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This just being a demonstration didn’t make it any less stressful for him.

All but cowering behind a shield of pure telekinetic force, Jason endured a continuous attack from Mrar in the form of telekinetically manipulated air, turning it into a solid and trying to batter down his shield.  She could have swept him aside as if he were nothing if she was serious about it, but she was going easy on him both to allow the match to continue and to allow the Benga and other races of the Syndicate who were watching on exactly what a real telekinetic could do.  Mrar was a Pai Master, the most naturally powerful, trained, and skilled telekinetics probably in this entire galactic string, and if this were a real fight, she would have obliterated him in about two heartbeats.  Mrar had taught him much, but still barely a quarter of what she knew.


And in Mrar’s case, going easy on him was a very relative term.  That only meant she wouldn’t kill him, but about anything else, that was fair game in her mind.  Mrar was actually a somewhat harsh instructor, which was Pai tradition when it came to TK, so he was used to a fair amount of ruthlessness from her when it came to things like this.  In many ways, it was almost like a paradox, since Mrar was actually a kind and sweet female when not training him.  But when she started her lessons, the kindliness got put in a box and the Taskmistress took her place.


This demonstration wasn’t just for Dai Su, who was looking on from the observation deck high on the wall of the main hangar.  It was for everyone in Galaxy Express who had agreed to transition to Generations, to show them what they could learn how to do once they gained mastery over their TK.  And in the case of two of those spectators, it wasn’t a matter of soon, it was a matter of now.  Just hours ago, Gen and Bei had awakened after undergoing transition, spending nearly nine full days in a makeshift medical bay built in the main port landing bay of the Aegis, where a medical team led by Songa herself took good care of them.  The sheer size of a Benga meant it would take far longer for them to transition than virtually any other species.  They were using bionoids to attend the demonstration since they were still contagious, and were currently undergoing a treatment based on the Generation vaccine the Ulala invented to purge the virus from them.  The vaccine worked on Generations in that it killed the virus inside them, but didn’t do them any harm and also rendered them immune to any other retroviruses.  That beneficial effect was why everyone on Karis would be taking it as soon as they had enough manufactured.  Them using the bionoids allowed them to see what they’d be able to learn how to do very soon.

Jason had about enough of huddling behind his shield, so he rose up and turned as a ball of plasma formed over his open palm, then the whipped his hand around the shield and thrust his open palm at the tiny Pai.  He released the plasma as a stream rather than a ball, causing a white-hot bar of intense light to rampage across the bay.  An attack like that would kill if it hit, but he wasn’t allowed to hold back when he had these training exercises with Mrar.  She held back, but he didn’t, because that was how mentors trained their students among the Masters.  He was no threat to her, and probably wouldn’t be for another twenty or thirty years.

It wasn’t like he would be able to land an attack on her anyway, so it wasn’t like he was going to hurt her.


She warped space along the path of his stream and caused it to loop around her and come right back at him, but he was expecting that.  So he detonated the plasma by affecting the leading edge of the stream, causing it to all collect into a compressed ball, which achieved critical mass of a sorts and exploded like a tiny, tiny little star.  The fire and shockwave washed over Mrar as she walked forward calmly, going through her since she was using the phasing trick, then he was slammed to the deck and could barely breathe when she intensified gravity under him.  Under those conditions, TK worked differently and was harder to use, so he retaliated with light, gathering ambient light and releasing it as a blinding flash.  She smothered his attempt to disorient her by parting the light around her, causing her and everything around her to suddenly plunge into darkness, and the gravity intensified, crushing the air out of his lungs, making his vision gray as his heart struggled to pump blood, and threatening to break his ribs.  He focused through the pain and haze from reduced blood flow to the brain and tried to counter her gravity manipulation as he struggled up onto his elbows to keep his face off the deck, which allowed her to affect the metal deck itself, causing to become soft and pliable.  The gravity pulled him into the putty-like metal, then it hardened again, leaving his arms and legs sunk into the metal.  Before he could decide how he was going to get himself out of it, she was in front of him, her face almost even with his, and she flicked him lightly on the nose.

You are such a cheater, he sent in irritation as she released the gravity, making him take a deep, purging breath.


There are no rules in a fight for your life.  You win, or you die, she replied bluntly, her telepathy sweeping across the bay.  Thanks to the Syndicate nopping a large majority of their military telepaths, well over half of Galaxy Express’ employees were telepaths.  So most people in the bay heard their exchange, including Gen and Bei, who were using their Karis macro bionoids brought from home, which were biogenic and also had resonance technology in them to allow them to hear both commune and conventional sending.


And all of that was done with telekinesis? Dai Su asked from the observation deck.


That’s right, Chief Executive, Jason answered, looking up at her as he used the phasing trick to pull his limbs out of the deck.  TK has the ability to affect the physical world in virtually every way.  Matter, energy, space, gravity, light, chemical reactions, quantum mechanics, even time, they call all be affected and manipulated by TK, at least if you’re skilled enough to know how.  That’s what makes the Pai so dangerous and respected in our galaxy.  Their entire species is telekinetic, and they’ve had thousands of years to evolve their ability to where what they can do looks like bloody magic to the unfamiliar.  The Pai are tiny little things, but there’s an old saying from my world: size isn’t everything.  That applies to the Pai more than any saying anyone has ever invented.


These are just some of the things that you’ll be facing when the Dark Ones come, Mrar told her in a strong, stern mental tone.  They’ve had even more thousands of years to hone and master their powers, Chief Executive.  From what I’ve seen of what they can do, they’re both much more powerful and far more skilled than we are.


But as you just witnessed, TK is very much a versatile and powerful weapon when used properly, Jason added.  It will be one of our strongest weapons against the Dark Ones, but to use it, we need people with TK.  Thus the Generation virus.


Ah yes, that.  Do you feel differently, General? Dai Su asked Gen.


Somewhat.  I can now hear commune, but I can’t send using it quite yet.  I believe Jason described it as opening my bandwidth.


Yup, your brain needs time to come to understand how it’s changed, since it was asleep when those changes were made, Jason agreed.  It’s hearing these new frequencies, but hasn’t quite worked out how to use them yet.  As to TK, when that expresses is purely random, but you can speed it up by practicing some special exercises that stimulates it.  Once Songa clears you medically, they’ll be taught to you.  Expressing TK for the first time can put stress on the cardiovascular system, so we want you to be fully healthy before you try to manifest it.  TK involves real work for the user, so it’s not quite as easy to use as it may look.


Which is why you will never see a fat Pai, Mrar mused lightly.  Our gift takes strength and conditioning to use, on top of burning quite a few calories while using it.  It’s as strenuous as doing heavy exercise.


Yeah, my TK training with Mrar is just as much a workout as my combat training, Jason nodded, picking Mrar up and putting her on his shoulder, as was their custom.  Fortunately, General Gen Lun and Commander Bei Ji are in peak physical condition because they’re soldiers, so they won’t have much trouble dealing with the physical aspects of it.   They’ll be able to immediately begin their training once their TK manifests.


And you, Commander?  How do you feel?


Much as the General, Chief Executive.  I’m hearing the commune used aboard the ship, but I can’t answer, she replied.  Outside of that, I feel entirely normal.  I don’t feel different.


I’d hope not, Jason noted lightly, looking over at her.  I may be a genetically engineered being, but I am still just a person.  And in my case, I’ve never known anything different, since I was born a Generation.  To me, this is just…normal.  This is how I should be, because this is what I’ve always been.


Well, I for one am glad to be among you now, Jason, Gen told him with an earnest smile.  Bei is right about that.  After going to Karis and seeing what you’ve built based on your Generation abilities and biogenic technology, I have long coveted being part of it.  Well, now I am, and I am very happy about it.


Well, it’s nice to be appreciated, I suppose, Jason sent with a light smile as the two bionoids came up to him, then he laughed when Gen reached down and picked him up, then put him on his shoulders…though he was much larger by proportion to the bionoid than Mrar was to him.   He very much felt like a little kid being carried by an adult.

You mentioned that the General and Commander will be released to return to the Wheel soon? Dai Su asked.


We have a process for purging the virus out of them after their transition is complete, which has the added benefit of rendering them permanently immune to all retroviruses.  It’s basically just the vaccine we developed to wipe out the Generation virus in our home galaxy, but we have to apply it using a process that also filters the viral agent out of the blood to dramatically speed up the process, so right now both of them are hooked up to a blood scrubber unit.  We could go without using that, but it takes nearly a section for the virus to be wiped out through just the vaccine alone, and during that time they’d be contagious.  In a few segments, they’ll be released to return, as they’ll no longer be contagious.  Little did we expect that it would have a beneficial effect for those of us who were already Generations, sometimes you just get lucky, I suppose.

Any word on when the rest of us begin the process, Executive? one of the Reavers asked.

We have a hospital ship coming that’s large enough to accommodate Benga patients, he answered, looking at her.  It should be here anytime now.  Once it’s here, we can start more or less whenever you’re ready.  But…it may cause a little friction with the Syndicate military, he said ruefully.  It’s one of the smallest main battleships we captured during the war in our galaxy, which we refitted and put into service as a hospital ship owned and operated by the Medical Service. 


You will find no friction with us, Executive Jason, Dai Su assured him.  We ceded all captured ships and equipment to the Confederation as part of the peace treaty, so it is yours.  If anything, it shows wisdom and acumen that you are using them.


We have several dozen of those ships in active service in the House of Karinne, he informed her.  But we don’t use them as front line warships.  However, they are outstanding strategic support ships, mobile bases for large-scale exploration, and logistics ships, such as the dedicated hospital ship we’re bringing in.  We converted it into a mobile medical facility that carries everything it could possibly need, and has room for tens of thousands of patients.  That allows just one ship to serve all medical requirements for an entire fleet.  Each ship has a sickbay for most medical needs, with the hospital ships handling large-scale or highly specialized medical treatment.  If a ship’s sickbay or medical personnel can’t handle an injury or a situation, it goes to the hospital ship.

 It sounds quite efficient, Dai Su noted.

I wish I could say it was my idea, but I’m not that smart when it comes to that kind of thing, he sent modestly.  If you’d like a tour when it arrives, feel free to ask.  Lemme find out when it’s going to arrive. [Love.]


[Yes, Jason?] Coja answered.


[What’s the ETA on the Mercy?]


[About three minutes,] three minutes.  [It’s currently in deceleration in preparation for arrival, and should be dropping back into normal space momentarily.]


[Thanky Love.]  It’ll be here in about two turns, he informed the bay.  So those of you who signed on for transition, pay attention to your links for appointment times.  As soon as the staff aboard the ship get everything organized, they’ll start calling you in, the order based on rank and critical career field.  Those in combat EFs have priority, so they can begin combat training as soon as possible once they transition.  Once the EF personnel are done, it’ll be based on corporate rank.

Are the Reavers at the top of that list?


Of course they are, the Reavers have the highest rank among combat EF personnel, Jason answered the same female Reaver.  Rank applies to the EF weighting.  So if you’re an officer or NCO combat EF outside the Reavers, be ready to be called in very soon.  The ship has room for thousands of patients, so you won’t have to wait long.


