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The Wheel, E Chaio

The Board was starting to really annoy him, but he’d had a few distractions over the ten days he’d been fencing with Dai Su over getting a meeting with them.

The first was another addition to his expedition out to gather allies, one that didn’t have to come to him to join up since she was already here.  Bei would be joining them on their expedition, mainly because her TK expressed and she was damn bloody strong, strong enough to be considered for training by the Masters.  She wanted to learn everything Mrar could teach her, and the only way she was going to do it was if she was with them.  So, long story short, Bei and her entire company of Reavers had been transferred to the Aegis to both train in TK and also serve as additional protection should the ship come under attack.  The forward starboard landing bay was given to them as their billet, since they were too tall to really stay anywhere else on the ship but a cargo bay or landing bay, and some shake and bake portable quarters buildings were brought in and set up in the bay for them.  Jason had Rook build new Faey-sized biogenic bionoids for them using full biorythmics and all the latest bells and whistles.  Since they’d be kept on the ship, they could have all of the experimental systems Rook was developing and they could help beta test them through extended use.  Given they’d have to use them any time they wanted to go anywhere outside the landing bay, they’d be using them a lot.

Bei, being the typical Benga that she was, didn’t just come out and ask.  That wasn’t how Benga did things.  Once she decided she wanted to go, she started pulling on the strings she had to get what she wanted, and the biggest one was Kiada.  Kiada and Bei were very close friends, and since Kiada was his daughter in law, it gave Bei a direct line right to him.  So, she planted the idea with Kiada first, then while she worked on Mrar, she let Kiada get to work planting the idea in Jason’s mind that Bei should go along.  Only when that idea was there did she actively seek to get assigned to the expedition.  Jason found it a bit amusing that she’d connive so much to get what she wanted, but then again, she was a Benga.  The concept of just asking to come along wouldn’t occur to her.

Bei was the first of the Benga Generations to express her TK, but she wasn’t the only one.  Gen had also expressed, as had several members of the Reavers, who had started transition while he was over in the A5 cluster negotiating with the Syndicate.  All of the Reavers were now Generations, as were about 6% of the workforce stationed in the Wheel.  All of them were from combat fields, part of their system of transitioning the soldiers first.  It was this policy that ended up with all 40 of the Reavers being transferred to the Aegis, since if their commander was going, they were going.  That was their reasoning, but the reality was, they wanted to train in TK and Mrar was the best around, so they wanted training from the best.

When this decision was made, it had ramifications that reached all the way back to Karis.  Unhappy that the Reavers were being assigned to the Aegis, where the real action was in her opinion, Kyva had played her trump card by being just as conniving as Bei.  She used her clout in the KMS to get the KBB assigned to the expedition, and in so doing pissed off Commander Isai of the Aegis’ Marine exomech company by trying to get the Ukumri (a Faey bird that looked almost exactly like a swan, just smaller) reassigned planetside so the KBB could take their bay space for the mission.  Jason had to put out a small pissing contest fire between Kyva and Isai, and he did it as diplomatically as possible.  There wasn’t enough room in the ship for two extra full exomech companies without sacrificing important bay space, so Jason had MRDD rig up a docking clamp and collar system that would allow the KBB’s Whale to physically dock to the ship the way the two escorting frigates did.  That way, the KBB could keep their mecha on their Whale and use the hatch inside the docking collar to get on and off the ship.

The thing was, putting just one Whale on like that created an asymmetry in the ship’s mass distribution that monkeyed with the drive when in mode three, so they ended up attaching two Whales to restore symmetrical mass distribution and fix the problem.  The two Whales attached to the Aegis on the top of the ship directly over the stern, each one the same distance offset from the centerline of the keel.  And when they were attached, they actually looked like part of the ship’s superstructure, just like the two frigates that docked to the stern wings did.  They nearly looked like twin conning towers built on the stern of the ship.  It had the added bonus of allowing the Whales to use their roof doors to launch or recover mecha.   The refit was being studied by MRDD to see if it should be added to the other command ships, since it had obvious advantages of allowing the ships to carry additional mecha.

At first, Jason just wanted the second Whale to serve as a means to stow additional mecha, but that violated some core tenet of Myri and Juma’s very being.  They demanded a live company take that second slot, and given that the Whale had to have a drive in case it got left behind for some reason, that meant that only a few companies could fill that slot.  Only five exomech companies had a drive-capable Whale; the KBB, the Banshees, the Red Warriors, the Storm Riders, and the Renegades.  And that was where Jason pulled his own strings, because he was still a member of the Storm Riders, and damn it all, if they were making him bring another company it was going to be his company.  So, the Whale that was attached to the top of the port stern was the Tempest, sitting opposite the KBB’s Riki (named for Riki Somerre, a warrior without equal from the Faey’s medieval age, who Kyva called “the original baddest bitch.”  Curiously enough, history said she was the wife of another legendary warrior from that period, the male warrior Xen Somerre, who was the original historical namesake of Kevin’s CO character and Xen Quickstrike.  The pair of them were well documented in Faey history, and were very real people.  Their skills may have been embellished over the years, but there were a very real Riki and Xen Somerre.

So, the expedition was now sporting three elite exomech companies for additional protection, and that was the second distraction, because the KBB and the Storm Riders would be continuing to test out their own prototypes as the Reavers tested out their new Dragoons and Jaguars.  Because of the incredible success of the Valkyrie and its incredibly innovative wing-like spar system, last year Jason had ordered MRDD to find a way to refit Titans to have a similar system.  He wanted them to replace flight pods, to be a removable pod system, but research and the first prototype pods proved that it didn’t work all that well.  So, the idea of creating pods was abandoned and the Titan was put through a redesign to add the wing construct system as a permanent feature.  That process took nearly a year, and the result were the 80 new Mark V Titan prototypes that were delivered to the Aegis yesterday.  The prototypes were designated Einherjar to differentiate them from standard Titans.  The Einherjar were the Vikings who the Valkyries took to Valhalla, which was the reasoning behind the name and a fairly poetic nod to the Valkyries being responsible for the new units.  The redesign basically just took a stock Titan and put the wing-like spar system on its back, the spars larger, longer, and beefier than the much more sleek Valkyrie, as well as having ten spars instead of the Valkyrie’s eight, five per wing construct.  That required them to move around the back and shoulder pod mounts to make room for them, as well as move around some internal systems to make room for the internals that drove and controlled the wing constructs, but the refit freed up those back mounts by removing the need for the Titan to use flight pods for aerial and space operations.  Like the Valkyries, the spars each held both powerful grav pods for extra maneuverability and additional weaponry, which was attached to the end of the spar and were designed to be modular so they could be easily replaced or swapped out.  They had modules for pulse weapons, MPACs, rail cannons, disruptors, heavy tetryon wave weapons, Torsion cannons, heavy ion burst cannons to disrupt power systems, and the final module was a laser of all things, but one fucking hell of a super-beefed up badass laser.  Leamon, that beautiful mad genius, had designed a sustained pulse laser that was so nasty that it could vaporize its way through Neutronium armor, because few things in the universe could stand up to a laser beam that generated an equivalent temperature of 1.37 million shuki.  That was hotter than the core of smaller stars.  Leamon pulled off that miracle by finding a way to metaphase light by exploiting its paradoxical nature where it was both a multiphased and interphased energy at the same time, which pumped up the power of a laser by an order of magnitude.  Thus, the new weapons were dubbed MSBLs, or just MBs, Metaphased Sustained Beam Lasers…or just Metaphased Beam weapons.

Light could do something like that, one of its lesser-known properties, and Leamon finding a way to metaphase it created a beam with a light saturation that was so incredibly intense that it was the kind of ultra-density light that could be found in the core of a star.  And when that light was made coherent, it could generate the same kinds of temperatures found there.  What made it even nastier was that it wasn’t a conventional pulse-style weapon, it fired as a sustained, continuous beam, and that beam could be swept across a target to cut it apart.  This was the same basic premise that Karinne particle beam technology used, but using light instead of a coherent stream of subatomic particles, with the added bonus of not requiring huge components to generate, collect, project, and focus the particles.  The lasers Leamon designed were able to fire for .71 seconds before needing to recharge, and that was more than enough time for the weapon to do catastrophic damage to smaller targets.  And like particle beams, their beams could cut through virtually any solid mass because of the sheer power of the beam and the heat it could generate in whatever it hit.  Only a Neutronium carapace could resist these new lasers, even standard Neutronium armor was sliced apart by them.  They were, in effect, a mecha-mounted particle beam-style weapon with line of sight range, but without the shield-piercing ability or the penetrating power.  The laser could slice apart an enemy mecha or fighter, but couldn’t cut apart an enemy line vessel, the laser diffused too much to continue cutting after cutting through about 200 shakra of mass.  But that was still enough for the lasers to do massive, borderline catastrophic damage to any line vessel they hit.  And because they were lasers, they were compact units that could easily fit into the casing that was the final segment of an Einherjar’s largest spar, which were the ones at the top of the construct’s “wing fingers.”  This was also the only spar that could fit the disruptor module, so the mecha could only be equipped with two of either or one each.  Sioa was leaning towards having the standard armament package being one each, since disruptors were one of their best weapons and complemented the characteristics of the other weapon modules.

Most civilizations considered lasers obsolete, archaic technology, but Leamon had found a way to supercharge one to the point where it was a viable modern weapon, on par with an MPAC, disruptor, or pulse weapon.  It was just further proof that no technology was truly obsolete, that it just took a creative mind to make it viable.  And Leamon was one of their best creative minds at 3D.

The lesson of the incredible ion-based tech of the RK empires was an eternal reminder to never discount any technology.

The drawback to them was that they were such incredible power hogs that the Titan could only fire one at a time (but could fire them in tandem, just not both at once), which was one of the main supporting reasons that Sioa was leaning towards only equipping one on a unit.  The back and shoulder pod mount slots had to be taken up by auxiliary power plants devoted solely to the lasers, two pods for each laser, so a Titan couldn’t carry any other back or shoulder pod systems.  But that was a fair tradeoff for having a weapon that could cut through virtually anything.


Functionally, the new wing spar system did everything for a Titan they did for a Valkyrie, and even more.  The grav pods in them removed the need for flight pods, made them fast and nimble off the ground, and the ten new weapons they had at their command introduced a level of pure firepower that made them the undisputed kings of macro mecha.  Those were ten additional weapons that could fire in virtually any direction on top of the other weaponry that Titans already had and any external weapon they could carry in their hands.  The segments of the spars had the same basic design as the Valkyries, giving them incredible flexibility and the ability to not be damaged even if the mecha rolled across the ground, as well as giving each spar the ability to fire in any direction.  There was some empty usable space in some of the spars, so they were filled with gestalt amplifier stacks to turn the unit’s gestalt into an aggregate system, which increased the base power of its gestalt by 19%, and that was nothing to sneeze at.  Because of the complexity of the spar system and how it changed the mecha’s handling characteristics, Titan riggers would need to take special training to be able to get the most out of them, both from piloting and utilizing the additional firepower the spars provided.  The new training regimen for the Einherjar had been out long enough for the elite mecha companies to finish the training using simsense and provide feedback to improve and streamline the program.  And with the program ready for general consumption, all rigger companies rated on Titans were going to start training on the new model within the takir.

