was right yet again.  Cybi was the best choice for regent if something happened to him.


Cybi’s hologram was replaced by her bionoid when it arrived from her facility, and they talked long enough for the house to start waking up.  Ayama and Surin woke up to tend to Sanjira, then they must have decided to stay up and get things going.  Ayama was cooking when he came up the stairs and into the kitchen, Surin playing with Sanjira, who was in a crib by the island.  Amber was sitting on the island counter with an expectant look on her little face, her two tails wagging in a hypnotic pattern as she waited for breakfast.  “I’m home,” he declared, which made them all look towards him, even Sanjira.  Amber gave him a curious look, then went back to staring at the stove.  She knew what a bionoid was, and unlike Twilight, she didn’t treat him any differently when he was merged to it…though it seemed she couldn’t understand him quite as well when he was a bionoid   With Twilight, he had to assure her it was him for her to approach when he was using the bionoid, since she couldn’t sense anything from it.  Usually all it took to do that was to call out to her, since she knew his voice.  As if thinking about her made her appear, Twilight jumped up onto the counter and sat down by the smaller vulpar, then leaned over and started licking the side of her head and neck, grooming her.  Twilight all but considered Amber one of her kittens, and Amber was too much of a primadonna to not lap up that attention.

Twilight still had maternal impulses even though her kittens were weaned and living elsewhere.  They’d been promised to Sirri and Maer, but they didn’t like the way Twilight’s kittens looked.  They wanted tabi kittens that looked cooler than Twilight’s kittens, so they’d went and gotten their own from Prakka.  But that was no problem, given how popular tabis were on Karis.  Jason had no problem finding the kittens a new home.  Once the kittens were weaned and ready to leave, Jason had given them to Vella for her son and daughter.  And like just about any child that had a tabi, the kids were absolutely smitten with their pets.

When both of them were silent a moment, probably trying to send to him, Ayama turned fully to look at him.  “How are you feeling, Jason?” she asked.


“I woke up a bit ago and Songa cleared me to merge,” he replied.  “So right now I’m not feeling much of anything.  Between the pain inhibitor and the painkiller meds, I’m pretty out of it.  Or at least my body is.  I’m feeling a bit of it through the merge.  When did Jys and Dahnai get back last night?”

“Late.  This morning would be more correct,” Surin answered.  “I doubt they’ll be up for a while.  How did the procedure go?”

“I’m in recovery, Songa said it was a success.  They transplanted my old arms onto new bones,” he said, almost reflexively looking down at his arm as he raised it and clenched his hand into a fist.  “From what she said, they more or less just stapled everything in place to allow the medical spiders to do the actual sewing together.  So I guess it’s accurate to say that the procedure won’t be over until the spiders are done.”


“Ouch.”


“Yeah, I could feel it before I merged, like a million ants crawling around inside my flesh,” he said, which made Ayama shudder a bit.  “They have my body completely paralyzed so I can’t move, so nothing gets jarred out of place before the spiders finish.”

The door to the deck opened, and both Miaari and Kraal came in.  “Cousin,” Miaari called.  “Songa didn’t tell us you were awake.”


“I was only awake for like ten minutes before I had Cybi call you,” he answered.  “You have enough to start training me?”

“Yes, cousin,” Kraal answered.


“Then let’s go up to my office.  Ayama, can you make an early breakfast for them and send it up, please?”


“Of course,” she replied.


They had a lot prepared for him.  They had images of the area around the capitol building, its grounds, the surrounding streets and plazas, and even maps of the underground tunnels around the compound.  Kraal presented a seriously detailed plan that went step by step from execution to completion, taking into account the fact that it might start anywhere in the compound…anywhere on E Chaio.  If his dropship was shot down on approach, he might end up anywhere, and Kraal was planning for that.  Kraal was planning for everything, but that was what made him a Handservant of the Denmother.