Excellent, she answered with an eager smile.


Gen walked him over to the raised platform where Dai Su was standing, then they turned and looked out the open bay doors when a white flash shimmered, heralding the arrival of the Mercy.  It wasn’t a spherical ship like the larger ones, it was instead a long hexahedron, like a gigantic length of lumber, with the triangle insignia of the shaishain painted on every side to clearly mark it as a hospital ship.  There he is, the MSS Mercy, he sent with a little pride staining his thought.


Are your ships not designated KMS?  What does that difference signify? Dai Su asked.


In our system, the Medical Service is its own entity, not attached to any other organization, and also does not answer to anyone else, he answered, looking up at her.  In a way, they are almost a small independent entity within our system, where not even the Grand Duke or the Imperium’s Empress have any real authority over them.  Everyone in a medical EF in our system is part of the Medical Service.  That ship is a flying hospital, so that means that it’s owned and operated by the Medical Service.  Even the ship’s crew is attached to the Medical Service, transferred over from the KMS and Karinne Exploration Service, or the KES.  So long as they serve aboard that ship, they’re considered part of the Medical Service.

A strange system.


If you study the history of the Imperium, you can see how it evolved to become what it is now, he told her.  And I saw no reason to change that system when I split from the Imperium.

And that explains the difference.  I’ve heard you refer to both the KMS and KES over the last few rotations.  I had the impression the KES was a shadow corp attached to the KMS.


No, they’re an independent service dedicated to exploration and science.  But they are considered a military service, so their ships will be in active combat duty when the war begins.  The KMS and KES are different services, but they work very closely together.  During peacetime, KMS ships are optioned to the KES for exploration missions.  During wartime, KES ships are optioned to the KMS for combat missions.  The system works very well.  KMS ships do real and important work when there’s peace, which justifies the House’s rather steep ship maintenance budget.  And given how large the KES is, those ships don’t just sit around doing nothing during wartime.  KES crews are combat rated and their ships have the same weapons and combat systems as KMS vessels.


Sensible.  When faced with the unknown, ships need ways to protect themselves.


Precisely, he nodded up at her.  Would you like to tour the medical ship, Chief Executive?

I would, very much so, she answered.  I assume I won’t need a bionoid?


Nope.  The ship wasn’t refitted to that degree, so you’ll have more than enough headroom.

They took a dropship over, and Dai Su was given a tour by the Mercy’s captain, a tall, elegant Keelo named Drago Bek, who was a KES ship captain transferred to the Medical Service to command the Mercy.  Jason, Gen, Bei, Aran, and Kiada went with Dai Su, which gave Jason time to consider his next move.  Simply put, the Board was being as difficult as he expected.  Currently, what they wanted was to be given absolutely everything they wanted, everything, before they even considered joining the alliance against the Dark Ones.  And they wanted literally everything; Stargate technology, translight drive technology, every weapon, shield, armor, and power generation technology the Karinnes had, and enough raw resources to literally complete their modernization plan without having to gather or buy any of those resources themselves.  And naturally, once they had all the technology and resources they could ever want from the Karinnes, they would decline…after all, they could just let the Karinnes fight the Dark Ones, and after they won and were greatly weakened, well, the Syndicate would be in a very advantageous position.  Jason had spent the last ten days fencing with Dai Su over these demands, and to be fair to her, she wasn’t entirely happy with the Board’s position.  But as a representative of the Board, it was her duty to represent it in the negotiations, and that meant making those demands of Jason.  This did not sit well with her and Jason knew it, because in a weird way, the two of them were friends.  Nowhere near as good friends as he was with Gen, Bei, and many Benga that were part of Galaxy Express, but they did have a relationship based on respect and even a little bit of trust.  Dai Su and Dynamax always lived up to their side of every agreement they made with the Karinnes, and their common technological background gave them a foundation to build a personal relationship.

So, Jason was more or less beating his head against that wall, but it was no more than what he expected.  He knew when he started this that he’d have to wear the Board down, hinge everything on him being able to address the Board in person, and he was currently engaged in a game of chicken with them over it.  The shaman told him that to convince them, he had to sway them in person, him being there and them being there, so he was sticking to his position and more or less holding out, refusing to agree to anything until he had the chance to present his case before them himself.

This was going to take a while, and he had other things to do.  That was why, in just a few hours, the Aegis would be leaving Andromeda and traveling to the new homeworld of the Consortium, where he had a scheduled meeting with their governing body, which was also a corporate plutocracy dominated by the energy beings that owned and ran the megacorps that controlled their government.  There, he was going to negotiate to enlist the aid of their clairvoyants, since the Consortium was in no position to contribute military forces to the effort.  But having the clairvoyants would be more than enough, allowing them to see the Dark Ones coming, and that was going to be critical to their defense.


The ten days hadn’t been a complete exercise in frustration, however.  When not in official negotiations, he’d honestly enjoyed his informal conferences and negotiations with Dai Su as she fished for extra deals for her company outside of the official Board position.  He did honestly like her, and she certainly never made any discussions with her boring.  She was surprisingly witty and had a richer sense of humor than was normal for a Benga, on top of being exceptionally intelligent.  He’d negotiated a few deals with Dai Su over resources and technology for Dynamax, which would be mutually productive for both of them.  He’d also piddled around Galaxy Express, renewing some friendships and relationships with the employees, and had also spent some quality time with Kraal, whom he counted as one of his closer friends.  Kraal was currently on E Chaio keeping an eye on the Board’s internal deliberations, which was where he needed to be right now.  He’d also enjoyed spending time with Aran and Kiada, glad that they’d demanded to come because having at least one of his children along on this mission did bring him a great deal of peace and contentment.  He was also using bionoids to spend as much time back home, but as good as that was, it still wasn’t having one of his children there with him.


Aran and Kiada had certainly not been idle.  They’d started in Kemaari’s office, but now were working under Threk in her office, serving as Jason’s direct aides.  They coordinated with Threk to keep the paperwork down to a minimum for him, kept him abreast of anything important, and handled any requests or needs he had concerning back home.  Threk was quite happy to have them, since Jason was rarely in his office, and that allowed her to stay in place and handle the paperwork while Aran and Kiada stayed with Jason and acted as her mobile agents.  Threk sent any paperwork that required his personal attention to him through them, and when Jason needed something from the office, Aran and Kiada were the ones that handled it.  They kept him fully informed and kept things running smoothly without forcing him to devote too much attention to the bureaucratic details.  They were on the tour with him serving as his aides, not tagging along as his kids.

The one thing he didn’t expect to see on the ship was a landing bay loaded with mecha.  There were 60 mecha in the main landing bay, both KMS and GE mecha, all of them secured to hoverplatforms and in shipping configuration.  A mix of every single mecha used by the KMS, including eight of the KMS version of the Jirunji-designed Warclaw mecha—called Paladins by the KMS (an homage to the bachi team) and closely resembling GE Dragoons, both built on the Warclaw template—a pallet of Centurion exoframes, were secured to industrial hover platforms, which was how they were usually shipped without being piloted—there were no mecha bays on the ship—along with Dragoons, GE Jaguars, and ten prototype GE mecha built roughly on a Knight frame meant for use by the non-Benga warmech pilots.  There was a niche for the smaller mecha in GE, something that was insanely fast and still very heavily armed despite its size, but also something with a version of CMS on it to turn the smaller mecha into stealth units.  The Knight had been selected to be refitted using GE technology, renamed the Ranger, and these mecha were the ten fully operational prototypes built for the last phase of testing before they were certified.  Jason was honestly surprised to see them, since they weren’t slated for shipment for another 15 days.

Drago, why are you carrying mecha? Jason asked as they entered the bay with Dai Su.


Myri ordered additional spare mecha shipped to the Aegis, and since we were coming here anyway, she just had us bring the new mecha for Galaxy Express, including the prototypes you ordered.

Ah, so these are the gestalt-equipped GE units?


Aye, my Duke.

Sounds like MRDD did a great job with the emergency refit, then, he noted, approval shimmering through his thought.  Are Gen and Bei’s new GE mecha and their Karis mecha here?


Yes, my Duke.  Right there, he nodded, pointing at the Dragoon and GE Jaguar anchored down side by side closest to the doors.  Behind them were a Titan and Valkyrie, which were also their mecha.  They were built with cockpits big enough for Benga-sized pilots, part of a test program to make a cockpit that could dynamically resize for any pilot, which was a much trickier prospect than they expected given the amount of space the cockpit ate up, taking space away from other systems.  The Titan was Gen’s, and the Valkyrie was Bei’s, though each could pilot either.  When they weren’t using them, they were officially assigned to the KBB as backup mecha, which was just on paper.  Those mecha belonged to Gen and Bei, and they weren’t used by anyone else.  Since they were the original prototype mecha meant to be used in the KMS, they already had gestalts installed.  Gen and Bei used them because they were the only mecha the KMS had they could use PIM, due to their size.

As promised, my friends.  Your new gestalt-equipped mecha are here, both new GE models and your Karis mecha, he told them, looking back and up at their bionoids.  So when you begin gestalt training, you’ll be doing it in your own mecha.  I’ll have Coja transfer them over to the Wheel for you.  [Love, can you move the new mecha?  We have to get going soon.]

[Of course, Jason.  I have access to the cargo sleds.]  The sleds activated, rising up off the deck, and they started silently gliding out of the bay through the airskin shield.


With the tour ended, Jason left Dai Su with Gen and Bei and returned to the Aegis with the kids, since they’d be leaving shortly for the Consortium’s new homeworld.  That was a journey that was going to take nearly three days of continuous travel in mode three, which Chichi would have to spend in her stasis pod.  In practice, however, the trip would take five days, since the ship dropped into normal space when inside galaxies to give the crew not using stasis pods and bionoids a break from mode three protocols, mainly to give them a chance to eat solid food.  At any given time, half the crew on duty was awake and using sensor mesh suits and the other half was using stasis pods, special stasis pods set up to allow the inhabitant to go directly from sleeping to a merge and back again, shutting down their physical senses to protect them from jump shock in the time between going from one to the other.  Jason would be spending his waking time using one of those pods, staying merged to a bionoid rather than use a sensor mesh suit, which would allow him to function effectively as if he were in normal space during their time in mode three.  So, Jason settled in his quarters and doted on her in preparation for that, relaxing after a fairly exhausting few days dealing with the Syndicate’s bluster.  Aran and Kiada joined him not long after he settled in, and was joined not long after that by Bethany and Siyae using their bionoids.

The half and half rule was standard in the KMS and KES for inter-cluster travel.  The entire crew could technically do the trip in stasis pods, but an accident three years ago changed that.  A KES ship crossing from cluster C4 to C5 hit an anomaly that disrupted all power in the ship, which caused the entire crew to suffer dump shock when they got forcibly delinked from their bionoids.  They spent two days in subjective time out in deep flat space unconscious, helpless, which in the temporal frame of Karis was nearly two takirs of them being out of contact.  A rescue ship was just hours from reaching them when the crew finally woke up and got main power back on, just hours before the emergency batteries ran out, which would have meant no more life support.