But not the KBB or Storm Riders.  They’d been among the first to undergo the training course, which was why each of them now had their own prototype unit, which they would be field testing before the mecha was certified.  And as per KMS tradition, when the unit was certified for use, they would keep their prototypes and those prototypes would retain their prototype serial numbers after being transferred to active service, which was seen as a badge of honor in the KMS on top of just being practical.  If you tested a prototype, then you were someone very important in the KMS.  Besides, given that the units were their own refitted mecha, with their personal biogenic computers in them, there was no way they’d be replacing those computers.  They’d been paired with them for years, so those computers had had that much time to build lattice pathways to make them uniquely compatible with their riggers.  No way in hell would they mess with that.  A biogenic computer with that much experience with the same rigger was all but an extension of the rigger’s own mind.

One thing he could say about the new Titans…fuck did they look incredibly awesome.  He’d long admired the Valkyries for how majestic and cool they looked with their wing construct system, and now that had been imported over to the Titan, making them look exceptionally badass.


So, that was why he was currently in his newly refitted Titan—Einherjar—running PIM and hovering in space about 10 kathra off the stern of the Aegis along with several members of the KBB, Reavers, and Storm Riders.  Behind them were all six Titans belonging to the Imperial Guard and Dukal Guard, which were also Einherjar prototypes, out here to protect Jason just in case.  They’d be doing initial shakedown sorties to make sure the units were fully operational, coming out in groups of 12, 4 per company, while the Reavers were doing their first PIM in their new Dragoons after passing their first certification exams in the simulator.  So they weren’t really doing anything more than flying around outside the Wheel and making sure everything worked properly, spending more time chatting and dicking around than they did doing anything serious.  Jason was out with Tara, Jake, and Kenna from his own company, Kyva was out with Zabra, Ebri, and Kima from the KBB, and Bei was leading three of her best Reavers, Vem Ra, Jid Fo, and Sia Vi, for this shakedown sortie.

Jason knew all the Reavers, but he had a special affection for Sia Vi.  She was very much like Bei, a very young, extremely gifted rigger that got Gen’s attention when he started building the Reavers, and she was as close to Bei’s best friend as existed among Benga.  She was also Bei’s wingwoman when they were deployed, having earned the position after Gen retired from doing sorties to focus on running GE’s military forces and Bei took over as commander of the Reavers.  And much like Bei, she was a Benga that was still filled with “youthful idealism,” which meant that she hadn’t yet been permanently poisoned by the Benga’s twisted society.  Jason has the feeling that her being friends with Bei and members of the KBB was the reason for it, it allowed her to see a Benga that wasn’t afraid to be different from other Benga, and her exposure to Kyva and the KBB showed her that there was another way to live.

Sia Vi was different from other Benga in another respect, her name.  The fact that her first name had more than one syllable and she only had two names instead of four was outside of usual Benga naming conventions, and the reason for that was that Sia Vi belonged to a fairly rare and positively ancient ethnic group within the Benga known as the Suapairu, which roughly translated to “the wandering merchants.”  The Suapairu were descended from an ancient group of Benga that were nomads by choice like the gypsies of old, groups that moved from town to town as they bought and sold.  They moved around in extended family groups, living out of wagons like Terran gypsy clans, with different family units traveling together in a troupe.  A Suapairu troupe would come to a city, sell their goods, buy local specialty merchandise, then move on to the next.  Unlike the Gypsies from Terran history, the Suapairu were very much welcomed in the towns and cities they visited, for those that didn’t engage in trade were known to be craftsmen without peer, particularly in the art of jewelry and goldsmithing.  The most exquisite pieces in most rich Benga’s collections were made by the Suapairu, both ancient and modern since the jeweler tradition was still prevalent among them.  The Suapairu also had tribe and clan names, but they didn’t use them as part of their names in public, only among themselves, one of the ways they differentiated themselves from other Benga.  They only went by personal and family names.  The Suapairu were the oldest distinct ethnic group in Benga society, whose history went back some 20,000 years, and were also the only ethnic group among the Benga that didn’t use the standard naming convention.  They did that to differentiate themselves from the other Benga, like a badge of honor declaring to Benga society that they were one of the most ancient lineages of Benga known to their history. 

Sia, Gen, and Bei were what the soul of E Chaio had in mind when it asked him to help it change the Benga, and proof that it was possible.


It also helped that Sia was an absolute cutie, despite standing eye to eye with a Knight; Sia was very tall for a Benga female, even taller than quite a few men, which was an aspect of her Suapairu lineage.  It was a bit of a genetic quirk among the Suapairu that they were taller than other Benga.  She was just adorable, easily as adorable as Bei, with an overly cute face and impish, lively dark green eyes along with a head full of white hair cut very short in a rather tousled mess, looking like she cut her own hair with a knife and using no mirror.  But on Sia, it just looked…good.


[I think we’ve been cheated, Bei,] Sia communed, her thought strong and clear.  Sia was the strongest of the Reavers’ telepaths—all the Reavers were telepaths before they transitioned—and had taken extensive mindstriker training from KMS specialists to fully develop her formidable talent.  Her talent was half the reason she served at Bei’s wing, serving as the mindstriker defending the company commander from telepathic attack.  [Executive Jayce brings us these new Dragoons, then shows up in his own upgraded mecha!]

[First I’ve seen of them myself,] Bei agreed lightly.  [Have you been keeping secrets from us, Kyva?]


[We don’t show you guys everything,] Kyva answered impishly.  [These are prototypes, and we just got them yesterday.  We don’t usually test prototypes out in the open, but they wanted us to test them while we’re out on our expedition.  They’re classified top secret until testing is complete.]


[Fair enough,] Bei answered.  [But now I want those wings on my Jaguar.  They look amazing, and I’ll bet they’re filled with all sorts of useful tech.]


[Good grief are you greedy, Bei,] Jason accused.  [Besides that, I don’t think they’d look anywhere near as cool on a quadrupedal mecha.  You’d have to give up your Jaguar and switch to your Valkyrie.  We did bring it to you, after all, so no excuses.]


[Hell no,] she retorted immediately.  [The only reason I’m in this Dragoon is to shake it down.  As soon as that’s done, we’re right back in our Jaguars.]


[Must suck being stuck in a Jag because Bei pilots one, Sia,] Jake noted lightly.


[I don’t mind, Jags are pretty nasty and they’ve grown on me,] she answered.  [Besides, I’d better like it, cause I don’t have a choice in the matter.]


[You’re right, you don’t,] Bei affirmed.


[You are such a tyrant,] Kenna teased.


[You’ve never seen her when she’s angry, Kenna,] Vem told her.


[Oh yes I have, and that’s nothing compared to when the skipper loses it,] she replied slyly.  [Major Tara can scare the scales off a Skaa when she’s pissed off.]


[Addressing me by my rank will not save you, Lieutenant,] Tara warned, which caused a ripple of mirth to flow among them.  [And we’re out there to shake down these mecha, so let’s get back to business and actually do something.]


[Let’s head out to the tactical course,] Bei called, referring to a training area about 20,000 kathra from the Wheel, whose primary function was to help train riggers in zero-g precision maneuvers.  It was a section of space filled with ship-sized objects and mecha-sized training robots that had grav pods and training course “dummy guns” in them that flew around randomly, providing riggers both targets to shoot at and things to avoid while maneuvering.  GE had built it, but the Syndicate Navy also used it…and in typical Benga style, GE charged them for using it.  [Just keep weapons in wargame mode.  The course managers are in line for transition so they can’t be out here to replace targets.]


[Sounds good, we need to put these units through their paces,] Kyva agreed.


The units handled in reality just as they did in the simulations, Jason realized as they maneuvered through the tactical course, making them much faster, more maneuverable, and more responsive.  The wing unit grav pods made a massive difference, both in making the Titans much more slippery in a dogfight and with their massive firepower.  There was something almost crazy about unleashing eight different weapons at a target in simultaneous fire from the ends of eight of his ten spars, with his unit being equipped with one MB, one disruptor, four pulse cannons, two rail cannons, and two Tetryon wave weapons, staggered in pairs from bottom to top.  Since he was equipped with an MB, his pods held their auxiliar power units.  But he didn’t have to put his gestalt on standby, and that was one of the design requirements for the weapon.  The gestalt was the actual primary weapon of the Titan, and it would not be powered down or put in standby for any reason.  If a system drew too much power to use the gestalt, that system was either tweaked to reduce its power requirements or outright removed if they couldn’t do it.

After testing the other weapons, he did finally power up the MB system and gave it several test fires in wargame mode setting, which was little more than a targeting laser.  In space, due to a lack of atmosphere to diffuse the beam, low power lasers were virtually invisible, but the same could not be said for the MB when fired at full power.  At full power it interacted with whatever dust particles, molecules, atoms, or subatomic particles in the beam’s path, superheating them to a million shuki and causing them to emit significant amounts of light, so the MB beam was faintly visible as a kind of spotty stream of motes of light as particles were hit by the laser, superheated, then driven forward by the coherent beam.  The beam became fully visible after vaporizing its way through a target, with the vaporized matter caught in the beam in a plasma state and illuminating it from within, which also served to diffuse the beam.  That was why it could only cut through about 200 shakra of solid mass before the beam diffused enough to no longer be able to cut, but it did heat up what it was hitting if it couldn’t cut all the way through it.  So the internal mass that stopped the beam usually ended up getting melted by the beam’s heat transfer.  For that reason, the beam was incredibly destructive even if it couldn’t cut completely through.


One of the issues with extreme high-powered lasers was how coherent light behaved when in a high density state, and something that limited their effectiveness as heavy weapons.  Simply put, the denser a laser’s light matrix, the easier it was to diffuse the beam, since light that collided with solid mass was deflected out of the coherent vector and collided with other light within the beam, knocking that light out of the vector, and so on and so on.  That created a cascading effect that accelerated light diffusion, reducing the laser’s overall power in a nearly exponential manner the more it got diffused by striking matter.  It seemed like a paradox, that a high power laser should be easier to diffuse than a low power one due to the sheer power of the beam, but that was one of the fun quirks of high saturation light physics.

And like all lasers, the MB weapons were vulnerable to a form of armor known as ablative armor, which was an armor type that reflected rather than absorbed.  A Neutronium carapace was ablative by nature because of the insane density of its molecular structure, reflecting and scattering the lion’s share of the beam energy, able to absorb what it couldn’t reflect.  And of course, something as simple as a mirror could reflect even an MB laser, as long as the mirror was flawless.  Any flaw in the reflective surface was a chink in the armor that the laser could burn through and melt.  And the higher powered the laser, the more flawless the mirror had to be in order to reflect it.


Bei certainly noticed the MB weapon when Jason brought it to bear.  [Lasers?  You’re using standard lasers?] she nearly accused.


[These are anything but standard,] he answered her.  [Let me show you, I’ll fire it at full power.]  He disengaged wargame mode, activated the auxiliary power plant pods he was carrying, and charged the MB pod on his top port spar.  He then turned and lanced a sustained beam, visible with streaks of violet-blue in it from hitting space dust, which instantly melted through and sliced apart a static target dummy.  The cut edges of the dummy glowed white-hot with heat as the two pieces drifted apart from the momentum induced by the flash-heating of the edges, pushing them apart.  [The newest weapon out of 3D.  These lasers fire a beam as hot as the core of a star, and they found a way to make them small enough to equip on a mecha.]