They were up there long enough for the kids to go to school without ever seeing him—without even knowing he was awake—and for Dahnai and Jyslin to wake up.  And Dahnai announced herself by pounding on the locked door to his study without warning.  [You open this Trelle-damned door right now, Jason Karinne!] she raged through commune.


“Dahnai,” he said evenly to the two Kimdori.  [Why?  So you can scream and yell and throw things without listening to a single word I say?] he retorted.  [If that’s all you want to do, go over to Joint Base Alpha and shoot targets on the range.  But if you want to have a rational discussion, I’ll consider it after I’m done with this.]


[And what the fuck is more important than us, Jason?  You’re my amu dorai!  I love you!]


[My survival,] he replied bluntly.  [Miaari and Kraal are here training me on the escape plan.  Now, if you want to interrupt that, then I’m not sure what to say to you.]

There was a startled silence.  [You tell me the minute you’re done,] she nearly seethed.


“Sorry, she’s a bit…miffed,” he said quietly as she stormed away from the door.


“She has reason to be,” Miaari said.  “She’s not used to facing loss in her personal life, Jason.  So give her a little latitude.”


“True,” he agreed after a moment’s thought.


They were closeted up in his office for nearly five more hours, mainly because the plan continued to evolve as Kraal’s agents sent more information.  Jason spent that time downloading terrastrings of data into the memory built within in the endolimbs, surface maps, old subway tunnel diagrams, building layouts for every structure within ten kathra of the capitol complex, the diagrams of complex itself which showed every maintenance tunnel, every air duct, any place where Jason would fit, it was on those diagrams and thus downloaded into the endolimb memory.  The location of every one of Kraal’s people was planned out to assist him, locations of equipment caches just in case he got stuck on the planet and had to go to ground—Kraal really did plan for everything, including the possibility that the Syndicate would figure out what the bridges were and find a way to disrupt them before he could escape—and multiple routes to get back to the factory base if it came down to it, where he would hide out and wait for things to calm down enough for them to get him off the planet.

When Jason, Miaari, and Kraal left the office, Jason had so much information about the capitol complex and region surrounding it that he could walk the entire place blindfolded without bumping into anything.  They also worked quite a bit on what might happen the moment he landed, from the possibility that he would be thrown in a jail cell the moment he got off the dropship all the way to a scenario where they just tried to gun him down the instant they had a clear shot.  They had plans for that, for if he was brought into the building and taken somewhere other than the main meeting chamber, if he was attacked in the hallways on the way, if they tried to stall by making him wait hours and hours and hours, just about any possible scenario.


And for all of them, Jason’s primary mission was to not attack them.  He would attack only if he was attacked first, no matter what scenario he faced when he got there.  His job was to negotiate, to sincerely negotiate, which was how his intent would fool the Oracles and cause them to make a bad prediction, would see only the potential for danger to the Board instead of guaranteed danger.  They would face danger only if they made the wrong decision, because if they did indeed negotiate an end to the war, the Confederation would have no reason to kill them.  He would walk into that building with the serious intent to try to negotiate an end to the war, and much of what they talked about was how he would do just that.  For that, they brought Mesaiima and Ethikk into the discussion, coming over in their Hall of Peace bionoids, and Dahnai took that opportunity to all but push her way into his office and sit quietly on the couch near the door.  The three of them discussed negotiation strategies as the two Kimdori and Dahnai watched on, until Jason felt that they had a solid initial strategy that they would refine over the days until the conference.

When they were done, Jason dismissed everyone else, and then sat behind his desk staring directly at Dahnai, who did not move off the couch until the door was closed.  And even then, she sat there and glared at him for a long, long moment.  [If that wasn’t a bionoid, I would punch you in the face so hard,] she finally declared, communing directly with his bionoid’s processor and by proxy him.


[You’d try.  I can still kick your ass hand to hand, Dahnai, and you know it,] he replied, which made her nearly scowl at him.  [Did Jyslin talk to you, or did you refuse to listen?]