That event also changed their protocols for all-bionoid ships, which was then applied to the entirety of the House’s ship fleet, be it military or civilian.  Any ship with a translight drive, no matter how large or small, carried autonomous robots whose AI was programmed to respond to the crew being delinked from their bionoids, the onboard crew being incapacitated, and the ship’s computer going offline.  If that happened, the three robots activated with the tasks of ensuring the onboard crew was in no danger of death, restoring ship power, restoring ship computer function, restoring communications, and then reconnecting ship’s crew with their bionoids by fixing any issues that might be present within the ship preventing it, in that order.  Those robots were extremely expensive to develop due to the amount of programming that they had to put into them to allow them to complete those tasks, but they were very effective.  Any ship in service in the House that had a translight drive carried at least three DRAU, Disaster Recover Automated Unit, or “drou.”  The Aegis had 70 of them placed in strategic points throughout the ship to respond to any complete loss of power, including Coja going offline.


He thought he’d have a nice relaxing couple of hours before they departed for A5A-1-S12-3, the new capitol planet of the Consortium, but work found a way to track him down all the way over in Andromeda.  [Love, two things. First, Maraa is aboard and ready to serve as an advisor when we go to A5A.]


[Excellent.  Second?]


[We have a request not to depart, there’s a Haumda ship inbound and they say they have important things to discuss.] Coja called.

[What’s the Haumda Navy doing over here?]


[It’s not the Navy, it’s a civilian cruiser registered to the Church of the Great Spirit.]


[Wait, a church ship?] he asked in surprise.


[That’s not the end of the oddness.  There are Dreamers aboard,] she added.  [Elder Emsat and Elder Powat are aboard the ship and are part of the delegation that wants to talk to you.]

He sighed, patting Chichi on the back.  [How far are they out?]


[It just departed Tir Tairngire, so about an hour.  If the conference is brief, it won’t put us off schedule.  You’ll have to authorize it to traverse the gate to Prakka and get towed out of the interdiction zone, and we’ll need to warn the Syndicate it’s coming.  It’s not on the schedule.]


[Alright, I authorize it.  Do me a favor and call Prakka’s traffic control and organize a tug for it, then warn the Wheel we have an unscheduled civilian ship inbound.]


[Certainly, Love.]


[If both the Haumda and the Dreamers want to talk, it’s gotta be about some prophecy,] he noted.  [Maybe they’ll explain why they didn’t see the Dark Ones coming.]


[Given how powerful they are, I’d guess that they can hide themselves from the Oracles and the Haumda prophets,] Coja ventured.


[That’s a fair point,] he acceded.


[Well, that gives Dad time to help us with our homework before he’s busy,] Siyae declared from her bionoid, holding up a handpanel.


[Long as it’s not Faey history, you’re better off bugging your mom over that,] Jason chuckled audibly.


[I haven’t heard anything about the bionoids for Kirim and Leseni lately,] Coja noted.


[Rook said he’ll have them done tomorrow afternoon,] Bethany said with almost uncontained excitement.  [He’ll have them ready before they leave!]


[Rook’s the greatest!] Siyae declared.  [Now Les and Kir can visit anytime they want!]


[I warned Estrella she was going to lose her kids,] Jason communed lightly.


The girls distracted him for the entire hour by trying to con him into doing their homework for them, which caused him to be honestly surprised when the Haumda ship arrived.  It was essentially a Haumda naval medium cruiser, surprisingly elegant and graceful-looking, and it wasted no time launching a dropship once it came to a stop beside the Aegis.  Coja’s bionoid escorted the dropship’s occupants to his stateroom, three Haumda wearing the cassock and robe of the priesthood and two Dreamer elders he knew fairly well, Emsat and Powat, who were a married couple.  [I’m a little surprised to see you out here,] Jason communed as they came into his stateroom.  [What’s so important that you would track me down in Andromeda, Emsat?]


[It’s both a simple and a rather complicated matter, your Grace,] he answered.


[I’m not the Grand Duke anymore, Emsat, don’t call me that,] he corrected him almost automatically.


[I may never stop calling you your Grace, Jason,] he warned with a smile.


[I’m afraid it’s by our insistence, Duke Jason,] the eldest of the three Haumda answered.  [Through research, we’ve come to discover that this journey was predicted by one of our most ancient prophecies, and there will be a large number of omens and signs that will reveal themselves during the course of it.  For that reason, we beg of you, my Lord, to allow a complement of Haumda priests and Elder Oracles to accompany you so we may observe them.]

[What prophecy are you talking about?]


[It’s the First Prophecy, your Dukeship,] the young female Haumda answered.  [It was the first prophecy ever recorded by the clergy, and has for some sixteen thousand years been unrealized.  Only recently, thanks to the fulfillment of other prophecies and the witnessing of several omens, we’ve connected current events back to it.]


[And what does this prophecy predict?]


[Exactly what it predicts is still debated by the clergy to this day,] the elder priest admitted with a rueful look on his furry ursine face.  [But the surfacing of the Dark Ones, as they are called, is directly referenced.  The prophecy calls them the Osiok Vunnu, or the Lurkers in Shadow.  One of the most commonly accepted interpretation of this prophecy is that it is what you would call a doomsday prophecy, that the Osiok Vunnu emerge from the shadows and consume the Eternal Forest, which represents the world.  As you are aware, my Lord, Haumda prophecies are often so vague that an accurate prediction is often difficult, and there is no prophecy that exemplifies this more than the First Prophecy.  Due to its age, how the Haumda language has changed over the millennia, it makes an accurate interpretation of the prophecy virtually impossible.  So while the First Prophecy seems to predict the end of the world, we can’t assume that it does until we see more signs.]

[The Dreamers agree that a major event is about to occur, Jason, because Aria’s dream is starting to be shared among other Dreamers,] Powat warned him.  [That means that the events that she has seen are drawing near, and now Dreamers with less of an intimate connection to those events are starting to see it themselves.  We are in agreement that the monster in her dream must be the Dark Ones, mainly since you and Dahnai are the ones that stand in direct opposition to it.]


[Have other Dreamers seen more than Aria?]  Jason asked.


Powat shook her head.  [No, the dream ends in the same place for all who share it, which means that future events are still in flux,] she answered.  [What we and the Haumda do agree upon, Jason, is that these two disparate prophecies are connected.  The dream itself is one of the omens of the First Prophecy.]


[We didn’t make the connection until we got to see one of them through a dream catcher,] the eldest priest added.  [Since each Dreamer’s imagery of the dream is unique, we didn’t make the connection until a Dreamer whose imagery matched the First Prophecy was recorded.  Aria’s imagery of the dream’s meaning didn’t match the First Prophecy.]

[Well, that fits with what I know about Oracles,] Jason noted, scratching his chin.


[That’s why we need to go with you, my Lord,] the eldest Haumda communed, nearly pleadingly.  [We need to be there to see any omens that come to pass.]


[And we hope that Dreamers that go on this journey may advance the dream through personal involvement,] Emsat added.


[I don’t see a problem with it, as long as you don’t go overboard,] Jason told them after a moment of thought.


[There will be fifteen of us.  Nine priests and six Dreamers,] Emsat told him.  [We were hoping to have your daughter with us, but Lady Jyslin was not too enthusiastic about our request.]

[Aria has school, she can’t drop everything to be here,] Jason declared.  [Besides, she fills an important role as Sirri’s best friend, so I wouldn’t take her out of that role.]


[If school’s that important, why did Aran get to come and not us?] Siyae demanded.


[Because Aran’s in the accelerated honors program and can self study, unlike a certain slacker daughter of mine who gets into more trouble at school than even Kev and Kae,] he countered, giving her a look that made her bionoid blush slightly.  [Besides, Aran and Kiada are doing real work here, they’re not just along for the ride.  This is not a pleasure cruise, girl.  Anyone that comes on this trip has to pull her own weight.]


[I assume I should arrange quarters for our new passengers?] Coja asked.


[Yeah, notify Koye and assign quarters,] he nodded.  [Make sure the Haumda’s staterooms are close to the shrine.]

[Ah, you have a shrine on board?] the eldest asked.


[We have Haumda crewmen, so yes, there’s a sanctified shrine,] Jason answered.  [I think it’s tended by an acolyte, so you can help tend the shrine while you’re on board.]


[Naturally.  That is one of our sacred duties,] the priest communed with humility rippling through his thought.  [I just hope we don’t intimidate the acolyte by our presence.]


[That’ll be more or less on you,] Jason warned lightly.  [Did you bring bionoids?  Are your interfaces set up for extended hyperspace travel?] he asked them.  [We’re going to be doing long stretches of travel in mode three.]

[I’m not sure what extra precautions we need to travel that way, since we know little about it, but all Haumda priests have the jacks and interfaces needed for hyperspace travel.  We do tend to travel around a great deal,] he smiled.


[Well, that’ll get you halfway there.  Coja, how many Haumda bionoids do we have on board?]


[Only nine, for our nine Haumda crew  I should be able to get them some bionoids here before we leave,] she offered.  [The Elders can use stock naval bionoids, they’ll just have to endure being Faey while we travel,] Coja smiled roguishly at the two Elders.

[Do it, they can’t tend the shrine unless they’re using Haumda bionoids,] Jason ordered.  [And they’ll have to sanctify the bionoids, so keep that in mind when you order them.  They can’t have been used by anyone but a Haumda.  So either pull new ones out of storage or find some already sanctified to be used at shrines and commandeer them.]


[You are well versed in our religion, my Lord,] the female priest communed with an impressed shiver through her thought.


[I have deep connections to the Dreamers through my daughter Aria, and the Haumda have deep connections to them as well because of your shared interest in prophecy.  I couldn’t help but learn,] he explained.


[I’ve already found some suitable bionoids.  I’m having them delivered by a frigate,] Coja announced.  [They should arrive before our scheduled departure time.  In the meantime, I can show our guests to their staterooms so they can settle in before we leave.  Could you have them transfer over?] she asked, looking at Emsat.

[They’re waiting in the landing bay of the cruiser, they’ll be here before we can reach the landing bay to greet them.]


[Any other Elders I know, Emsat?] Jason asked.


[I doubt it, they’re not on the Council,] he answered.  [But all four of them have shared the dream, so they need to be here.]

[Eh, it’ll give me the chance to get to know them,] he shrugged. [I’m sure they won’t be half the scoundrels you two are, though.]


[My Lord, what a thing to say!] Powat protested with a blush, which made  Jason laugh.


[The Elders on the Council know how to have fun, honored priests,] he noted to the Haumda.


[Oh, we’ve noticed,] he replied with a bit of a smile on his ursine muzzle.  [And there’s nothing wrong with that.  They understand the value of play, which is a necessary part of any wholesome life.]