[Holy fuck,] Bei blurted, then she laughed.  [Yeah, that’s a viable fuckin’ weapon for sure.]


[Looks like a mecha version of a particle beam,] Jid noted.


[That was the idea, but they’re not particle beams.  Just really, really, really powerful lasers.]


[Is there a heavy mount version for line vessels?] Vem asked.

[Yes, mainly generating a larger beam that can cut deeper before it diffuses, and we’ll be installing them in tandem with our particle beam projectors once they get certified.  They can fire while the particle beam is in its recharge cycle, since its firing cycle time fits almost perfectly inside the particle beam recharge time.  We just connected the MB weapons into the particle beam’s power feed, and the two weapons almost seamlessly share the power.  When one is drawing power, the other isn’t.]

[How can the laser fire when the particle beam is recharging?]


[Because the particle beam draws less power when it’s in its recharge cycle,] he answered.  [The particle beam recharge isn’t about building power, but collecting the subatomic particles used in the beam and staging them in the collector.  The main power draw of a particle beam is when it fires, since it takes a lot of power to focus and project the particles.  They worked out a system where each weapon is able to share the same power feed without interfering with each other, which also lets them fire in sequence.  While the particle beam is recharging, the MB laser can fire.  The MB laser recharges fast enough to fully recharge in the time after the particle beam finishes its firing sequence and resets to its recharge cycle, leaving about a two tick gap where neither weapon can fire.  Once the MB laser finishes its firing sequence, it’s another two ticks before the particle beam fires again.  And that effectively doubles the overall firepower from that gunport, since they found a way to install the MB laser’s emitter beside the focusing array of the particle beam without either weapon interfering with the other, so both weapons fire using the same gunport.  The particle beam has a wider field of fire, but that’s a small price to pay for not having to build dedicated gunport turrets for the MB weapons.]

[Damn, I’d like to see that in action,] Sia noted.  [Have they installed it on the Aegis?]


[No, the heavy mount versions are still in prototype stage, and this mission is a little too important to install experimental weapons on the ship and test them.  Once they’re certified and enter production phase, they’ll install them in the Aegis the next time we’re back home and there’s enough time to do it before I go out again.]

They spent another hour out on the range, then returned to the Aegis.  Threk had a report for him sent from Kraal about the Board’s deliberations which put him back in a sour mood, because it was just more of the same.  Promise everything, deliver nothing, take anything they could get.  They were starting to honestly piss him off, but this wasn’t anything he didn’t expect.  He knew the Benga, probably better than they knew themselves, though he sometimes really, really wished he didn’t.  The Board represented the absolute worst of the Benga, where Gen and Bei, and many of his workers in Galaxy Express like Sia and Mez represented the best of them.  They’d responded very well to the company’s policies, which were designed to instill loyalty and show alternative paths to Benga society.  They were loyal to the company because the company was loyal to them and treated them well, demonstrated by the willingness of the Reavers and the other combat EF personnel to fight.

But thankfully, he had his family to keep him grounded.  He helped Aran with a project for his self-study program, studying a rather unique, very small nebula only about half a light year from the Wheel, its tiny size the reason why it was so unique.  Most nebulas were huge, but this one was only about half the size of Terra’s solar system.  After that, he hung out a little with Leseni, Siyae, and Bethany via bionoid, the girls continuing the family mission to completely subvert all of Estrella’s kids.  Danelle had started it with Herilu, and now Bethany, Siyae, Kevin, and Kaelan were doing it with Leseni and Kirim.  His main bionoid was still at home, so it always felt like he was putting on comfortable slippers whenever he merged over using it.  He then had tea with Jyslin and Symone out on the deck after they got home from work, catching them up on things and hearing about their last few days.  The new season was about to start, so Jyslin and the team were gearing up for it.  The team had cut down to its season roster, and they were using the preseason matches to fine tune.  The Paladins were favored to win their division again this year and were expected to go deep into the playoffs, continuing their track record of excellence since moving to Karis.  Symone was doing what everyone in the KMS was doing, preparing for war.  The Renegades were testing out the Einherjar prototypes as well, and had gotten them back from the refit facility about six hours ago.  Symone told him about her first shakedown sortie, and she was completely in love with hers, a sentiment shared by every single rigger that had one.

After visiting home, he huddled with Kraal, Coja, and a hologram of Zaa for a bit discussing their upcoming expedition.  They’d worked out a schedule for him to start bringing in extragalactic civilizations, and they were going to start with those close to the Iri homeworld in the A2 cluster.  The Karinnes already had amicable relations with all of them, so they were going to start with those most likely to sign on, shooting layups after the full court shot that was the Syndicate.  They also discussed the other hard sell that was in the future, the Galactic Republic.  Their technological superiority was going to cause problems, because they thought they were better than everyone else.  Estrella was the exception, not the rule, when it came to her government.

That did bring up a little bit of trivia from Zaa’s operatives in the Galactic Republic.  Despite their technological advantage, Zaa’s agents had finally managed penetration into their middle and even the upper levels of government.  It took years, but they’d managed it, and they did it by starting at the bottom and slowly, methodically working their way up.  Since the Republic’s technology made it nearly impossible for agents to insert themselves into their system the way they could with about anyone else, her agents had built civilian identities for themselves through manipulation of their lower security systems, entered government service as employees by getting hired on just like any other employee, and had worked their way up through competence and performance.  The Republic had no idea that nearly every time they took a cargo shipment from the Karinnes, there was a Kimdori hidden within the shipment.  That Kimdori then managed to establish a civilian identity, then used it to get jobs within their government.  And Kimdori being Kimdori, they proved themselves such good workers that they quickly got promotions into positions where they could deliver some good intelligence.  Zaa had agents planted throughout the Galactic Republic’s government, and was currently trying to work their way into their technology divisions.

But they’d already sent back some really good intel on their tech.  A lot of their tech was considered such common knowledge that it was low security, the kinds of things that people could learn about on their version of Civnet, and the Kimdori had been sending all that data straight to 3D.  As a result, they already had working prototypes of their low-power magnetic pulse tech up and running, and holy shit was it a game changer.  Their system used power cells that ran off a planet’s magnetic field in a way that damn near broke the laws of physics.  The power cells didn’t need batteries or generators, they instead used an incredibly clever system that converted an ambient magnetic field into magnetic pulses, and virtually every planet their population lived on had a magnetic field like that, either natural or artificially generated.  They used artificial magnetic fields instead of radiation shields for solar wind deflection, since it also powered the population that lived there.

How they did it was just so incredibly fucking ingenious.  Magnetic lines of force didn’t just exist in a static state.  Instead, magnetic energy flowed within the magnetic line of force, and it was that flow that the Republic exploited.  Magnetic energy was the only energy known to Republic science that was perpetual, that flowed without the loss of energy.  A magnetic line couldn’t be depleted, even if objects generated energy using the flow of energy through that line.  The Republic found a way to create energy out of nothing, literally create new energy.  They built a model where the energy extracted was more than the energy put into it, which was a direct violation of basic physical law.  It also meant that the theory of the heat death of the universe wasn’t looking all that good.  Granted, the energy they pulled out of thin air wasn’t that powerful, but that didn’t matter.  They’d found a way to adapt that principle to create an entire energy technology, one designed specifically for those low-power applications like running lights and appliances.  Yes, lines of force could come into being and vanish based on the electromagnetic forces that created them, and the amount of energy in a line of force could change, but that all worked independently of how their magnetic pulse power tech operated.  It utilized the flowing of magnetic energy within the lines, and those lines didn’t have to flow directly through the power cell to power it.  They only had to be close enough, close enough for the flowing of magnetic energy through the line for the power cell’s system to react, and the average planet with a magnetic field strong enough to deflect solar wind was dense enough to allow the power cells to work.  That meant that this tech didn’t work outside a magnetic field, so they didn’t have skimmers or the like using them.  Anything meant to operate in space didn’t rely only on their low power system, even though it was strong enough to power some forms of engines to let them move in space.

Because of this, the Republic always had to have a magnetic field around their populated planets or stations.  And if the planet didn’t have one, they made one, putting a system in the planet’s core that generated a field strong enough to both deflect solar wind and power the populace’s low-energy power systems.  This ability to install large scale technology in a planet’s core was a demonstration of their technological advancement.  The Karinnes could also do it—as could the Imperium—but the sheer size and scale of the magnetic field units the Republic used was something that the Karinnes couldn’t really do themselves.  They could bore to the core and install smaller units, but the systems the Republic used were the size of cities.  Something that big built at the core of a planet, with its nearly unimaginable pressure (the weight of the entire planet was felt at the core), that was a feat of engineering even the Makati couldn’t match.


But that wasn’t an issue since anything that would run outside a magnetic field would have a propulsion system that ran on their high power system.  That technology violated the laws of physics in the other way, by breaking a magnetic line of force, something physics said was impossible.  That generated absolutely insane amounts of energy, enough to rival Karinne singularity power technology, and that was enough to power their entire society’s high power needs.  That technology also violated the rule of conservation of energy because the lines of force their power system broke were regenerated when the magnetic field from which they were taken was reset by shutting down and then restarting the system that created the magnetic field.  That just seemed wrong to him, how they could take something holding unimaginable energy, break it, siphon it off, then just restart the system and do it all over again.

It boggled his mind. Even after seeing some generic specs about the system the Kimdori were able to pull, he still just couldn’t see how a magnetic field that shouldn’t hold enough energy to power a city block could be used to power an FTL engine.  It violated the laws of physics, and despite his shaman abilities doing the same, damn it all, this was science.  Being cheeky about the laws of physics had no place in physics.


3D had been having a field day with the steady supply of intel in other ways.  Many of their technologies were like their low power system, considered so generic, so common, that there was no real security concerning it inside the Republic.  The Kimdori managed to grab all of it and send it to 3D, and before the Dark Ones derailed everything, everyone had been studying it to learn how to adapt it to current Karinne technology, as well as building their own versions of their tech using their own magnetic pulse power system, which they’d already cracked.


Myleena had been right.  Yes, they were ahead of the Karinnes, but not by nearly as much as the Republic led them to believe.  Granted they didn’t have access to their top secret tech, and that tech was far more advanced, but their common technology was generally the same as their own in both application and sophistication.  They had the same basic quality of life as the Karinnes through their technology.  So, the students coming to the Academy from the Republic would find a place that would feel very close to home in the comforts and amenities to which they were accustomed.

“I received a report earlier today of some curiosity,” Zaa said during a lull in their debate.  “The Republic has finally determined how the translight drives operate, and they’re starting work on their own version.  They’d already solved the math behind the behavior of light in hyperspace, but had never thought of using it the way we do.  So they’re already a significant step forward in their project.”


“We knew it was coming eventually,” Jason said, looking over at her hologram.  “They definitely have the scientific knowhow to build them, they just didn’t understand exactly how they worked.  I guess they got enough sensor scans of our KT-2Ks hauling in their supplies to finally figure it out.”

“The question is, what will they do now that they know,” Kraal mused.  “It’s an upgrade to their existing propulsion, but they already have intergalactic capability.”