[I don’t see how she can allow this!] she suddenly raged.


[She doesn’t like this anymore than you do, Dahnai.  Or I do, for that matter.  But she understands that it must be done.  There are times in our lives, love, where we must do things that we don’t want to do, because others are depending on us.  Believe me, I’m not doing this to be a hero.  I’m not doing this for glory, or thrills.  I’m doing this because I have the best chance to pull this off.  It is my duty as the Grand Duke to protect my people, and in this case, protect our allies.  You think I want to do this?  You think I’m not nearly worried sick over what might happen?  I am.  But acting that way would upset the people I’m depending on to get me home alive, so I have to be strong so they can be strong.  That is my job, Dahnai.  I have to set an example for others, and above all else, I have to walk the walk.  My people believe in me because they know I would do anything to keep them safe, that I do not put myself over others for my own self interest, and I will not break their faith in me.  I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again, because it has never applied more than here and now, Dahnai.  I serve the House of Karinne.  The House of Karinne does not serve me.  Long after I’m gone, be it because of the conference or because of old age, there will still be a House of Karinne.  And it is my most sacred duty to ensure that the House will prosper when my time is done and Rann takes my place.  My life belongs to the House of Karinne, and if needs be, I will lay it down to ensure that the House survives.]

She glowered at him, then looked away sharply.  [Trelle, I hate you sometimes, Jason Karinne,] she communed in frustration, disgust, and fear.


[You knew who I was when you brought me into your life, Dahnai.  You can’t complain now.]


[There’s more to this than that, Jason.   You want to do this!  I’ve felt it, Jys has felt it, even Symone has felt it.  There’s a part of you that hates the Benga, far more than just because we’re at war with them, and it’s something that’s not you.  You are the most compassionate man I have ever known, yet the very thought of the Benga stirs something truly dark inside of you.  And by Trelle, I’m not going to stand by and watch you walk into a fucking fire just because you hate them so much you want to be there in person to watch the Board die.  And you won’t admit it, even to yourself!]

“You’re damn right I want to watch them burn!” he shouted, jerking to his feet and slamming his hands on the desk, striking it so hard that the synth-plas cracked around his hands, an audible sound that echoed through the room.  “You have no idea what they did to my little girl!  Every time I look at her, I can feel it, feel the horror lurking under the locks Ryn put in her mind, and it hurts me so much to see those scars inside her!  I promised myself I would never let them hurt an innocent child again, and by God, I will keep that promise!  They are evil, and I will not let that evil out of Andromeda!  I will cage them and watch them eat themselves like a cancer until there’s nothing left of them!  I will protect my daughter, and every other daughter out there from those fucking monsters!”

She gave him a shocked look, then awareness seemed to flicker in her eyes.  She walked over to him slowly as he tried to get control of himself, nearly breaking the merge, then it stabilized when she put her hands on his shoulders.  “You are the most compassionate man I have ever known, Jason Karinne,” she said softly.  “You want to take all the pain in the world and put it on your own shoulders to spare us that burden.  But this isn’t you.  This isn’t the way.  The Parri would tell you that,” she told him in a gentle, soothing tone, sliding her hands up to his shoulders and patting the two jaingi there, which Rook had faithfully reproduced on the bionoid.  “You shouldn’t be doing this thinking that it’s going to somehow make Aria feel better, that you can take that pain away by killing the ones you think are responsible for it.  Promise me, Jason, that if you do this, you won’t do it for revenge.  You do that for me, and I won’t object to you going.  Promise me, Jason Karinne.  Promise me that if you do this, it won’t be about getting vengeance for Aria.  It will be about protecting Aria, by ending the war that might threaten her further down the road.”


“Why would you ask that?”