So, by the time Jason was settling into a stasis pod and merging up to his bionoid in preparation for departure from the Wheel, their fifteen new passengers were doing the same in their new quarters.  They were looking at about five days of travel to reach the new Consortium homeworld, and hopefully they wouldn’t be over in A5A very long.  The Consortium knew they were coming, knew he was coming, and had already agreed to meet him as soon as he arrived.

With luck, he’d be back in Andromeda in ten or eleven days, to return to trying to get the Board to meet him in person.  Eventually they were going to run out of excuses, and once they finally did, he could finish up here and get on with his important mission.
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Headquarters Planet, Consortium of Aligned Worlds, A5A-1-S12-3

He’d never been here before, but he’d seen pictures…and the Consortium had been busy.


The pictures he’d seen didn’t come anywhere near matching the progress the Consortium had made in the years since the Karinnes helped them relocate to A5A.  In just a few short years, they had established cities on their new capitol planet, built an extensive trade network including orbital stations, and had spread out across the entire galaxy from this central location.  The Consortium right now could be best described as a large series of very young colonies, still building themselves up, where each race and company that made up the Consortium established new homeworlds for themselves.  The races on planets that most closely matched their environmental preferences and the companies on planets that had the most resources for them to use to rebuild.  They had the entire galaxy to themselves, this galaxy was chosen for its complete lack of spacefaring races and very few number of sentient non-spacefaring species, which the Consortium had promised to leave alone as part of the deal of being brought here to rebuild.

But it wasn’t all fun and games for Jason.  Seeing those black, spiky ships had very nearly triggered PTSD in him, and all he could think of when he saw them was Raxxad and Pathrana, the two worlds the Consortium forced that invaded their galaxy had destroyed, killing billions.  While the Consortium leaders here could claim that they had no part of that, the fact was, they were the ones that told their invading forces to win at any cost.


 But he wasn’t here to rehash the past.  He was here to try to save the future.


He stood on the bridge beside Koye, the albino Kimdori Maraa who served as Gamekeeper for the entirety of the A5 cluster, and Coja’s bionoid, still wearing his stasis suit, which was the suit that they wore when spending extended time in a stasis pod. The suit was designed to help prevent bedsores from being stationary for long periods of time, quickly wick away moisture in case the wearer experienced psychosomatic sweating if their bionoids were doing something strenuous, and keep the skin clean and irritant free.  They were also fairly comfortable, made out of a special memory mesh fabric that was as soft as a kitten’s fur, and a version of the fabric had become very popular for use in workout clothing.  He pointedly didn’t look at the military warships as they slowly approached the planet, known only as Headquarters, as a hologram of an energy being appeared to the side of the main view holo.  “You are welcomed to Headquarters Planet, KMS Aegis,” an artificial voice intoned as the being’s lights shimmered, using its light language.  “Navigational vectors are being transmitted on the databand side of this nav channel now.  Once in stable orbit, you may launch a shuttle holding your envoys.  Navigation instructions will be transmitted before departure.”

“Navigation vectors have been received and will be followed,” Koye answered.  “Our dropship will launch 


Koye looked to him, and all he could do was sigh.  “That should give me enough time to get into my robes,” he announced.  “Love, is the dropship ready to go?”

“It’s ready,” she answered, looking over at him.  “It’ll be escorted down by two Cheetahs, piloted by guards.”

“Alright.  Lemme go get my robes on and I’ll head for the landing bay.  Call Kem and tell her we’ll be leaving as soon as I’m dressed.”

“I’ll go ahead and go to the dropship now,” Maraa announced.  “I’ll inform Kemaari on my way down.”


“Good deal.”


Piri and Iriko were the ones that ended up helping him get into his robes, but all six of his guards escorted him down to the landing bay, including Dera, who immediately rose up and landed on the back of her Cheetah.  Shen took the other mecha, disappearing down into the cockpit as Jason got into the dropship, where Maraa and Kemaari sat in the front row, leaving open his favorite seat behind the pilot’s chair.  Maraa had a handpanel in her hand, ready to go.  The two mecha began to move as Piri and Suri took the pilot’s seats, leaving Iriko and Ryn sitting in the cabin with him.

[Karinne Two is ready to depart,] Piri called over the landing bay.


[Escorts are ready,] Dera added.


[Receiving navs.]  “Alright, we’re ready to go, Jason,” Shen informed him, using the speaker in her interface for Kemaari’s benefit, glancing back at him from the pilot’s seat.

“Let’s get this over with,” he grunted, to which Kemaari placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder and smiled.


Shen showed her chops as a pilot by bringing them down into the atmosphere so smoothly that the dropship barely even shivered, even when she skirted the dropship close to a fairly large thunderstorm raging over the ocean.  Maraa went over what she felt were the most important bits of information and intelligence she had on the Consortium as they descended.  Their destination was a coastal city near the equator, with super-skyscrapers already thrusting up from the green canopy of what looked like a lush rain forest, a testament to the skill and efficiency of the Consortium’s rebuilding operation.  They saw a great deal of airborne traffic as they entered the boundaries of the city, showing that the city had become a bustling metropolis in the short years since its founding, but that traffic was actively routed away from them, giving them a clear path to the megabuilding that was their destination.  Shen landed the dropship on the middle tier of a three tiered building, the pad below them raised from the roof of the tier below.  The two Cheetahs alighted gracefully to each side of the dropship and laid down, setting their chins on their mechanical forepaws and then powering down into standby mode.  Jason stood up once they were on the pad, Shen opening the hatch as Iriko and Ryn exited in front of him, taking up positions at the base of the stairs that extended from the hatch.  Jason, Aran, and Kiada came down the steps with Shen and Piri behind them, as two energy beings and two fairly tall humanoids with bright orange skin and dermal plating-style growths that went from their chins, up their cheeks, and then flared up to form horns advanced along with them.  “We welcome you to Headquarters Planet, your Grace,” the taller of the two orange-skinned men called, speaking Consortium Trade.


“I’m happy you agreed to meet me on such short notice,” Jason replied in Trade.  “And might it please you to simply call me Duke.  I am no longer the Grand Duke of the House of Karinne, so I may no longer be referred to as ‘your grace.’”

“Ah.  We were not made aware,” the taller of them said apologetically.


“It is a recent development, the circumstances of which I will explain to you once we sit down to speak,” he told them.  “Might I present Maraa Rixt and Kemaari Threxst, serving as both aides for me during this expedition and as representatives of the Denmother Zaa of the Kimdori.”

“Members of the Trade Federation are waiting to speak with you, my Lord,” the man said, motioning towards the large doors in the side of the building wall.  “Might you and your escorts follow us, please?”


They were led into the building, to a fairly well appointed meeting room with a large table.  Armored guards stood at intersections within the building, and ten of them were arrayed through the council room that they entered, a very richly appointed room with chairs and couches along the walls and a large table made of a rich, dark wood dominating the center.  Six figures were already there, four corporeal beings and two more energy beings, only one of those four being humanoid, a tall, very skinny humanoid with pale gray skin and colorless hair.  Two of them were fur-covered mammalians, one looking canine and the other feline, and the last was a scaled reptilian that looked vaguely like a Crai.  His six guards took up positions behind their chairs, two on each side, as the three of them sat down across from the Consortium representatives.  “We welcome you to Headquarters Planet, Duke Karinne,” the canine began.  “I am Shra Sarr, chief negotiating representative of the Corporate Council.”

“Maraa Rixt and Kemaari Threxst, Aran Karinne, his wife Kiada Karinne, currently serving as my aides,” Jason introduced, to which each of them bowed in their seats.  “If it would please the Council, we can skip the usual pleasantries and get to the heart of the matter.  I am not a man known for enjoying ceremony or platitudes.”


“Indeed, your directness is most appreciated, my Lord,” the canine nodded.  “Why have you come to Headquarters?”


“It gets a bit involved, but I come both bearing a warning and seeking your assistance.  Let me explain.” He did so, going into a great deal of detail as he explained who and what the Dark Ones were, how they came to learn of them, and the threat they posed.  The explanation took nearly an hour to get through.  “Simply put, chief negotiator, very soon they are going to descend on our cosmic string and attempt to wipe out anyone and everyone with the most remote connection to the Generations,” he finished.  “We believe that the Consortium may escape their notice, since your involvement with us was generally hostile, but we also felt that you deserved to be made aware of the threat.  We think they will pass you by, but we honestly don’t know.  In addition, we have come seeking a very narrow and specific form of aid from you.  We are more than aware that the Consortium is in no position to fight, and we will not ask that of you,” he told them.  “But the one thing you do have that can be of help to us is your clairvoyants.  I have come seeking the aid of one, and only one, of your clairvoyants to watch for their approach and warn us when they appear.  That is all we seek, and all we ask.  If we can see them coming, it will give us a critical advantage.  I know that even that is asking a great deal, potentially exposing the Consortium to danger, but the honest truth is, we need your help.  Years ago, we helped you end the war with the Syndicate and assisted your relocation to this safe haven, and now, we are calling in that debt.  However, we are asking only for what help we feel you can safely provide, which will both help protect us and also keep the Consortium safely out of this, so they don’t get embroiled in this war should we be correct and the Dark Ones have no interest in you.  Since they don’t know of you, they won’t know that the lone clairvoyant assisting us is from the Consortium.”

They were quiet a long moment.  “We…think we know to whom you refer,” the canine declared.  “We have seen…something.  Fleeting.  Infrequent.  It simply appears and then disappears, in ways our clairvoyants cannot track and do not understand.  But whenever it appears, it fills those who see it with dread.”


“When was the last time you saw it?” he asked quickly.


“By our calendar, nearly eleven solar cycles ago.”


“About the time they wiped out that species over in the B string,” he mused aloud.  “If you know who I’m talking about, then you understand why I’m here and asking for help,” he continued.  “And also why we want to keep the Consortium out of it.  The help you give us, we don’t want it tied back to you in a way that brings them down on you.”


“And we appreciate that conviction,” the canine said.  “But needless to say, this is something that must be discussed among the members of the council and considered with all due gravity.”


“I completely understand.  We can return to our ship and wait.  In the meantime, we can send all the information we have on the subject to you, if you so wish it.”

“That would be helpful.  Might we send an emissary to discuss other, more mundane matters while the council deliberates?”

“Of course,” he replied.  “But please, let us make those discussions far less formal,” he added, plucking at his robes.  “I am not fond of pageantry.”


“I think that could be arranged,” the canine said, a slight smile on his muzzle.


They returned to the Aegis barely an hour after arriving, far faster than Jason expected, and he got out of his robes and into a far more comfortable tee and jeans as they discussed the surprisingly short meeting with Coja and Koye, who had come to the stateroom from the bridge.  The one thing on which they agreed was that none of them had any idea if they were inclined to help or not.  They were in discussion when the promised diplomat from the Consortium arrived, and was brought to Jason’s stateroom rather than meet in a conference room.  The emissaries were another of the canines, this one female, as well as an energy being, and the canine looked quite surprised to be brought to what was clearly a private residence.  The canine was wearing what looked to be a somewhat casual robe-like garment with leggings on underneath, both of which with a hole in the back for her collie-like tail.