“Our drives are about twenty times faster than theirs, so they’ll upgrade,” Jason said.  “Though I’m sure what they come up with will be much different than ours.  I guess we’ll see if they’re as smart as we are,” he added with a slightly competitive tilt in his voice.


“I’m sure they think so,” Kraal smiled over at him.  “The fact that we invented them first is going to annoy them no end for decades.  But one thing’s for certain.  The fact that their current ships don’t jump hyperspace at all is going to cause them significant problems once they have them up and running.”

“Estrella already explained hyperspace exposure to them, so they’ll work on that problem in parallel,” Zaa noted.  She looked to the side, then her eyes widened as a Kimdori hand entered the hologram field, giving her a handpanel.  “Cousin, Rann will be calling you any moment.  You may want to consider returning to Karis immediately.”


“What?  Why?” Jason asked, looking at her.


“Cousin, my gamekeeper among the Ruu has sent an urgent message.  They have just voted to petition to join the House of Karinne, but have yet to approach Rann on the matter.”


“We have plenty of Ruu already—”

“No, Jason.  The entire Ruu civilization,” she replied.  “They are in effect petitioning to join the House as a whole, bringing all of their assets with them.”


Jason just gave her a long, long look.  “You’re serious,” he half questioned.


“Deadly,” she replied.  “I will be on Karis within the hour, Rann will need us there in person so we may consult with him on the matter.”


Almost on cue, a hologram of Rann appeared on the other side of the table.  “Dad!” he said, nearly choking out the word.


“Zaa just told me,” he replied, standing up.  “Love.”


“I’m warning Captain Koye and charting a course back to Karis right now,” Coja answered.


“We’re coming to discuss the matter, Rann, but you are the Grand Duke.  The ultimate decision on what we do how we do what we do is yours.  We’ll be there to consult so you can make an informed decision, but that decision is yours.”


“Dad!” he gasped in protest.


“I didn’t put you in that chair to be a figurehead, son,” Jason told him calmly.  “I told you, you’re not going to just run to me whenever you encounter a tough decision and have me make it for you.  You are the Grand Duke.”


Rann gave him a look like he’d just grown a second head, but blew out his breath.  “Denmother, we need the gamekeeper for the Ruu here.  And can you have Kiaari, Jinaami, and Kraal come to Karis too?” he asked.  “While this may not be in their wheelhouse, all of them are very experienced in this kind of thing.  Gamekeepers with territories like theirs have just the kind of experience we need for this discussion.”


“I will summon them immediately, cousin.”

“Oh!  Sorry Kraal, I didn’t see you.  I’m kinda—you know.”


“I fully understand, cousin,” he smiled slightly.


“Denmother, why did they do this?”


“For several reasons, cousin,” she answered.  “We’ll go over it when I arrive.  I’m leaving right now.”


“See you soon, Denmother,” Rann said as her hologram winked out.  “Dad, what do you think?”

“I’m honestly not sure.  This came out of nowhere for me too, son,” he replied.   “But before we do anything, we need all the information we can get.  Son, if you don’t mind some advice, call Observer A and ask him to come to Karis.  Reach out now, before they send anything official, and assure him this will be an off the record meeting.”


“I understand,” he nodded.  “He may be more forthcoming.”


[Jason, we’re ready to depart, but we have a bit of a situation.  Chief Executive Dai Su is currently on board, touring the landing bay we converted for the Reavers.  How do you want me to handle kicking her off the ship?]


[Be fairly honest.  Tell her that a situation requiring my personal attention has arisen, something delicate enough for me to want to be there in person rather than use a bionoid, and politely ask her to disembark so we can get under way.]


[Got it.  We’ll be in mode three as soon as her dropship is at minimum safe distance.]


[Love, can you ask Zaa to send the info she has on this so we can look it over while on the way back?]


[Certainly.]

Jason, Kraal, Kemaari, Threk, and Aran and Kiada huddled around a table in the conference room of their suite, going over the report Zaa sent them.  The Kimdori had ears inside the upper government, so the report was fairly comprehensive.  Simply put, the Ruu fully supported the fight against the Dark Ones, and they saw joining the House of Karinne as the best way to support that mission.  Since the Ruu were pacifists, they wouldn’t actively fight.  But they believed that the Dark Ones were a threat, and fully intended to go all in on opposing them.  On top of that, they saw the Karinnes as them, both culturally and socially.  The Ruu had always been deeply intertwined with the house, saw them as the only civilization worth their time, and saw the merging of their two disparate empires as only a logical next step.  And the Ruu, being who they were, saw no humiliation or degradation in joining the House, adopting its government, since they already knew that the Karinnes would respect their society and culture.  The Karinnes had a long track record of exactly that, how they accepted members for who they were, didn’t try to change them, let them be themselves while still being member of the House.  They saw joining the House as the logical next step in the pursuit of the cause of science, formally merging the Karinnes and the Ruu into a single entity that would be much greater than the sum of its parts.  Additionally, they saw merging with the Karinnes as the best thing they could do to oppose the Dark Ones.  Since their culture wouldn’t allow them to fight, they had decided to literally devote their entire civilization into supporting those who would.

They discussed the potential problems around it until they reached Karis, and they went down to the White House and to the cabinet room, which had a table big enough for a large group to confer.  He hugged Rann when he came in, his son looking a little frazzled, then Zaa and Kiaari came in right behind him.  Kiaari wrapped Rann in her arms warmly, then patted him on the shoulder.  “Thanks for calling me in, cousin,” she said with a smile at him.

“I need advice from the people I trust the most, Aunt Kiaari,” he said, which made her lick his cheek affectionately.

They sat down at the table and got to business.  First, they had the gamekeeper of the Ruu, a stout but slightly short male named Kothen, give them a detailed, comprehensive briefing about the situation.  He knew what was going on the best, so it was only natural that he pass on that information.  It was a more detailed version of the report that they chewed over on the way back home, that the Ruu intended to merge with the House in order to support the fight against the Dark Ones, giving Rann complete control of all of their resources and assets.  Kothen told them that the Council of Observers were envisioning a vassal system, where the Ruu government remained intact but put Rann above them.  The Ruu would be part of the House, but Ruu systems would be administrated by the Council, not Rann.  Rann would tell the Council what they needed, and the Council would handle it, in effect delegating his authority to them to run things for him, but with him very much being in charge.  All Ruu would become members of the House, and would come in and staff the non-combat needs of the war effort; logistics, production, support.  Ruu would take any non-combat job that the Karinnes needed to fill for the war effort, in effect devoting their entire empire to nothing but the fight against the Dark Ones…just as the Karinnes had done.

Jason honestly didn’t think that they’d go that far, but that level of dedication was exactly what was going to win this war for them.  The Ruu took the threat of the Dark Ones that seriously.  However, they didn’t need to sacrifice their own sovereignty to do it, not permanently.  Jason voiced that idea after the proposal.  “As much as I admire the Ruu for their dedication, they don’t have to do this permanently.  We can accept that level of aid from them, but only temporarily.  That’s what we already do with the Kimdori, at least up to a point.  We’re two different governments but we operate towards a common goal.  We have different governments, but we share resources, information, research, we’re two different sides of the same coin,” he summarized, taking hold of the back of Zaa’s hand.  “We’ve been deeply intertwined since the House was restored, since Zaa decided to groom me and then put me on the throne,” he dug a little, looking over at her.  She just smiled, slightly smugly, in return.  “The Ruu are willing to become subject to another civilization in order to fight the Dark Ones, and we have to honor that commitment.  But we also don’t have to take everything away from them.”


“What did you have in mind, Dad?” Rann asked.


“We’ve given up our greatest secrets already, so it wouldn’t matter all that much to let the Ruu in,” he replied.  “We can form an agreement with them that increases our cooperation to that point they envision, where the Karinnes and the Ruu operate as a single entity, one empire, but we’ll do it like the Confederation during the Consortium War.  Temporary, not permanent.  Instead of forming a combined military, we form a combined economic and industrial state, with a defined hierarchy of authority and an understanding that the entire thing will only last until the Dark Ones are removed as a threat.  We can operate as a single entity, merge all our assets, send our people into each other’s empires, be a single unified whole until the Dark Ones are beaten.  Then we can separate and go back to the way things were.  The Ruu are willing to function as a vassal state, are willing to give Rann control of all their assets and resources, let him best decide how to use them to support the fight.  Inside the house, the Ruu won’t fight, but we can bring them in and they can fill every non-combat role we have, free up our own people.  Support, logistics, production, research, education, training, they can do all of it.  They take those roles and let the members of the House worry about the actual fighting.  And given it’s the Ruu, they’ll be magnificent in those roles.  They won’t let us down.”

“That would work,” Zaa breathed.


“Dad, I love that idea!” Rann said eagerly.  “The Ruu are just as advanced as we are, we can bring in their techs, their logistics people, and they can just plug right in without much training!  They could turbocharge our own production, on top of what they produce on their own!” 


“They would indeed, Rann,” Miaari agreed.  “The Ruu trust the Karinnes to do what is best, for both the universe as a whole and for the Ruu.  You must honor the trust they place in you,” she added, looking over at him.  “Use what they offer in our endeavor, but don’t exploit them or their trust.”

“I’d never do that, Miaari.”


“Not intentionally, but often, when you control a thing, you tend to lose your respect for it over time.  It goes from a prized possession to just another trinket sitting on your counter.  You cannot allow yourself to see the Ruu as an asset, always remember that they are a proud people with a long and rich history, and treat them with respect.”


“I understand.  Dad, I really, really like your idea,” he said, looking at him.  “We need to develop a framework of it we can show Observer A when he gets here.”

“Alright then, your Grace,” Jason answered, which made Rann nearly glare at him in return.  “But it would be best if the Ruu themselves are involved in the planning.  This affects them far more than us, so they need a voice in how things are set up and how we take it apart when it’s over.  We need Observer A here, if not the entire Council of Observers.  Have you called him yet?”

“I was going to wait until after this meeting, but we can do it now,” he answered.


“Well?” Jason said, looking at him.


“Well what?”


“Call him.  You’re the Grand Duke,” he replied.


Rann gave him a short look, but he did look to the side.  “Chirk,” he prompted.  A hologram of her appeared.  “Please contact Observer A’s office.  We need to talk to him.  It’s important.”


“At once, revered Hive-leader,” she answered with a nod.


Seconds later, a hologram of the Ruu appeared over the table.  “Your Grace,” he greeted with a nod.  “I have a fairly good idea why you’re calling.  The Kimdori usually know everything as it happens.”


“Actually, yes, that’s exactly why we’re calling,” Rann answered.  “We have a proposal for the Council of Observers.  Can you come to Karis so we can discuss the matter?”


“We were waiting for your call, your Grace.  We’ll be on our way in just a few moments,” he answered, and his hologram winked out.

“It’ll take them about an hour to get here,” Rann said.  “That gives us enough time to at least sketch out a basic framework.  We need Jrz’kii and Grik’zzk, this is logistics and they’re the experts in logistics.”  Jason caught the edges of Rann using the biogenic network to contact and summon them, then he leaned on his elbow.  “Alright, let’s give the Kizzik something to work with when they get here.”