“Because sometimes, a woman will believe that her vengeance matters more than her life,” she said steadily.  “And you love that little girl so much that you might believe that she’d be happier without you just because you killed the men that might hurt her again.  That’s not what she wants, Jason.  She doesn’t want revenge.  She wants you.  She wants her Pam, and her Pamma, and her siblings, and her new family.  Don’t hurt her even more by taking the one thing in this world she loves the most away from her.”

He gave her a deep look, his heart in his eyes, then he dragged her into a crushing embrace…almost too crushing, given she gave a breathless wheeze.  He eased his grip enough for her to breathe, and just held onto her for a long, long time as the chaos of his emotions ran its course, as he came to terms with something he hadn’t even understood about himself.  She was right.  Deep down, he wanted to walk into that room and kill the Board, to burn them to ash with his telekinetic power and watch in satisfaction as the life faded from their eyes just before the fire consumed them…and that would have caused the entire plan to fail.  A plan he had rallied to adopt just so he could get into that room.  He would have walked into that room with the intent to kill, deep down in his soul, and that would have caused the entire plan to collapse, gotten him killed, and possibly escalated the war.


He didn’t think himself capable of it…but she was right.  There was a part of him that hated the Benga—not entirely true.  He didn’t hate Lieutenant Gen Lun Ba Ru, he actually rather admired the man.  What he hated was the Syndicate, and the members of the Board were the rulers of it, the manifestation of everything that was evil about the society they controlled.  Jason Karinne had fallen victim to hate, the one thing the Parri shaman had warned him not to do.  And Dahnai had sensed it, had the courage to confront him over it where Jyslin felt he would work it out himself…and she had just saved him from making a dreadful mistake.

“I love you, Dahnai Merrane,” he whispered.

“And I love you, Jason,” she replied, patting him on the back.


The revelation changed both nothing and everything, he knew.  He had committed himself to this course of action, had even actively rallied for it when Kraal first started to explore the idea of sending an agent to deliver the spiders under the guise of a negotiation, and despite everything, he still believed that it was the best option.  It would do what they needed done with the least amount of damage to the Syndicate’s governmental structure, wouldn’t incite the Board’s successors to continue the war, and saved the most lives on both sides.  But what did change was his intentions going in.  He was planning—hoping​—on the Board betraying him and trying to kill him, which would give him the excuse to go after them, to kill them himself.  And that would make the plan fail, because the Oracles would foresee it and give the Board advance warning.  Jason knew now, and understood, that he absolutely could not, under any circumstances, attack the Board with the intent to kill.  If he did, they would have the trap ready for him.  The Board had to be alive when he walked out of that room, or ran from it, else he was the one wouldn’t be walking out of it alive.  He could defend himself from the Board’s guards and automated defenses, but he couldn’t directly attack the Board himself.  Under no circumstances could he directly attack or he would ruin everything, and most likely get himself killed in the bargain.  He had to look those he hated most in the eyes and then walk away, despite knowing he could kill them all and they couldn’t stop him. 

This was not the time to be a father, or to be the Grand Duke Karinne.


This was the time to be a shaman.


He pushed Dahnai out enough to look at her.  “I have to go somewhere, love,” he told her in a calm voice.


“I think I know where.”


“I think you do as well.  I need the advice of the Parri, to help me be able to do what I need to do without my emotions taking control.  If I walk into that meeting looking for a reason to kill them myself, I’m the one that’s going to die.  The Oracles they control will foresee it, because the intent to kill them will be there.  I think I need some emotional therapy, and the shaman has always been able to bring out the best in me.  She’ll make sure I’m mentally ready for what I have to do.”

“Then you’d better go, love, so you can be back home before the kids get home from school,” she prompted.  “Besides, you don’t have much time, and you have to be ready.”


“You’re right.  And thank you, Dahnai,” he said, leaning over and kissing her on the cheek tenderly.  “You may have just saved my life.”


“You belong to me, Jason, just as much as Kellin does.  And I don’t like losing my toys,” she said with a gentle smile, making him chuckle despite himself.


“I won’t dash that dream, love.  At least not today.”