“I am Trixxit, member of the diplomatic corps of the Consortium of Aligned Worlds,” she introduced herself with a graceful bow.  “Might I present Iish, member of the board of Consolidated Information Systems, one of the member corporations of the council.”


Jason didn’t stand, but he did give them his full attention.  “You are welcome to my stateroom, Trixxit, Iish,” he announced.  “Please, have a seat…wherever pleases you,” he added as Chichi bounded up to the canine female and sniffed delicately at her ankle, then gave a pleasant chirp and reared up, putting her paws on her leg.  “And you just passed the most important test,” he noted evenly.


“Excuse me, my Lord?”


“If Chichi likes you, then that means you’re welcome on this ship,” he said seriously.  “Chichi is never wrong when it comes to judging someone’s character.  If she likes you, then you’re someone I can negotiate with in good faith.”


“Ah.  Well, I’m glad that I pass muster,” she said, reaching down and scooping the tabi up in her arm, then scratching her behind the ears.  That made Chichi close her eyes and start to purr.  “And you, little Chichi, are absolutely adorable,” she added in a gentle tone.  The canine seated herself in a chair near the door, and the energy being drifted over to stand beside her.  She settled Chichi in her lap, who was quite content to allow the canine to stroke her soft black fur.  “As the council debates your request, we thought it might be fruitful to discuss other, more mundane matters,” she said as the energy being’s swirling lights flickered, as it spoke its light language.  “Now that we have established a basic framework to our logistics systems and have managed to set roots in this galaxy, we feel that the possibility of opening official channels with the Karinnes and others within this galactic cluster would accelerate our recovery.  And that is where your help would be appreciated.  We are certain that you have contact with other spacefaring races in the other galaxies in this cluster, and we hoped to learn more about them from you, so we might know which to approach to open trade negotiations for the things we need but cannot easily produce at this time.  We seek peaceful trade with civilizations that have no interest in conquest or war,” she declared.  “We suffered nine thousand cycles of war in Andromeda, and we have had our fill of it.”

“Chichi, is she on the level?” Jason asked directly.  When the tabi gave an approving mrow, he leaned back on the couch a bit.  “We can certainly help you with that,” he declared.  “By opening trade negotiations with us, the Kimdori, and also several other civilizations in the cluster.  None of them have intergalactic capability, however.”


“That is not an issue,” Trixxit declared.  “Our science has recently developed a stable Stargate, and with further research and refinement, we can establish permanent gates both within our territory and to our trading partners.”

“I’m not surprised,” Jason said evenly.  “You were right on the cusp of it years ago.”


“Truth be told, it was study of the sensor sweep data of the gates used by the Imperium that allowed our science to finally unlock the secret,” she admitted.  “We have built working prototypes, but have not yet reached production phase.  Further testing is required before they are certified as safe to use.”

Jason looked to Maraa, who returned his gaze.  She was fully aware of that project, and had been keeping him abreast of its progress.  For that matter, there was little about the Consortium that Maraa did not know.  She had her claws deep into their innermost workings, which was exactly what a Gamekeeper was supposed to do.  “Coja,” he said, looking at the bionoid.

“Yes, Jason?”


“Connect to the Academy mainframe.  Bundle all available public data on Stargate theory and operational parameters, translate it into Consortium Trade, and prepare to transmit it to the Consortium’s science division,” he ordered, then looked to Trixxit and Iish.  “Since you’ve already built prototypes, I see nothing wrong with helping you reach development stage.  If anything, it reduces the risks of any accidents and ensures that your units are stable.”


“That is far more than we expected of you, Duke Karinne,” Trixxit said for the energy being.


“The core mission of the House of Karinne is the dissemination of knowledge,” he told them calmly.  “We are scientists and teachers first and foremost.  Since you’ve already developed the Stargates, it costs us nothing to show you what we know of them so you build safe, reliable units.  We do not consider Stargates to be protected or sensitive information, since the technology has proliferated beyond the Karinnes and the Imperium in our home galaxy.  Once others began developing the technology, we classified it as open access material.  And as such, I see no problem with sharing it with you.”


“We would be grateful for what information you are willing to share on the subject,” Trixxit said for the energy being, but the being seemed to be studying Coja, its lights flickering.  “Pardon our curiosity, but you are not an organic being, are you?” she asked, looking at the bionoid.

“No, I am not,” she replied with a slight smile.  “I am the mainframe computer of this ship.  I am similar to the CBIM of which you know.”


“Coja is a mobile version of a CBIM, installed in this ship,” Jason confirmed.  “In effect, she is this ship.  That robot is how she interacts with the crew on a more personal level.”


“Impressive,” the canine said for the energy being.  “We have not seen a robotic unit that looks and acts like a living thing with such immersion.”

“It’s called bionoid technology, the science of producing lifelike artificial bodies that can be used remotely by living things,” Jason explained.  “If you were observant on your trip here from the landing bay, you should have seen several others walking the passageways.  We use them as surrogate bodies for some of our crew.”

“Ah, utilizing your telepathic interface technology,” Trixxit said as the energy being’s light’s flickered and swirled.  “A very clever adaption.  Robotic bodies would be far stronger and sturdier, far more robust, able to be much more effective in damage control operations.”


“Yes, that’s one way we use them,” he nodded.  “Now, let’s discuss what materials you need.”

They spent nearly four hours discussing the opening of trade routes between the Karinnes and Kimdori and the Consortium.  They needed processed materials and supplies for building, from refined heavy metals to compounds and alloys that couldn’t be replicated—the Consortium had roughly equivalent replication technology to the Imperium—with the eye to expand their metal refining capacity to expand their ability to build both ground and space based assets.  In effect, they wanted the supplies and materials needed to increase their ability to rebuild, which was an eminently logical and practical approach.  The problem the Consortium encountered during those talks was that since the Karinnes and Kimdori were preparing to vastly ramp up the production of weapons and ships for the upcoming war, they didn’t have as much of those materials available for trade as the Consortium needed.  During that time, Jason found that he could bring himself to like this canoid female, Trixxit.  When she wasn’t translating for the energy being, she seemed a bright, warm, gentle soul, very smart and very interested in Maraa and Kemaari…but that was because they were canoid species.  She asked a lot of questions about them, seeing how similar Kimdori culture was to hers.  Jason learned her people were called the Uarr, and held a rather unique position in the Consortium as translators, negotiators, emissaries, diplomats, and messengers.  Their species had a very high number of telepaths, Trixxit included, but they had a rather unique ability to process languages, be them written or spoken, audial or visual.  They were living translators, the veterans among them able to speak hundreds of languages, which made them the ultimate bridges among the species of the Consortium.  Their unique abilities made them one of the rare few corporeal species able to understand and translate the light language used by the energy beings in real time.  And they did it all without telepathic insertion.  Jason learned that her species was capable of insertion—the Pai were actually an outlier in that regard—but they frowned upon it because they didn’t see it as learning the essence of a language, and without understanding its essence, the possibility of mistranslation was high.

That Jason fully understood and believed himself, since he had a lot of experience with having languages inserted.


Much to Iish and Trixxit’s delight, they managed to make a couple of trade agreements with both the Karinnes and the Kimdori—which would be done in a roundabout way to create separation between them to protect the Consortium from the wrath of the Dark Ones when a delegation from Headquarters arrived on the ship.  They joined Jason and the others in his stateroom, two energy beings and two of those orange-skinned beings.  “The Council has debated your request, Duke Karinne, and find merit in it,” the taller of the orange-skinned men announced after being introduced.  “The Traders have agreed to send a delegate to your Terra to serve as a watchful eye.”


“I’m very glad to hear that,” Jason said, nodding.  “How do you want this done?  Will this Trader stay here and warn us what they see using comm, or will they travel back to our home galaxy to be in residence?”


“They will return to your galaxy with you, and they ask they be allowed a suitable retinue and be provided with living quarters,” the orange-skinned man answered.  “They ask for two attendants and two Uarr negotiators, as well as their families, be allowed to travel with and serve the Trader as their staff.  In addition, they ask that the children of their retinue be permitted to attend the Terra Academy, so we might learn more of what you are willing to teach the general public.”

“Done,” Jason said immediately.  “The Trader will be billeted on the Luna campus grounds of the Academy, our assigned campus for non-Generations, so the children of the retinue can have easy access to their classes.  The Trader will be granted diplomatic status and afforded offices for official business that will be considered an embassy, and granted all rights and protections that being an embassy entails.  We’ll do it this way because Terra is a completely neutral planet in all respects, open to anyone and everyone, so there will be no diplomatic or bureaucratic issues with your retinue taking up residence within the system.  The Trader will have a direct line of communication to the Confederation Combined Military, the Karinne Military Service, and the Kimdori Armed Forces so they can inform us of anything they may see.  Outside of that one duty, the Trader and his retinue will be free to pursue whatever goals they desire while on Terra, including representing the Consortium in matters of trade and negotiation with other empires in our home galaxy.  I’ll leave the decision as to how much involvement your government wants with my home galaxy to you, since you are the ones that may be potentially at risk when the Dark Ones come.  If you want your Trader to remain completely isolated, or have them engage others on Academy grounds, that decision is purely yours.”


“That is far more than we expected,” the taller of them said, then gave a gracious bow.  “You are most generous, Lord Jason.”


“It costs me nothing to be generous,” Jason told them evenly.  “And the war between our peoples is over.  I do not hold grudges,” he added.  “Your government has acted in good faith since the war ended, and I will honor that by giving you the same consideration I give others.  The slate between us is clean, honored members of the council, and you will be treated as such.  As to the Academy, its purpose it to teach those who wish to learn.  It will require to you agree to the rules by which all who attend the Academy operate, however,” he warned.  “You can sign the Academy Treaty in secret, so that only you and the Academy knows of it, if you so wish, but attendance at the Academy requires you to agree to the rules.”


“May we receive a copy of these rules and study them before we make that agreement?”


“Certainly.  Coja, have someone bring a standard handpanel holding the treaty so they have a physical copy they can take back with them to study.”


“It will be here momentarily,” she answered.


“The rules boil down to this,” Jason told them as they waited.  “You recognize the neutrality of Terra and the Terran system.  You do not engage in hostilities within the system with anyone.  We currently have civilizations at active war with each other who have students attending the Academy, but they know that their war stops at the edge of Terran space.  You agree to have your students abide by the rules and regulations of the Academy, which prioritizes learning and scientific research and advancement, which includes agreeing to the student quota system.  Every civilization is allotted a certain number of student slots at the Terra campus, and you don’t argue about your allotment.  Since you’ll only have a few students, I doubt that will be a problem,” he said dryly.  “Attendance at the Academy does carry a tuition fee paid every Terran solar cycle, but that fee is waived for the children of certified diplomatic envoys to the Academy, which includes diplomatic staff attached to the envoy’s office.  Your students, as children of the staff of the Trader, will qualify for these tuition-free positions.  But keep in mind that if you decide to send more students here, that they do have to pay.”