Jason participated in the discussion, but he was more interested in observing Rann.  This was probably the first major issue he’d had to deal with since taking the throne, and it looked like he was doing just fine.  He had taken control of the discussion after defining his objective, and now he was guiding them towards the objective without stepping on the toes of the experts.  The two Kizzik asked a bunch of questions to understand the exact goal of the plan, then they put their heads together in commune, and he let them do their jobs.  He didn’t try to look like he was in charge by stepping on toes, he knew when to be quiet and delegate authority.  That was a surprisingly rare trait in a galactic ruler.  The Dahnai from fifteen years ago would have tried to insert herself into the discussion, would think that she knew better than her own people, which was a fatal flaw in quite a few monarchs.  Luckily, Dahnai had matured a great deal since then.  He looked a little nervous, which was entirely understandable, but he was keeping it together, projecting confidence as best he could, and most importantly, keeping his focus on the matter at hand, not his own misgivings.  He asked all the right questions, and those questions showed that he understood the basics of what was needed.  Not just that, watching him interact with the Kizzik showed that his education in the cultural aspects of others were also well seated in him.  Rann had grown up surrounded by other species, and the effortless ease he displayed interacting with the Kizzik was so apparent as he discussed the problem with them.  It had taken Jason years of study and practice to achieve what Rann had developed quite naturally as he grew up.


That was why Jason believed that Rann was the true Grand Duke, that he had only served long enough to prepare him for the throne.  Jason had built the House of Karinne, had brought the various species together and helped form the unique culture of the house that was built of the many parts of the unique cultures of its members, but Rann had been born in it, raised in it.  He had never known anything different.  So, what Jason had to actively develop and learn, grow accustomed to adapting himself to the house, it was all as natural to his son as breathing.   Jason had learned to live in the house he helped build, but Rann, he was the house.  He was the first new life born on Karis since its destruction in the third civil war, the very essence of the house was mingled into every fiber of his being since that birth, and had grown like an oye tree since that day.


That was the difference between those who joined the house and those who were born here.  Those who came here created the culture, but their children embraced it, perpetuated it, made it a place where a Rakarri and an Ogravian could sit at the same table and not see another species, but another member of the house.  It was a place where the two would honor the cultures of their species, but understand each other through the house culture they shared.  Rann, his children, all the children of the house, they shared one thing no matter what species they were, and that was their shared upbringing in a culture that embraced their individualism, honored their roots, while also including them in something greater.  The house would not be what it was without the contributions of every species within it, from the calm wisdom of the Colonists to the focus and drive of the Crai, from the ambition of the Faey to the placid steadiness of the Haumda, from the sober work ethic of the Imxi to the partying whimsy of the Grimja, each species had offered up a small piece of the overall culture of the house, and all together it worked. 

Jason knew that he was ready for the role, and watching him proved his beliefs right.  Jason was the past, but Rann, he was the future.  He was the hope.  He was the soul of the House of Karinne.  Others has said Jason was the soul of the house, but they were wrong.  He was, and had always ever been, only a caretaker.  A foundation that Rann would use to build something beautiful.  Only someone born into the house, who had grown up within its culture from birth, could truly be the soul of the house.

By the time Observer A led the fifteen members of the Council of Observers into the room, the Kizzik had developed a basic framework for their idea.  The tall, skinny Ruu led the others into the cabinet room, and all of them were wearing formal robes.  He glanced the five Kimdori sitting to Rann’s left, then gave a fluid bow.  “Your Grace,” he said in Faey.

“We can dispense the formalities, A, you know I hate them,” Rann replied in flawless Ruu.  Jason had made sure that Rann was fluent in the languages of all the house’s close allies, and the Ruu were definitely one of their closest allies.  The House was effectively the Ruu’s only ally.  “We can also dispense with the explanations.  Denmother Zaa told me everything she knows about what you’re proposing, and we have a proposal of our own.  So please, all of you, sit down,” he said, motioning.  Jason and most of the others stood and moved out of their seats to give them to their guests, which surprised the members of the council.  They stood along the walls as Rann brought up a holo that Cybi had made for them.  “We understand what you’re aiming for with your vote, Observers, but we don’t think we have to go so far as to permanently take away the sovereign status of the Ruu.  But we do think that you have a good point.  Beating the Dark Ones is going to require complete dedication and effort from all of us.  So, what we propose is taking your idea, but not going as far as you envision.  The House of Karinne and the Ruu can come together as a single entity where we share our resources, our assets, work together as one towards the goal of ending the threat of the Dark Ones.  We establish a single chain of command for both of our nations, in effect operating as a single empire for the duration of the war.  The main thing we can do is allow Ruu to come into the House to take on support, logistic, and non-combat roles to free up House members for the actual fighting.  The Ruu are equal to us in technology, so they’ll have no problems at all adapting to our infrastructure, our systems.  That will let us devote our own people and resources to combat roles and direct combat support, keeping the Ruu off the battlefield, which will really help us out.  You come in and help staff us, provide support, and let us do what we need to do.  We pool our assets and resources for the war effort, in effect act like a single entity.  When it’s over, when the Dark Ones are gone, we can go back to normal, go back to being two separate nations.  We take how the Confederation worked with the CCM and we do it with everything.  We work together, as one, until the threat is gone, then we return to the way things are now.  Closer, to be sure, but the Ruu retain their sovereignty.  We don’t want you to sacrifice that.  I don’t want to take that away from you, and you don’t have to.  We can honor your decision without it destroying the Ruu as a sovereign state.”

The Ruu were all quiet, but Jason could sense that they were communing privately among themselves.  Observer C, a strikingly handsome and nearly freakishly tall Ruu woman, spoke up.  “This is very thoughtful, your Grace,” she stated.  “I think that this idea could work.  We were willing to sacrifice our independence in order to support you, since we will not fight and we felt we owed it to those who would fight in our stead.”

“You don’t have to fight to help,” Rann said immediately.  “We don’t expect anyone whose culture prevents them from fighting to sacrifice their ideals.  That goes against the entire purpose of why we’re fighting.  We’re fighting not just to survive, but to be who we are, and the Ruu do not fight.  It is a core tenet of your entire society.  That is who you are, and nobody has the right to take that from you.  Not the Dark Ones, not us, nobody.  We will accept all the help you can give, but we don’t expect you to violate who you are to do it.”

That was it.  That was the moment that Jason knew, beyond doubt, that his decision to put Rann in his chair had been the smartest thing he’d ever done.  And from the look on Zaa’s face, she felt the same.  Miaari glanced over at him with fierce pride behind her eyes, and both Kiaari and Kraal glanced at him knowingly.  They both knew that the Ruu were now absolutely hooked.  In that moment, they’d do anything Rann wanted them to do.

He honestly had no real business here anymore.  In fact, he saw his presence here to be a distraction, the former Grand Duke sitting in on the current Grand Duke’s meeting.  And more than that, him being here was itself a diminishment of his son.  Rann was the Grand Duke, he’d just proved he was the Grand Duke in all ways, and Jason needed to step aside completely and allow him to be the Grand Duke.  So, he privately communed to Cybi (and thankful Shya wasn’t there to bust him) as he took Zaa’s hand, which allowed her to eavesdrop.  [Cybi.]


[What is it?]


[I’m no longer needed here.  In fact, I’m no longer needed on Karis at all,] he told her with pride vibrating through his thought.   [Can you contact Chief Executive Dai Su and request an immediate conference, then publicly summon me out of the meeting to handle it?  I want to make a graceful exit without attracting attention.]

He felt her commune a complex blend of emotions; pride, approval, disapproval of the idea he wasn’t needed.  [I can do that, Jason, but you really should stay.]


[No.  Staying would step on Rann’s toes.  He has experts to give him advice, the same experts I’d have consulted myself, since I’m no expert in the matter.  My presence here can only be a distraction.  Honestly, I should have never come in the first place.]


[Jason is right, Cybi.  It’s time to let Rann spread his wings,] Zaa agreed, communing through her band.

[I disagree, Denmother, Rann could only do well with Jason’s opinions about important matters because of his experience.  He’s Rann’s best advisor.  But I’ll do ask you ask.]  The hologram she had in the room turned and looked at him.  “Jason, a meeting request flagged as critical has been sent from the Syndicate.  Dai Su want to speak to you immediately over something of great importance.”

“It might be about finally getting a meeting with the Board,” Jason lied, stepping away from the wall enough to walk past the others.  “I’m sorry, but I have to take this.  I’m not sure how long I’ll be.”


“Good luck, Dad,” Rann told him, and he strode calmly from the room.  He walked down the hall, then entered a smaller conference room where a hologram of Dai Su hovered in the air over the table.  He bowed to her and sat down, noting her curious expression.

“What is this urgent business, Executive Jason?” she asked.

“A viable excuse to remove myself from a different meeting where I was more of a hindrance than a help, Chief Executive,” he answered honestly in Benga.  “But there are a few things we do need to talk about, so this makes it an opportune time to handle those matters.”


“Ah, that explains why Executive Cybi made sure to ask if I was busy before calling you to the meeting,” she noted lightly.  “Well, far be it for me to ruin your convenient emergency.”


“Something all of us have done in one way or another,” he said dryly.  “To make it look good, how would you like to come to Karis for this conference?  You can come in person, or use a bionoid if time is an issue.  Coming in person would require a trip nearly two divisions long one way.  You did profess an interest in seeing the planet.”


“I’d be delighted!” she replied immediately.  “I’d prefer to use a bionoid, since I don’t have a spare four divisions today.  Where do I need to go?”


“I’ll notify Galaxy Express.  They have a Benga sized merge pod capable of linking to bionoids here on Karis.  You’ll be linking to a generic Shio bionoid, so you’ll be our size, but will at least have a skin color very close to your own.  I’m sorry that we don’t have one that resembles you available.”


“That’s fine.  My ship is still at the Wheel, so I’ll be on the way to your office immediately.”


So, while the fundamental fabric of both the house and the Ruu was being changed in the building behind him, Jason went over to the bionoid storage and operations facility next door met Dai Su.  She linked to a generic Shio office bionoid, meaning it was stripped down since it was only meant to manage administrative tasks, and it also had its resonance node disabled so it wouldn’t be capable of sending.  He met it in the bionoid bay in the prep room of the building where activated bionoids were outfitted for their intended tasks, standing with Dera and Iriko escorting him.  “Welcome to Karis, Chief Executive,” he greeted.  “Please take no offense that the Grand Duke could not be here to greet you.  He’s currently involved in a very important meeting, which I needed to leave so my presence didn’t cause undue distractions.  I wanted the attention to be on the current Grand Duke, not the former Grand Duke.”

“Said like that, I fully understand your intent,” she nodded as she looked at her hand.  “I would like to meet your son later, however.  And this is quite curious, seeing skin a different shade of green.  But I must say, this bionoid feels just like the ones you’ve allowed me to use in the Wheel.”


“And he’s very interested to meet you, Chief Executive, but sadly it won’t be today, the business he is currently resolving is very tricky and will take some days for him to work through.  He has a high opinion of you based on my stories about you.  Now, let me give you a brief tour of the White House executive complex, then we can get down to proper business.”


“Please, lead on,” she replied with barely contained eagerness.