“Send more?”


“Once you sign the treaty and become a member of the Academy, you have access to all of the services that agreement entails,” Jason said simply.  “It won’t be just signing a piece of paper as subterfuge.  We expect you to abide by the rules, but that also means you get to enjoy the benefits.  The primary issue you should consider is that you have to find a way to get to the Academy.  Given you’re all the way out here, that might be a bit of a problem,” he said wryly.  “And that’s something we can discuss in detail later, after you’ve had time to learn more.  Let your Trader describe what the Academy is like, listen to the testimony of the children attending it, then make your decision using that information to guide you.  If you want to send your full allotment of students to attend the Academy, we can discuss helping your students get to and from Terra.  But that means becoming openly involved with us, and with the Dark Ones coming, that may not be a wise idea at this time.”

“Well said,” the orange man nodded.  “If you would give us eight somm to make the preparations, the Trader and his staff will be ready to embark.”


“We’ll be waiting for their arrival,” he said as a yeoman entered the stateroom.  The Beryan male saluted, then stepped up and handed Kemaari a handpanel.  “And here we are.  Take this with you, download its contents, then study it.  If you agree to the terms, then your Trader can sign the treaty on behalf of the Consortium when he arrives.  If you don’t agree to it, your Trader and his staff will still be billeted on Luna, it’ll just mean that the staff’s children won’t be attending classes, that’s all.”


“Understood, Duke Karinne.”


“Ensign, Coja, would you escort our guests back to the landing bay?” he asked the Beryan.  “I need to inform Karis of this development immediately, as well as arrange quarters and diplomatic office space for your retinue on Terra.”


“Certainly, my Duke,” the Beryan ensign said smoothly, bowing.  “August visitors, if you would please follow me?”


“I will go with you, I have a few more questions for Honored Trixxit about her people,” Maraa said eagerly.


After the Consortium envoys left, Jason got Ayuma, Zaa, and Rann on holo, looking at their three faces as he petted Chichi, sitting on the couch.  He told them of his success, then told them about their intent to send students to the Academy.  “That poses an interesting opportunity,” Zaa said.  “It was quick thinking to offer it to them, cousin.”


“If they’re gonna be on Terra anyway, it doesn’t cost us anything,” he shrugged.  “And I meant it when I told them that they would be treated like everyone else.  As long as they obey the rules, I see nothing wrong with them sending students to the Academy.”


“I agree, cousin,” Ayuma nodded.  “I’ll set up quarters in Academy City for the envoy and his staff, I’ll just need to know how many are coming.”


“The Trader and four family units,” Jason relayed.  “They didn’t say how many children the four families have, but given two are canine, I’d plan for at least six children per family unit until we have hard numbers to send you.”

“I have just the building,” she said confidently.  “There’s a ten story residential building near the Applied Sciences campus that has ten separate eight bedroom apartments, one per floor.  It’s meant to be an Academy staff residence for species with large numbers of children, you know, like Skaa or Grimja, but it’s currently empty and we can assign it to them with no problem.  The Trader can use one of the apartments as his primary diplomatic office, another for his personal quarters, and his staff can live in the other apartments in the building.  That will leave four apartment levels empty for future possible expansion of his staff or additional government offices.”

“That sounds almost perfect, cousin,” Jason told her with a nod.  “An eight bedroom apartment serving as the Trader’s diplomatic office gives them plenty of room for anything they may need, and they can just overflow it into their private residence if they need to.”


“Best warn Kiaari now, Ayuma,” Rann injected.


“Yeah, she’ll bite me if I drop this on her at the last minute,” she grinned.


“Rann, Zaa, we need to arrange it so the Trader clairvoyant has direct lines of communication to the KMS, the CCM, and the KAF, on top of him needing secure comm back to his government,” he told them.  “That way if he sees anything important, he can warn everyone quickly.”


“Okay, Dad, I’ll go down to KMS HQ after this and tell Myri,” he answered.  “She can tell Aunt Lorna about it.”


“It’s good that we set up permanent comm arrays to communicate with the A5 cluster,” Zaa mused.  “The need for Maraa to send back intelligence now benefits us in other ways.  We already have our lines of communications set up for the Trader to communicate with the Council.”


“Yeah, the Trader will need real-time comm back to here,” Jason agreed.  “They need contact with their government.  We’ll have to set them up with the same crypto system everyone else uses.  We treat them no differently than anyone else.”


“I’d have demanded that, Jason,” Ayuma nodded.  “The rules apply to everyone equally.  That’s one of the fundamental tenets of how the Academy operates.  If the Consortium is willing to obey the rules, they’re treated just like everyone else.”


“Ayuma, they may need to consult with the Moridon,” Rann told her.  “Both for computer security and so they can see about converting their local currency to credits.  Think the Moridon would take their money?”


“They’ll take anyone’s money,” Jason chuckled.  “Once they establish a conversion rate, anyway.  Rann, request an appointment with the Overseer to warn him it’s coming.  He’ll take that appointment quickly if it’s you asking for it.”


“Will do, Dad,” he replied.  “In the meantime, Ayuma can probably arrange something.  Like they bring stuff that’s valuable here in the home galaxy and sell it to the Academy for galactic credits or something.  Barter until they have the financials organized.”


“We already have a system like that, Rann,” Ayuma smiled.  “But that you thought of it tells me you’ve paid attention to your lessons and you’re analyzing the situation with a keen, critical eye.  Well done, young man.”


“Aw, thanks, Ayuma,” he said modestly.


“Rann’s ready to sit on that chair, Ayuma, don’t you doubt it,” Jason said glowingly.


“It sounds like your mission was a success, then, cousin?” Zaa asked.


“It was, and far quicker than I expected,” he agreed.  “Coja will send all three of you logs and video of our meetings and discussions so you can look over them.  We’ll be on our way back in about six hours, and once we deliver the envoy and his staff to Luna, we’ll be returning to Andromeda.”


“Maybe this success will bolster that one,” Rann said encouragingly.


“God, I hope so.  Dealing with the Benga gives me a headache,” he grunted, which made them all smile.


“You’re about the only person who can, cousin.  You understand them in ways that they probably don’t even understand themselves,” Zaa said with a slight smile on her muzzle.  “Even we Kimdori bow to you when it comes to dealing with the Benga.”

“Mind if I come over and see you when you get to Luna?  Bionoids are nice, but it’s never a replacement for the real thing,” Rann asked.


“You’re the Grand Duke, son, you don’t ask me for permission to do anything,” he told him with a chuckle.


“Well then, I will be there to see you when you arrive,” he said in a false haughty voice.


“I’d love that, son,” he replied with a smile.  “And you’d better warn your mother and siblings, your mom may ground you for leaving them out.”


He laughed.  “Grand Duke one moment, under the heel of Mom the next.”

“Welcome to reality,” Ayuma teased, which made him laugh.  “I’ll get on this, cousin.  I’ll send Coja hourly progress reports, so you know what’s going on.”


“I’d appreciate that, cousin,” Jason told her.  “I’ll have Coja keep you apprised if anything changes over here.”


“Sounds good.  Alright, getting off here to get things done.  Talk to you soon,” she announced, then her face winked off the holo.


“I think I’d like to come talk to you in person as well, cousin,” Zaa noted.


“I’d love to see you, Zaa,” he told her.  “Bring the cubs and Denfather, we can have a nice dinner here on the ship before I head back to Andromeda.  Actually, we can just lay over for a day or so, I can catch up on the important stuff back home before I go back out.  I’m just spinning my wheels waiting for the next outrageous demand from the Board, I can do that just about anywhere.”


Rann laughed.  “I’ve already learned how to stick Yeri with that kind of annoying junk,” he grinned.


“Careful there, son, Yeri is fairly mean,” he warned.  “She finds ways to get back at you that you can’t directly pin on her.  She’s like Ayama that way.  A much meaner version of Ayama.”


“I’ve noticed,” he grinned.  “Her sneakiness certainly makes her good at her job.”


“Yeri is a treasure and a shining example of the potential of the Faey, at least from our point of view,” Zaa said lightly.


“You’re the one that recommended her for the job, so everything she does is on you, Zaa,” Jason told her.  The stateroom door opened, and Coja’s bionoid stepped in.  “Anything pressing I need to do, love?”


“No, love, this may be a good time to catch up on current events with Zaa and Rann,” she answered.


“Good idea.  Let’s move to my office, love, may as well be in official surroundings for official business.”


They spent nearly three hours discussing things, from what was going on over on Karis to how the galaxy was responding to the news that the Dark Ones were coming.  Jason had already warned everyone, but they’d have a good month to stew over that information, and things were starting to develop.  The biggest one was that the Coalition had officially signed on to work together to repel them, and the speed with which they came to that decision was no doubt Holikk’s doing.  That put the vast majority of the spacefaring galaxy in the alliance, and would most likely motivate many of the smaller independent empires to follow suit.  Rann caught him up on many of the day to day decisions he’d made over the last takir, and his decisions further convinced him that he’d both made the right decision putting Rann in charge and further justified his belief that he was ready for the responsibility.  There wasn’t a single decision he made that Jason would not have made himself.  He also got an update on his impending grandchild.   Songa had determined through medical scans that it was a girl, and everything in that respect was going just fine.  The baby, still little more than a clump of cells attached to Shya’s uterine wall, was developing exactly as expected, and Shya was in perfect health.

He was still a little scattered at the thought of being a grandfather.  He certainly didn’t feel old enough to be a grandfather.  For that matter, he didn’t feel old enough to have a son that was nearly an adult.  But that was the reality of it.  Three of his children were married, one of his daughters in law was pregnant, and there was no telling if that might repeat itself with Dara or Kiada…though Dara might be furious if she got pregnant, given it would eat into her bachi practice.  That girl was obsessed with bachi.  His oldest kids were far more adult than they were children, and the second wave was solidly past puberty and catching up to their elder siblings far too quickly for Jason’s taste.


After they finished their conference, Jason got something to eat and relaxed a little while, and went down to greet the envoy and his retinue when they arrived on a Consortium shuttle.  To his surprise, Trixxit disembarked behind the energy being, holding the hand of a Uarr child that he would consider around nine or ten by size.  Four of those orange-skinned species came out of the shuttle along with three adult Uarr, and between them they had about twelve children of varying ages, from toddlers to near adults, four orange-skinned and eight Uarr.  All of the canines had the same general coloration as Trixxit, very border collie-like including the shape of the tail, with only minor variations.  “Trixxit, you’re coming?” Jason asked as she and the energy being reached him.

“I volunteered, I have an interest in seeing your Academy.  Besides, I am fluent in the Faey language, which will be needed,” she replied with a smile on her muzzle.  “Duke Karinne, might I introduce Iosh, the Trader who has agreed to keep watch for the Dark Ones, as well as represent Consortium interests to you and at the Academy.”


“You are welcomed aboard the Aegis, Trader Iosh,” Jason said formally.  “Quarters for you and your retinue have been prepared, and your diplomatic offices and residences have been arranged at the Academy.  But we can discuss that in detail later.  Right now, we need to get your staff settled into their quarters and prepare them for the trip back.  Are any of your staff outside of Trixxit telepathic?”


“All of us are, Duke Karinne, as are most of our children.  Only the youngest have yet to express, if Aruun grants they inherited our talent,” Trixxit answered as the energy being’s lights flickered.


“That will make things easier, it will allow those of you with talent to use bionoids while we travel, while those who do not will need to be asleep for our journey to protect you from extended hyperspace exposure.  We utilize a special stasis state that shuts down our natural senses, protecting us from hyperspace.  But that state doesn’t need to be unconsciousness, so we can use telepathy to merge to bionoids to remain active during the journey.  Since bionoids aren’t organic, don’t have organic senses to affect, we don’t suffer from exposure to hyperspace when we use them instead our own bodies while we travel.  I take it that hyperspace exposure will have no effect on you, Trader Iosh?”

“Correct,” Trixxit answered for them.  “We do not a have a physical body that hyperspace can affect.”

“Very good.  We’ll have to show your staff how the bionoids work.  Once your staff has had the chance to get some experience using a bionoid, we’ll be departing.  The trip back will take about eight hemm, not including scheduled stops for rest and to allow those in stasis to wake up and enjoy some recreation time.  How well your children respond to being in stasis will determine the length of those rest stops,” Jason told them, looking at the toddler in the arms of a male Uarr, a particularly adorable young canine that had puppy-like qualities.  “And you, little one, are absolutely adorable,” he told the toddler, which made him—or her, there was no way to tell—smile shyly.  “Now, if you would please come with me, I’ll show you to your assigned quarters.  Coja and members of our medical staff are waiting there for us to arrive, so they can show you how the stasis pods work and also how to connect to a bionoid.”

“You would escort us there yourself?” Trixxit asked for Iosh.


“Certainly.  I don’t believe there’s any task below me, Trader Iosh,” he chuckled as he extended a hand, indicating which way for them to go.  “Besides, it gives us a chance to speak of less important matters as we travel.”

That took about an hour.  They had to go quite a ways to get to their quarters, a series of staterooms near the stern that had windows that gave them quite a view of the outside and the top sections of the ship, and once there, Coja’s bionoid and members of the medical staff taught them the basics of how the stasis pods and bionoids worked.  Jason and Coja did that personally with Trixxit, who was the assigned primary translator for Iosh and whose family would be in the stateroom beside the Trader’s.  Trixxit had five children, Jason discovered, and the toddler he addressed was her youngest child.  He helped explain the stasis pods to her and her family, how they worked, then they had enough generic naval unit bionoids brought in for the expressed members of her family.  “These robots have special telepathic transceivers inside them that will allow you to merge to the unit, in effect become the machine,” Coja explained to them.  “While using these artificial surrogate bodies, you will be protected from exposure to hyperspace.  These units will allow you to remain awake while we’re actively traveling.”

“Quite an intriguing use of robotics,” Trixxit’s mate, Iirax, said as he inspected the bionoid, which was patterned after a Rakarri.  “This is a handsome species.  How are they called?”


“Rakarri, one of the member species of the Imperium,” Jason answered.  “I’m just glad we had enough Rakarri bionoids on board to supply all of you with one.  We hope you’ll feel at home in a body like this.”


“It will be strange to look at my mate and see this face,” Trixxit said with a chuckle.  “But he is right, this species is not displeasing to me.”


“And we will have all our senses while connected to this machine?” her mate asked.


“Yes, Iirax,” Coja answered.  “The telepathic connection you establish with the machine gives you access to the robot’s sensory units, which are designed to feel as natural as possible.  We have an entire scientific discipline devoted to the development and advancement of this technology, which we call simsense.  That stands for simulated senses.  These units are programmed to have the same sensory abilities as a Rakarri, which includes a highly developed sense of smell.  If your species has a similar capability, you’ll be able to utilize that to its full potential.  Your ability to access the potential of the bionoid will depend on your organic sensory range.”


“That makes sense, our brains may not be able to exceed our natural senses,” Iirax noted.


“Precisely so,” Coja nodded approvingly.  “If we had more information about your people, we could program the bionoids to allow you to access sensory information beyond your natural limits by encoding it as sensory information you can understand, but that will have to wait until our medical team and our scientists and can analyze your sensory abilities and fine tune bionoids to allow you to utilize their sensory abilities at your maximum capacity.  So, for now, you will have to use bionoids with simsense designed around a species close to you, but not exactly you.  Because of that, you may find your senses while using these bionoids to feel a little off.  If you have any discomfort or issues like problems with balance, inform a member of the medical team immediately.”

“Understandable, and quite clever,” Trixxit said, then she looked at Iosh as his lights flickered.  “Is this one of the technologies that the Academy teaches?”


“Actually, yes, it is,” Jason answered.  “There are classes offered in both simsense technology and bionoid design and production.”


“Quite interesting,” Trixxit said for Iosh.

After about fifteen minutes of instruction, Trixxit and Iirax managed to merge to the bionoids brought in for them.  As the mated pair sat on a nearby couch with their eyes closed, both of the Rakarri bionoids began to move, mainly looking down at their hands.  “Incredible,” Iirax’s bionoid exclaimed.  “Trader, it is as if I am this machine!  Amazing!”


“Any discomfort or problems seeing, smelling, or hearing?” Coja asked.


“Things seem very, well, dim, and colors are muted and seem a little strange,” Trixxit answered.  “These Rakarri must not see as well as we can.  But their sense of smell must be very similar to ours,” she added.


“We can fine tune the simsense during our trip.  In just a somm or so, we should have enough biometric data to make them feel more natural to you,” Coja told them.  “Do you feel that you can operate them as they are now?”


“Yes, I think we can,” she nodded, looking at Iosh.  “These are quite ingenious devices, Trader.  We should seek to learn more about them.”


Their lights flickered, and Trixxit’s bionoid looked to Jason.  “Are these devices using biogenic technology?  We thought that it was restricted only to Generations.”


“No, these units use an entirely different interface technology called telepathic resonance, which was traded to us by a friendly exo-galactic civilization we met during our explorations,” he answered honestly.  “If you wish to learn more about it, we can arrange that.  We consider resonance technology to be an open technology, since we didn’t develop it.  It is not restricted.  The science and engineering behind it is taught in the Academy.”


“We are definitely going to be discussing that very thing, Duke Jason,” Trixxit translated.  “Such a technology would revolutionize our entire civilization.  And with us rebuilding, we can easily incorporate it into our future construction.”


“We can discuss that,” he promised.  “Later.  For now, let’s get everyone settled in and prepared so we can start the journey back.”

“Yes, we’ll have several hemm to discuss such matters before we arrive,” Trixxit translated.  “But the first thing we must do is allow us to sign the Academy Treaty so that our students may be allowed to attend your school.  The Consortium of Aligned Worlds agrees to your terms and will sign on as a member.”

“Very good.  We can take care of that in a little bit, once everyone is ready to begin the trip back.  Right now getting everyone ready to leave is our main priority.”

“Of course.  Let us see to the dispensation and comfort of my staff and their children.”


About an hour later, the Aegis was in mode three and on its way back to the Milky Way.  Jason was in his own bionoid, sitting in a conference room with Iosh and Coja.  The Trader had foregone the use of an Uarr translator, utilizing a device that translated their light language for them…but the Trader also admitted that such a device wasn’t necessary.  While they didn’t have a biological mind in the same way corporeal beings did, the Trader was able to sense and generate telepathic energy, in effect emulating sending.  They weren’t truly telepathic, it was more of an ability to use sending and only sending.  They couldn’t hear surface thoughts or probe minds, they could only hear broadcasted thoughts and broadcast their own in the telepathic spectrum.  They also had a much reduced range compared to a telepath, only able to send about 100 shakra, which was only about two staterooms away.  Their first order of business was signing the treaty, then they spent two hours sitting with Jason and Coja discussing a variety of matters in both logistics and the Academy as their staff fully settled in.  It said a great deal to Jason that the Trader seemed sincerely concerned about the well being of their staff, asking more than once if the stasis pods were going to have any adverse effects on the children.  It reminded Jason that the Consortium was not the Syndicate, and while they’d done some truly terrible things to the Karinnes and the Confederation, those were done out of desperation, not malice.  It didn’t excuse them or absolve them, but in that one regard, Jason could understand why they felt they had to go that far…after all, Jason had thrown away all of his own moral high ground concerning biogenics when he realized that clinging to his ideals would get everyone killed.  The Consortium had faced a similar existential crisis, believing that the very survival of their civilization depended on the success of the invasion fleet that attacked Karis.

Eventually, a Rakarri and a Terran bionoid entered the conference room, driven by Trixxit and one of the orange-skinned beings—their species was called the Siturim, and this male was named Razh.  They joined the Trader in the conference room and quietly took up their roles, escorted in by Maraa, who took a seat at the table beside Jason.  Trixxit was their translator, and Razh was their secretary, managing and organizing all information and data the Trader needed to do their job.  Razh filled the same role for Iosh that Chirk—and now Threk—filled for him.  The Siturim were well suited for their role for the same reason the Kizzik were back home, Maraa had informed him, for they were exceptionally intelligent, organized, and as a species they had an eidetic memory.  They were like living computers, able to learn and recall vast amounts of information and perform exceptionally complex mathematical calculations in their heads.  So, in a way, Razh was more like Coja than Threk, he just used his vast mental gifts in service to the Consortium as a “living computer” for his employer, the Council.


It reminded Jason that the Consortium was exceptionally good at identifying what a species was good at and letting them have at it, giving them the space and resources they needed to do what they did best.  The Traders knew that they didn’t know everything, weren’t good at everything, so they let those who were do their thing.  And they respected other species for their ability and their contribution to Consortium society.  In that respect, the Consortium was much like the House of Karinne.


“Are the young ones well in their stasis pods, Razh, Trixxit?” Iosh asked, the translator unit on the table intoning in Trade.


“They are perfectly healthy, Trader,” Razh replied.  “The stasis pods are keeping them asleep, which is protecting them from hyperspace exposure.”


“They will be fine, sir,” Trixxit assured them.  “Maraa told us that we will be dropping back into normal space sometime next hemm, at which time they’ll be woken up and allowed to be out and about for a while.  They have told us that extended stasis isn’t good for young ones, so they’re ensuring we have sufficient rest breaks to let them wake up and be active.”


“That is good to hear.”