After maybe an hour of showing her around the complex, they settled in at his new office in the building, Rann’s old office, and discussed their own logistical matters involving sending equipment, materials, and consultants to Dynamax and his continued attempts to get an audience with the Board.  Dynamax was going to be building gestalts, mecha, and equipment for both Galaxy Express and the house regardless of what the Board decided, so they had a lot to talk about in that regard.  The company was going to have to massively upgrade their factories to handle it, so they needed Karinne consultants and some Karinne-built equipment to help with the transition.  With the production crunch gripping the home galaxy, outsourcing production to Dynamax was the most efficient thing to do.  The Syndicate had nearly unlimited production capacity, and it was only smart to tap that resource by exploiting the fact that the Benga would do almost anything for money.  They didn’t have to join the war effort to be useful to the war effort, by exploiting the base Benga nature of unbridled greed.  The house was paying Dynamax to produce their equipment, so Dynamax was producing it.  And despite what many may think, the equipment that they produced was masterfully built, as high quality as what might come out of a Karinne factory, because Dai Su and Dynamax also had pride in what they did.  Yes, they could build shoddy equipment to save money, make a quick buck, but Dynamax in particular had learned that producing outstanding quality merchandise produced loyal customers, and that made them more money in the long run.  Why the Karinnes wanted the equipment didn’t matter to them, the only thing that mattered was that the House of Karinne was paying well for the goods Dynamax was producing for them, and that the company would profit from the upgrade to its own production lines by incorporating Karinne production technology and equipment.  He was handing over more than just production technology, however.  The Syndicate was going to need Stargates in order to meet the production targets the Karinnes demanded, so he had also handed over the full specs for Stargate technology.

“I’m still quite shocked that you’re giving us the full production templates for your Stargates,” Dai Su said after they concluded that part of the discussion.  “This is one of your most secret technologies.” 


“Then maybe you understand how seriously we take the coming threat,” Jason replied bluntly.  “You’re going to need to set up a Stargate network in Andromeda to handle the sheer logistics, so you get what you need to build your own.  Besides, Stargate technology is no longer considered protected information.  We teach others how to build them in the Academy now.”

“Ah yes, the Academy.  Perhaps we should discuss the Syndicate…normalizing relations in that regard.”


“The Academy is neutral, Chief Executive.  The Karinnes may own it, but we don’t allow house politics to dictate Academy policy due to the strict neutrality that makes the Academy what it is.  Sign the Academy Treaty and you can join the Academy network tomorrow.  Being part of the Academy network means you gain access to its data, may send a fixed allotment of students to the main Academy campus every semester, and can set up your own satellite campuses, which you’d have to do given the size of the Syndicate.  Every empire, no matter how big or small, gets the same number of campus allotments.  A one planet principality gets the same number of student slots as a galaxy-spanning empire, and slots outside of those assigned slots are awarded purely on merit.  Needless to say, competition for those open slots is fierce.  As to the political situation, the Academy is neutral.  We have members actively at war with each other with students on the same campus, because the rules are clear.  Wars are not fought in Academy territory.  Their wars stop at the edge of the Terran system.” 

“I’ve read the treaty, and it does seem fair,” she said with a nod.  “And their students would be too terrified of getting their governments thrown off campus to start anything.”

“Precisely.”

He made sure that their conference lasted long enough for him to justify not returning to the real discussion elsewhere in the building, saw Dai Su off after escorting her back to the bionoid facility to delink, then more or less just waited in the office for Jyslin to be close to wrapping up over at her office.  Zaa kept him informed about their progress thanks to her memory band, and simply put, they made all the right decisions.  In effect, the Council of Observers and Rann had agreed to form a single temporary government that Observer A coined the Karinne-Ruu Federation, or more formally, the Federation of Allied Empires, where Rann sat at the top as Grand Duke and the Council of Observers would manage all affairs in Ruu territory.  But Rann had access to and control over those resources, he told the council what he wanted and they made it happen.  And simply put, that was exactly what needed to happen.  It would make things much smoother for one person to have operational control over the resources, and that one person also needed to be the one in the inner circle when it came to war planning.  The war planners would tell Rann what they needed, and Rann would use his control over assets and resources to make it happen.  No arguments, no debates, no rogue politicians with their own agendas using the situation to stir up shit for their own benefit.  The Ruu would continue to be a sovereign state, maintaining all of their current treaties and agreements.  They would also govern themselves, with Rann having the ability to tell the Council of Observers what to do when it came to matters involving the war effort.  Technically, Rann was now the Grand Duke of their combined governments, giving him complete control over both Karinne and Ruu holdings.  Observer A was placed in Rann’s cabinet as the direct point of contact between Rann and the Council of Observers, and the Council gave him his own unique rank, creating it on the spot by vote of the Observer Council.  He was now Observer Prime, and that meant that every other Observer in their society just went up one rank.  And that also made sense, since he now had much more responsibility as both the leader of the Council of Observers and also a member of Rann’s cabinet, and thus an active and integral part of the Dukal government.  Observer Prime would have real power in the Dukal government, demonstrating that it was not a one sided agreement putting the Karinnes above the Ruu.  Rann also ordered that the offices be moved around so Observer Prime got the block of offices across the hall from his own that was currently part of the Dukal staff office, and had Chirk put some of the best staff in the executive building in that office to work with Observer Prime’s own staff.  With Kizzik staffers, his office would be a marvel of efficiency.  Rann wanted Observer Prime to have immediate access to him whenever he needed it, and putting him in the office suite literally right across the hall from the Grand Duke’s office did just that.

A proper choice for a name, the obvious Star Trek innuendo notwithstanding.  A federation was a cooperative government between sovereign states with the central government handling issues that affected all its members and the member states maintaining autonomy over their own affairs, and that was exactly what had been formed in that conference room today.  Technically speaking, the Confederation was a similar structure, but there was a big difference between a federation and a confederation in regards to the power that the central government held.  A confederation’s central government was very weak, where a federation’s government was fairly strong when it came to handling affairs of its client states.  There were other federations in the galaxy, the two closest examples being the Shio Federation and the Federation of Irizaki Systems, so it wasn’t an unusual form of government.  What was formed today was a true federation, the union of two empires to form a single central government, and each of its two elements maintaining its own sovereignty over its internal affairs.


The more amusing part?  It was definitely going to be shorted to an acronym, and that would be the FAE, or the “faey” if spelled out in English.  In Faey, it translated to the Seisam Hen Isolikamir, the Allied Empire Federation, or the SHI.

This was huge.  With the assistance of the Ruu, the House was going to be able to vastly speed up and expand their preparations.  And really, it was just formalizing something that had been a thing for years.  The Karinnes and the Ruu were nearly as intertwined as the Karinnes and Kimdori, the Ruu used the Karinnes as their primary means of interacting with the rest of the galaxy.  They were the buffer that let the Ruu get around their strict rules against trading with lesser advanced civilizations, allowing the Karinnes to be middle men to get what they needed.  There were more Ruu on Karis who weren’t citizens than anyone else before the pandemic, workers for the many, many companies that had offices here.  There was that, and there was the Academy.  The Ruu were the most involved civilization in the galaxy outside of the Karinnes when it came to the Academy, both in the scientists and researchers they sent there and the teachers the Academy employed.  The Ruu didn’t teach others their technology, but they saw it as their primary mission to educate other civilizations.  After all, their cause was science, knowledge, and that cause couldn’t be pursued unless everyone was properly educated to pursue it.  So, the Ruu were massively involved in the Academy in just about every aspect of its operation, and had been for nearly ten years.

But with the new agreement, the two empires were going to become a single political entity, with Rann at its head as its overall ruler.   That was going to bring a lot more work on him, but Jason knew he could handle it, mainly because Observer A—Observer Prime—was going to be doing a lot of the heavy lifting when it came to the Ruu.

[I think that Rann handled it perfectly,] Zaa noted to him.  [He negotiated the structure of the central government with minimal input from us, and made it clear that this agreement is temporary.  The Karinnes and Ruu will unite into a single nation, a federation, until the Dark Ones are defeated.]


[I had every confidence in him, to the point where I removed myself from the conference to make it clear that Rann was the one making the decisions,] Jason affirmed.


[Yes, everyone noticed, and about the only one that thought it wasn’t a good idea was Rann.  But after seeing him handle the Council of Observers, I have every confidence in him.  I was concerned he may feel overwhelmed in this first major event in his rule, but he handled it perfectly.]

[That’s why I left.  I saw today that Rann doesn’t need me.  He thinks he does, but that’s just insecurity due to inexperience talking.  Today, Rann proved that he is the Grand Duke Karinne.  He is everything I knew he could be.  I can move on and do my job with complete focus now that it’s been proven to the whole house that I’ve left Karis in good hands.]

[I agree with you.  To the point where I will watch how well the Federation works.  If it does well, then the Kimdori will join,] she told him, which made him gasp audibly.  [Having a central authority coordinating all industrial production and military assets is the best course of action.  I just want to observe and see if it will work before committing the Kimdori to the system, given it would be vulnerable to corruption.] 


[But Denmother, that’s more or less how we already work now.  We don’t need a formal agreement to coordinate.  We’ve always coordinated at that level.  Hell, the Karinnes and Kimdori have all but been in a federation since the house reformed.]


[Yes, but I want the galaxy to see that cooperation,] she answered.  [I want them to see that the Kimdori take this threat so seriously that we would do something unheard of, join the Federation and surrender a part of our sovereignty so we can focus completely on the war effort.]


[Holy shit,] Jason returned, though he didn’t frame it.


[So, Jason, you are right.  You can now focus completely on your task.  Don’t worry about Karis.  Don’t worry about the home galaxy.  Today proves that we will be just fine.  Go out there and warn everyone about the Dark Ones, and build a coalition big enough to stop them.]

[Tomorrow.  I think I’m going to go surprise my wife and spend the evening with my family.  I can get back to the coalition building tomorrow.]


[I think you can afford yourself a single afternoon off,] she replied lightly.
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He could admit, he was a tiny bit nervous about this.  But this reckoning had been coming for a while, and the time had come to stop avoiding it.

Standing in front of a hologram of himself in his stateroom, he looked over his formal robes carefully, making sure that everything was just so for this very important meeting.  Today, he would be meeting other members of the Supreme Council for the first time.  For the last four years, Estrella had been their exclusive point of contact between the Republic and the Karinnes, a position that Estrella jealously guarded for both political and personal reasons.  Jason had seen holos of the other members, but had not once ever interacted with them on a direct level, either professionally or personally.  The reasons for this were both complex and simple at the same time.  Simply put, many on the council had no respect for the Karinnes at all, saw them as useful work mules to attend to the busy work of collecting resources as the Republic attended to the important matters, and a good half of them had openly debated conquering the Karinnes multiple times in open council sessions, all over the translight drives.  They could not stand the idea that a technologically backwards, rustic little government that only had a handful of planets and ran a school for other uneducated barbarians had developed something beyond their technology.  The Republic had nothing even close to translight drives.  They had intergalactic engines, but they were nearly twenty times slower, and the fact that someone many council members saw as lesser had something that the Republic did not was a personal point of contention with them.  The only things that stayed their hand were Estrella’s constant pressure against it and the fact that invading the Milky Way and conquering the Karinnes would disrupt the flow of resources they needed for their war against the Bru at a time when they absolutely could not afford that loss.

So, Jason saw this meeting as hostile, and he was preparing for it accordingly.  On its face, Jason was here to present his case for why the Republic should take the Dark Ones seriously, something that took Estrella months to arrange, which would be a massive uphill battle.  Like the Syndicate, the Alliance was a galaxy-spanning civilization, and with that size came the arrogance to believe that nothing could really threaten them.  The Bru had been a threat, but not on an existential level.  The Republic would have won an all-out war with the Bru, but the casualties and the cost would have been astronomical.  The Supreme Council wouldn’t take the threat of the Dark Ones seriously, and aggravating that would be that the Karinnes were the one passing along the warning.  He could almost imagine council members saying that the rustic backwater rubes were afraid of some equally insignificant scary neighbor and were running to the Republic for help.  Estrella had warned him that the Council was extremely skeptical about the threat the Dark Ones posed, and would be hard to sway to joining the coalition against them.

He didn’t really expect to sway them, to be honest.  This was the first move in a long game, but it was an important move.  It was also a dangerous move, since the war with the Bru was effectively over, and the Republic could now survive a disruption in the raw materials and resources the Karinnes provided.  That meant that if the hawks on the Council could manage it, the Republic very well may attempt to conquer the Karinnes if Jason made them mad enough.  And he was definitely about to make them mad.  Very, very mad.  But a war with the Alliance didn’t concern him anymore, because right now, they were not a threat.  If they invaded, the Confederation would annihilate them.

The time of hiding behind masks was over.  The Karinnes would now show the universe who they really were.  Generations.  Genetically engineered beings that had immense psionic powers.  And, simply put, far more than the Galactic Republic could handle if they got rowdy.

This meeting on its face was about swaying the Alliance into joining the fight against the Dark Ones, but he had virtually no expectation that would happen.  They were too arrogant, to wrapped up in their sense of superiority.  So, this meeting was really about making them see the threat for what it was, so they’d start preparing to face it.

He had a plan.


But, coming here did have some perks, and the biggest ones were landing on the ship at that moment.  Estrella was here with her family, and she was coming to escort him to and from the conference, which was going to take place on the “capitol” of the Republic, a moon-sized supership that served as the mobile government center for the galactic government.  The leader of the Supreme Council and the core of their government lived and worked on the ship, which was the way they did things.  The other council members that were going to attend had already arrived, ten of them, which with the leader and Estrella were the required minimum of twelve to do any official business.  The full Republic Council was some 2,731 members, one for each major civilization in their galaxy, but the Supreme Council, the governing body above it, numbered only 23, who were elected to that post from the main council by their peers.  For any official business, a majority quorum had to be present.

The tradition of council members operating from a ship was a constant across the entire council.  It wasn’t just an aspect of the Supreme Council.  And like Estrella’s ship, all of them were fairly large, the size of a KMS fleet battleship at their smallest, the size of a fleet flagship at their largest.  The Ulala were one of the wealthiest and most powerful members of the Alliance because of their telepathy despite not being the largest, so their leader’s ship was suitably huge and stupendous, larger than some of the “bigger” members of the Alliance.  There was a bit of competition among council members over their ships, they were as much a status symbol as they were an operational platform for their local governments.

He took a deep breath, then exhaled slowly as he decided that his robes were in proper order.  Piri leaned down and looked over his shoulder, maybe rubbing his face in the fact that he only came up to her shoulder.  [You look fine, Jason, so stop fretting,] she chided gently.  [Just focus on what’s coming.]


[Easy for you to say, you’re the one with the tactical,] he returned, which made her grin at him.


[We’ll be close enough,] was all she communed, a sly look in her beautiful amber eye.


Jason, we’ve landed, Estrella sent, her thought clear and pure, a subtle demonstration of the fact that she was a powerful telepath.


I’m in my stateroom.  Someone will escort you in, he answered.  [Love.]


[Already have a yeoman in the landing bay.]

He greeted Estrella, Dakiru, Herilu, Leseni, Kirim, and Saviri when they were escorted into the stateroom, Estrella in her more “formal” attire, what passed for formal attire among the Ulala, an embroidered rich red halter and skirt with gold trim and gold tassels mixed in with the strips of colored cloth, chains, and chiming bangles.  Since she was going to present him to the Supreme Council, she wore one of her most formal outfits.  He picked up Saviri and held him as he chatted with this family that had become part of his own, and would formally be part of it when Herilu married Danelle.  That was all but inevitable at this point, Danelle and Herilu had already pair bonded telepathically.  That meant that everything from here out was just acknowledging that reality, and Myleena was already preparing to move Herilu to Karis permanently by building Danelle and Herilu an estate on a private island she’d talked Jason into giving her back when they first came to Karis.  The island was 2.3 square kathra, just slightly larger than the island holding the Summer Palace, so it would have room for every amenity, have tons of open space for lawns and gardens, and would have two incredible natural beaches for relaxation.  The island was also only about fifteen minutes from Karsa by skimmer, so it was close enough to feel like she was still in the immediate neighborhood while giving her the privacy to start her own family.  And since Danelle was part of the Dukal family, it being a private island meant that it would be easy for the Dukal Guard to protect.  Myleena was originally going to build her retirement manor on the island, but had instead decided to give it to her daughter, to give her and her new husband something truly special so they could start their lives with everything they’d ever want or need.


Myleena never held back when it came to Danelle, given she felt she owed her daughter for not being there during her childhood.  Besides, the idea of being the only private, non-emperor citizen in the galaxy to own her own planet had stuck with her, and she was seriously looking into pulling it off.  It would be the ultimate flex, would cement her as the undisputed alpha Faey, and all the other women would look at her accomplishment and both burn up with jealous fury and cry into their pillows every night knowing they’d never measure up to her.

Yes, Myleena was still Faey to the roots of her hair.

Are you ready for this, Jason? Estrella asked after a few moments of catching up.


As I’ll ever be, he answered, bouncing Saviri in his arms.  Afraid me and your mom have to go, Savi, we have a meeting to attend.

Aww!  Can we stay a while longer?


Afraid I’m busy, little one.  I have to go back to Andromeda to continue negotiations with the Syndicate after I’m done here.


Where is that?


It’s the other big galaxy in my home cluster, he answered, turning and putting up a hologram of the home cluster.  See, this is the galaxy where we live, and this is where the Syndicate is.  So, we’re kinda next door neighbors, in a galactic sense.


Aren’t they the really big mean people?


Some are, he affirmed.  But not all of them.  One of my best friends, Gen, is a Benga.

Estrella escorted him out of the stateroom, giving him last bits of info about the attending members of the Supreme Council and their quirks, but not sounding all that enthusiastic.  The members attending all had dismissive or openly hostile opinions of the Karinnes, almost like they were stacking the deck against him for this meeting.  She briefed him on their short trip over to the capitol ship on Estrella’s shuttle, a gigantic monstrosity the size of a Syndicate super-ship that was supposed to be the ultimate pinnacle and example of Alliance advancement, power, and supremacy.  It was meant to make anyone who had business on the ship feel very small, to understand the true scope of the power of a government that controlled an entire galaxy.  Too bad for them, Jason had fought a war against an empire that mass produced ships that size, so to him, it was just another ship whose very size was its own most glaring weakness.  Unlike Syndicate ships, however, this ship utilized a powerful artificial gravity system that put the gravity plane at the bottom of the ship, which was built like a giant roulette wheel.  The design was radial, with a central core that had a high spire and the wide saucer-like base most likely holding most of the engineering and offices of lower functionaries.  It was an odd design, but it was also conducive to having an artificial gravity plane.


When he noted it to Estrella, she chuckled aloud.  That ship is nearly four thousand years old, Jason.  It was built before we had artificial gravity for something that size, so it was designed to use constant acceleration to provide a G force to simulate gravity.  So, the ship was designed from its initial construction to have gravity oriented at the base of the executive spire.  When we finally managed to develop wide-scale artificial gravity, the ship’s design made it most efficient just to set its gravity at the base of the ship.

Four thousand?  It must not hold anything original at all.


No, it’s been refitted so many times, I don’t think there’s a single piece of metal in that ship that was part of the original construction, she agreed.  But even though it’d be more cost efficient to simply build another, we don’t.   Because that ship is our history.  It’s a testament to everything we’ve built.


I completely understand that sentiment, he nodded.  We do the same.  We refit ships that we could just decommission and recycle because those ships matter.  They’re not just assets to us.  They’re part of our house, and they are treated with the respect they are due.  The Defiant, our oldest ship, has been refitted so many times that I think only its original superstructure remains.  And even that’s been heavily reinforced, so it’s better to say that the bones of that superstructure are all that’s left from the original.

Reinforced for the drives?


For the gestalt, he corrected.  Strategic gestalts put stresses on a ship that they weren’t originally designed to handle, so we had to do a lot of reinforcement so using it at full power wouldn’t tear the ship apart.


I looked through some of the public domain information about gestalts.  Now I fully understand why you hid that from us when we first met, she sent soberly.


I told you then that our magic would change how you’d see us, he replied.


Their shuttle landed in a bay about halfway up the spire, and the bay itself was a testament to power.  It was immaculately decorated in woods, buntings, holograms and portraits of artwork, carpet on the deck, and even what looked like hand-wrought lamps with flickering flames in them—fire on any ship was never a good idea—it looked more like the entry foyer of a mansion, and it sent a clear message to anyone visiting that this wasn’t a ship, this was a seat of state.  Jason adjusted his robes and shifted his wooden house crest amulet back to the center of his chest, so it fell perfectly between the lapels of his outer robe, then pulled his hands into the sleeves and settled into his calm, reposed posture, sleeves covering his arms in front of him and looking serenely unbothered.

Game face for game time.

Estrella and four republic guards wearing archaic, ornate plate armor and carrying poleaxes escorted him deeper into the ship, Dera and Piri staying behind on Estrella’s shuttle, walking along companionways that looked more like hallways of a mansion.  There was wood paneling, carpeting, portraits, small end tables holding knick-knacks, and those same wrought metal lamps at regular intervals along the walls, which finally got him curious enough to ask Estrella about them.  There’s a species in the Alliance that can only see light radiated by open flame, she answered.  Yes, it can be simulated and they also have visors they can wear to convert light into something they can see, but those lamps are there primarily to accommodate them.


Huh.  That almost sounds like several species that come from the planet Moridon.  They emanate a special infrared light from their eyes and they see that light reflected back to them.  They can only see that specific light.

The giruzi, they’re from Moridon?


Yep.  In our galaxy, if an animal has glowing red eyes, it’s a safe bet it’s either from Moridon or Araban.


Araban…that’s the planet so hot that water boils?  Whose life can’t survive in standard temperatures?


Yep.  Hottest climate known to our science to have intelligent life.  There are branches of canoids and felinoids from Araban that also have glowing red eyes.

We don’t have anything like that here.  Shows how diverse life can be.  She glanced at him.  You know, it seems your galaxy has several of those kinds of planets.  Araban.  Paian.  Moridon.  That species with glycerol for blood that can live in cold that would kill most anyone else instantly.  Your galaxy has some truly unique life.


A magical place for those who practice magic, he replied lightly.  And the species you’re talking about are the Birkons.