“We’ve learned over the cycles that rendering people in stasis pods completely unconscious during travel makes them very sluggish and disoriented when they awaken.  And since this is a military vessel, that’s an intolerable state,” Coja told them.  “So we use a form of stasis more like natural sleep, that completely shuts down the natural senses but also allows the person in stasis to dream.  This much less intense form of stasis allows those in that state to be fully alert when they wake up, which is vital for military readiness.  And this is the crux of the issue children can have with stasis pods.  For children, being in continual stasis longer than two hemm can cause them to start having vibrant, powerful dreams, which can cause mental trauma if those dreams turn into nightmares.  After all, they can’t wake up, so they’re trapped in that nightmare,” Coja told them.  “That’s an effect of long-term hyperspace exposure on a sleeping child’s mind, it slowly builds up until it starts affecting the dream state.  And conversely, if we used the more powerful version of the stasis state, the longer they’re in that state, the more disoriented and sluggish they’ll be when they wake up, and the longer it will last.  That is not a condition we want children to have to endure, it may be very frightening to them, so we avoid having to use it whenever possible.  Strangely enough, adults do not suffer having vivid dreams after experiencing long-term sleep stasis, only children do.  It’s a curious thing that is currently being studied by our scientists to learn why.”


“Yes, but we also stop to give the adults the chance to get up and move around,” Jason added.  “Trust me, the stasis pods are comfortable, but you get a bit stiff after laying in one position for a few hemm.  We’ll be dropping into normal space when we reach a galaxy in cluster A4, and everyone in stasis, me included, will be allowed out to get some exercise, take care of biological needs, and relax a little bit before we continue our journey.”


“We’re going to conduct a full medical check on the children during this stop to determine how long we need to stay in normal space, in order to be completely sure they suffer no ill effects,” Coja continued.  “We have no biological data on your species, so we don’t know how they will react to hyperspace exposure.  And so, we are exercising maximum caution.  Their well being is our primary concern during this trip.”


“As a mother, I appreciate your concern for my cubs,” Trixxit said with a smile on her Rakarri bionoid’s face.  “And I must say, Duke Jason, that machine is such a perfect match for you that I’m not sure if you’re the real Duke Karinne or not.”


“It was built to resemble me exactly, even down to the imperfections I wish weren’t there, so the builders thank you for recognizing their skill,” he chuckled, patting his chest.


“It is a most masterful creation, Duke Jason,” Razh agreed with a nod.

“How do you find that bionoid, Razh?  Is it comfortable enough?”


“It looks strange, and me not having horns is a creepy feeling,” he said, putting two fingers to his temple where his horn would be in his natural body, “but it doesn’t feel excessively alien to me.  Its senses are almost identical to my own, except it seems that you Terrans don’t hear the same frequency range that we Siturim do.  Everything sounds…tinny.”


“We’ll have that fixed for you by the time we reach A4K.  And you won’t have to use those bionoids for very long.  You’ll be supplied with bionoids that do look like you when we reach Terra, ones fully attuned to your sensory capabilities,” Jason told them.  “All diplomats and diplomatic staff are supplied bionoids by the Academy as a service, to help you perform your duties more efficiently.  After all, not everyone there breathes the same atmosphere, so diplomatic staff often need something that can go most anywhere so they can conduct meetings and do their business.  We sent images of you and your physical measurements back home, and our bionoid production facility is designing bionoids for your use.  Once we have biometric data on your sensory range, that will be sent along so they can modify its sensory system to match your natural senses.  They should be ready for you by the time we arrive.  Oh, and you get to keep them,” he added.  “They’ll be built using Confederation standard technology, which means it is considered open technology by the House.  So we have no objections to you taking them back with you once your mission here is complete.  They are yours.”


“That is most generous, Duke Karinne,” Trixxit said.


“Please, just call me Jason. I am not a man that enjoys formality,” he told her.


“As you wish, Jason,” she said smoothly.


“Trader, have security issues been discussed with the Academy?” Razh asked.


“They have, and our privacy and physical security have been guaranteed.  We will also have the ability to communicate with Headquarters in real time, through encrypted comm,” Iosh answered.  “The Academy contracts out all encryption and computer security to the Moridon, whose neutrality are beyond reproach.”

“Ah.  Yes, they would be completely honorable, if our information on them is current.”


“That hasn’t changed.  The Moridon will help you set up your computers and communications so that not even we can intercept them,” Jason told them.  “The House of Karinne takes the privacy and sovereignty of our Academy member empires seriously, Razh.  That is part of the Academy Treaty, guaranteeing your privacy and our neutrality in your affairs.”


“In this I trust the Duke Karinne’s declaration, Razh,” Iosh told him.  “And after speaking to the Headmistress of the Academy personally, I am certain of things.  Even the lodgings they are providing us are…lavish.”

Jason had to chuckle.  “We weren’t sure how many children you guys had, so we kinda set aside a building with ten eight bedroom apartments for you, to serve as your quarters and temporary diplomatic offices,” he told the two bionoids.  “There are some species within the Confederation that can have upwards of twenty dependent children, and we didn’t want to err on the side of too small.  That should give you more than enough space for anything you and Iosh will need as a representative of the Consortium.”


“Oh dear me, that’s too much space,” Trixxit laughed.


“It should serve all your needs until the Academy can arrange building you a formal embassy,” Jason told them.  “And this way, every one of your kids gets their own bedroom and you and your mate each can have your own private office inside the apartment.”

“That’s true,” she said, then she laughed.  “That may be a shock, my youngest have been in the same room since they were born.”


“Well, then, that’s just another empty room you can use for something else,” he declared.  “How you guys want to do it is completely up to you.  That building will be sovereign Consortium territory since it will be serving as your embassy, so it is yours to do with as you will.  You will have complete and absolute control of the building and everything inside it, including the option to take everything inside it back home with you when you leave.  It won’t hold any proprietary technology, so we’ll have no problem with you taking it all back with you to ensure your information security, leaving no computers or computer files behind to be analyzed.”

“That is indeed generous,” Razh noted.


“The Academy uses moleculartronic computer architecture, Razh, the same as the Consortium.  Different programming languages and some differences in design, but at its core, they’re the same basic architecture.  So we’re not giving you anything you don’t already have.”


“Ah.  True, then,” he nodded.  “Then it seems that the computer hardware we brought on the shuttle may not entirely be needed.”


“I’m sure you’ll be using them,” Jason told him.  “After all, that’s your system using your programming language, and it will certainly be your best option for storing your most secret information.  That’s a system you know for a fact no one else has or can access.”

“You are a clever man, Jason Karinne,” Razh said with a smile.


“I’ve hung around them long enough to know the basics of skullduggery,” he said, pointing at Maraa.


“That’s an insult, Jason!  We don’t engage in skullduggery!” she protested.  “More like shenanigans.  Capricious mischief, even,” she added lightly, which made Jason and Razh laugh.


“You certainly have a strong grip on Trade, Lady Maraa,” Razh told her.


“That is my job, Master Razh,” she smiled.  “I am the Kimdori responsible for knowing everything there is to know about the Consortium.  I’d be a poor Kimdori if I couldn’t speak your most common language, would I?”


He looked at her, then smiled.  “Ah yes, the Kimdori.  Masters of espionage, information gathering, investigation, and…capricious mischief,” he said liltingly, which made Maraa grin toothily at him.  “So you are our Gamekeeper?”


“Yes I am,” she answered boldly.  “Maraa Rixt, Gamekeeper of galaxy A5A-1, at your service, sir.  I am the eyes and ears of the Denmother in your galaxy.  My job, master Razh, is to watch.  Observe.  Learn.  But take no action.  Only watch and learn, so that we may know the truth of things.  That is our way.”


“Yes, taking no action is indeed the Kimdori way.  They do not involve themselves in the matters of others unless paid to do so,” he recalled, showing off his ability to store and recall information.  “But they watch everything, and so they know more than anyone about what truly goes on out in the universe.”


“Precisely, good sir,” she smiled.  “And I am quite impressed by your knowledge of us.”


“My people find yours to be quite intriguing, Lady Maraa, for we too are seekers of knowledge.  We just go about attaining it a different way than you do.”


“We know,” she smiled, and her expression made Jason and Razh laugh again.


“You’ll have to excuse Maraa, she’s a lot more fun than most other Kimdori,” Jason said dryly, which Maraa grin at him.  “I’m sure you’ll find her an entertaining and thoroughly maddening conversationalist.”

“To the contrary, I have long hoped to be able to meet and come to know a Kimdori,” Razh countered.  “As I said, the Siturim have much admiration for the Kimdori, for we too are seekers of knowledge.  Information is the most important asset in the universe, and they treasure it just as much as we do.  They are very much like us, and I would like to learn just how far those commonalities go.”


Maraa found herself being asked a bunch of questions from both Razh and Trixxit, and as he listened, Jason realized something that he already knew, but hadn’t considered.  The Consortium were…people.  People just like those in the Confederation.  They looked different, had a different government, but they were people.  He had always kept his distance from them because of the very personal losses he suffered at their hands the two times they attacked Karis, from civilian casualties to personal friends like Inaba and Drae, had always blamed them for the damage they did.


But that was in the past.  He could honor the friends who had fallen in those attacks, not forget them, but still move forward because everyone’s lives now depended on the ability of Trader Iosh to see the Dark Ones coming.  And he could admit that while the government of the Consortium still had a lot to answer for, the people of the Consortium were not its government.  And while Razh and Trixxit were definitely a part of that government, they represented the very people that were not.  He’d already started developing fond feelings for both Trixxit and Razh, found them to be intelligent, engaging, interesting, people he would like to get to know better.  They were the very “human” lives behind the monolithic enmity he’d held for the Consortium for a long time.


He’d dreaded coming here, having to face the government that killed so many of his own, far more than the Syndicate had, but now that he’d talked to the Consortium, met the people that made up the Consortium, he found much of that animosity…receding.  Not disappearing, but receding, allowing him to deal with them fairly, and allowing him to find interest in the people that were part of it.


In another world, another time, he could have been good friends with Trixxit and Razh.  Could have been friends with Iosh for that matter, because their concern for their staff was sincere, revealing them to be a compassionate, caring composite being.

Hate.  He remembered the lesson the shaman taught him about hate.  And it seemed that he had taken that lesson to heart far more than even he realized, because he simply could not find it inside himself to hate the Consortium, even despite the crimes they’d committed against the House.  He could be angry with them, but…he could not hate them.  The very idea of hating Trixxit and Razh seemed…wrong to him.  Even the idea of hating Iosh seemed wrong, out of place.  They were part of the government that was the Consortium, but they were not the Consortium.  They were simply people, and he should judge them by that fact alone.  Let them show him who they were, and then he would make a decision based on who they were, not where they came from.

That was a very shaman thing for him to do, but it felt decidedly weird to him, as he sat there and considered it as he chatted with the three Consortium representatives.  He would get to know Trixxit and Razh, their families, and learn more about Iosh.  He would see what kind of people they were, learn who they were, and then he would decide if they were worth his friendship based on that, not based on the past, not based on where they came from.


Besides, cold logic also was at play here.  For them to increase their odds to survive, they needed the help of a clairvoyant.  Iosh may see the Dark Ones coming, which would give them time to respond, and potentially save lives.  So long as Iosh helped them, he would treat the Consortium with respect and consideration.  Right now, the lives of his people, of the galaxy, of people in galaxies far from home, were on the line, and he had to do whatever it took to protect them.