They were led to a massive set of double doors, them trying to wow and intimidate him no doubt, and they were opened by two Republic mecha that were a good twelve shakra tall, their pilots not visible so that meant they were a small species like the Makati, and he found himself staring at a semicircular bench on a raised dais holding seats for every member of the Supreme Council.  Only eleven of them were filled, and Estrella would be the twelfth that would fulfill the required quorum.  The eleven were all surprisingly homogenous in that they were all basically humanoid, but they looked very different outside of that.  One looked to be made of living crystal, another had rocky plates for skin, like a Druvom or the Thing from the Marvel comics.  The remaining ones were general similar to him and Estrella in biology, but not in cosmetic appearance.  Something told him that this was a conscious choice on their part, choosing the members of the council that looked the most like a human.  Why, he wasn’t sure, but they had to have one.

An Ulala attendant sitting to the side stood up and announced him as Duke Jason Karinne of the House of Karinne, so Estrella had informed them of his change of station.  She went around the bench and took her place, sitting four seats to the left of the center, which was occupied by the ruler of the Supreme Council and the de facto executive authority of the Galactic Republic.  He was a very, very tall humanoid with charcoal gray skin, three eyes with the third being between and above the normal ones, all of them with black “whites” and red irises, and a nose so flat that it was almost like a Jakkan, just covered over instead of an open cavity.  He had white hair and ears that were much higher on his head than on a human, but were vaguely Faey shaped.  His name was Somkam, but he was addressed as Ishap.  That was the name of the very first leader of the Supreme council, so his name had been turned into a title as an act of respect.

Jason bowed fluidly, but not too deeply because that was hard in formal robes, then looked at the twelve members of the council, eleven of them looking at him with expressions ranging from dismissal to hostility.  “Thank you for this opportunity to address the Supreme Council directly,” he said, speaking Ulalan.  That wasn’t the primary language of their government, however, that was a language called Court.  It was a special language that was used almost exclusively for governmental operations within the Republic, the common language for all government functions and duties.  Estrella had never taught it to him, and she had good reason to do so…it was illegal.  Only members of the government that had needs to learn Court were allowed to learn Court.  Everyone else dealt with the government using their local languages.  That was both a security feature and a big “fuck you” to the common people the government oversaw, putting the operations of their government in a language they couldn’t speak to ensure that they didn’t know too much about what was going on.  “I’m here to explain in more detail the information Estrella Nine Rings has brought to the council about a malevolent civilization that we call the Dark Ones, so you can fully appreciate the threat they pose to the Galactic Republic.”

And so, he began.  He explained who they were and how they worked, and he didn’t elaborate.  He simply said that any civilization that reached a certain threshold in psychic ability, they were eradicated to prevent them from becoming a threat.  He explained who the Dark Ones were, how they were an ancient civilization whose entire society revolved around psychic ability, and he pulled no punches in describing them as being very nearly god-like.  He backed that up with the footage of them wiping out that civilization over in the B string, stressing as they watched it that what they were seeing wasn’t technology, it was psionics.  That the Dark Ones eradicated an entire planet’s population with nothing but psychic powers.  He was certain that they’d already seen it, Estrella had the footage, had even had it analyzed by her science people, but he wanted to stress what they were seeing and what it really meant.   He then explained why they were a threat without trying to sound superior, because they already saw him as inferior and him stating that the Dark Ones were a threat because of the Karinnes would push that button.  He instead framed it as the Dark Ones coming after the Faey and all of their cousin races, including the Ulala, because as a general species, they had hit the threshold that would bring the Dark Ones to wipe them out.  He then explained the warning from the shaman and that they had time to prepare for the Dark Ones to move, but didn’t reveal that it would be the evolution of the symbiotes that would be the trigger.  That information was too sensitive to share, given the practical solution would simply be to destroy Karis before it happened.


He didn’t trust the Republic enough to risk them making that decision, especially since many of them still wanted to conquer the House to take what they felt they deserved because they were better than the Karinnes.


An attitude similar to the Dark Ones.  An attitude he worked his ass off to prevent in the Generations when it came to those who were not.

His presentation went nearly two hours, as he went over the Dark Ones, why they were a threat, and how the Karinnes were responding to that threat.  How they were offering the Generation virus and biogenics to those who were being targeted by the Dark Ones, and the Ulala would be the first cousin race to be targeted after the Dark Ones wiped out the Faey because of their powers and their advanced technology and culture.  That fact put the entire Alliance in danger, because the Dark Ones would wipe out all life in their galaxy to make absolutely sure that the perceived threat could never rise again.  He then made it abundantly clear that the Dark Ones had absolutely no compassion or empathy.  He stressed that they’d already exterminated billions, maybe even trillions, because they saw everyone else like insects, ignored until they attracted attention, then squashed once they became annoying.

At the end of his presentation, he stood erect, hands tucked in his sleeves.  “Whether or not the Alliance joins with the Confederation against the Dark Ones, I felt that you had to hear it from us, to fully understand what it is coming, and implore you to take it seriously.  If you don’t want to join with us, then prepare on your own.  Because make no mistake, members of the Supreme Council, they are coming.  And you must be ready for dealing with a hostile force that wants nothing less than the complete extermination of all life in this galaxy, and has the power to do it.  We’ve sent information to you through Estrella Nine Rings about them, how to fight them.  I can’t say it enough, you must take this seriously, you must be ready for them when they come.  This is a race that does not see any of us as living things.  They see us as things, and they won’t bat an eye over erasing us.  Or you.”

The leader leaned forward.  “And just how did you learn so much about these Dark Ones?”


“That is a question that has a complicated answer,” he replied.  “We were warned by a species known as the Parri.  They are like the Dark Ones in that their entire society is based on cultivating their internal powers instead of technological advancement.  Some of them have a power we call astral projection, the ability to separate their spirits from their bodies and send them out into the universe.  They’ve seen the Dark Ones while on these journeys of spirit.  They know about them.  And they warned us that we have attracted their attention.  I know that seems like a shaky reason to base our reaction, but you don’t know the Parri like we do.  I have seen their powers first hand, and I believe them.  So does everyone else in our galaxy, those that know them and know what they can do.  They warned us about the Dark Ones to give us a fighting chance against them.”


“The Parri?  You mean the stone age primitives Estrella once described?”


“They reject technology because they see it as an obstacle to what they call the Path of Truth,” he replied calmly.  “They see it as a diversion, a distraction.  The simple truth is, the Parri as a species are a few million cycles more evolved than the rest of us.  They have powers that we still don’t understand.  They are, by far, the most powerful species in our galactic cluster.  They simply don’t care about technology, or money, or power, or politics.  They have evolved beyond such things, evolved beyond the need for them, and their entire society is centered around advancing themselves spiritually instead of politically or materially.  The things I’ve seen them do—” he said, then shook his head.  “I can’t describe it as anything but magic.  They are highly amused by that, but I just can’t explain it any other way.  But that reminds me of something I once read in a book; any technology sufficiently advanced looks like magic to the less advanced.  That’s how their abilities seem to us, because we simply can’t understand the truth.  So, when I say that I believe the Parri, let me say that with absolute confidence.  I’ve seen too much, know enough about them to know they’re not lying about this.  And it isn’t just me.  The entire Confederation and the Coalition believe them too, which is the vast majority of the spacefaring races in our galaxy.  They know the Parri well enough to take them seriously.  I take it seriously enough to reveal the house’s greatest secrets and give them to others, because they’ll need them to fight off the Dark Ones.  The only defense against psionic powers are psionic powers, so the House of Karinne has dedicated itself to arming our allies with that power so they can protect themselves.  We offer that to you as well, the entire Galactic Republic, with no conditions, no expectations.  Even if you don’t join our coalition against the Dark Ones, we want you to be armed with the weapons you’ll need when they come for you.  Not if they come, when they come.  Make no mistake, members of the Supreme Council.  They will come,” he said intensely.  “They see the Faey as a threat, and the Ulala are Faey.  So they will come for the Ulala, and kill the rest of you just to be thorough.

“Can you fight off the Dark Ones alone?  Maybe.  Maybe not.  But you can’t deny that your chances of success, and survival, go up if you have help.  And the combined empires of my home galaxy offer that help.  Join with us in an alliance against the Dark Ones.  We can help each other prepare for their coming, then fight them off when they do come.  And when we win, when it’s over, we all go back to our former lives, our former boundaries, and enjoy the lives that we fought so hard to protect.”


They were all quiet a long moment, no doubt sending among themselves; Estrella let it slip that all the members of the Supreme Council were telepaths.  “And what would this alliance entail?” the crystalline humanoid asked, its voice like crystal chimes.  He recalled that its name was Ski’aisar.  Its race was sexless, like the Stevak, so calling them it was actually correct.

“Simple.  We enter into a military alliance against the Dark Ones.  We’ll supply you with what you need to field Generations equipped with gestalts against them, because to be honest, you don’t need anything else.  Your conventional weapons will help against them, because your Generations will tie up their psychic powers so much that they won’t be able to split their attention between fending off the Generations and protecting themselves against conventional weaponry.  Given they employ no technology at all, that means that once you bypass their psychic powers, they’re effectively helpless.  You could kill one with a thrown rock, if you throw it hard enough.  We’ll share our intelligence about the Dark Ones with you, at least what little we have that we haven’t released to Estrella.  Truth be told, she already has almost everything we know.  We won’t ask for anything else from you, because to be honest, we don’t need material support from you any more than you need it from us.  Just show up and stand with us when the Dark Ones come, that’s all we ask.”

“And you believe that we need your help?” the red-skinned, tall, lanky humanoid to the left asked.  His name was Suishu Ushurash, and his species was known as the Hrud.


“I believe that our best chance to survive is to stand together,” he replied calmly.  “The Parri warned me that our best strategy is to meet the Dark Ones with such an overwhelming force that we swarm them down with sheer numbers.  And I mean millions and millions of ships.  That we’d need that much just to stand an even chance against them.  Do you need our help?  I don’t know.  I don’t know anything about your military strength.  Estrella doesn’t discuss your government’s confidential information with us in any way, so I honestly have no idea how strong you are.  But, given you’re a galaxy-spanning government that recently militarized to fight off the Bru, I’d estimate that you have an impressively large military at your immediate disposal.  But the question you should ask yourself is if you’re confident enough in that military when it’s pitted against a foe that has nearly god-like psychic powers.  And I mean the kind of power that can eradicate an entire planet’s population from a great distance inside the span of half a skera.  Do you think you could have stopped the Dark Ones if that planet had been one of yours?” he asked pointedly.  “Do you need us?  That’s a question that you have to answer yourself.  But are you willing to risk the lives of every person in this galaxy on the chance that you’re wrong?” he asked simply.


“All we have is your nebulous claim that we’re in danger because of the relationship between the Faey and the Ulala,” the leader declared evenly.  “And now you admit that that information itself comes from some mysterious race that uses rocks tied to sticks yet is the most powerful species in your galaxy.  That you have no evidence other than an eleven cycle old recording and…faith.”


They were going to say no, and it was all over their own collective egos.  That was exactly what he expected.  He was standing that the crossroad that he knew was coming when he agreed to this meeting; he either accepted their reasoning and walked away, or he showed them how misplaced their arrogance was.  He saw the look in Estrella’s eyes when his went hard, the sudden fear when he stayed true to his intentions.  “You truly believe you’re that safe?” Jason asked in a calm voice, his eyes narrowing and turning flat even as he reached back to the landing bay and merged up to the tactical gestalt in Piri’s armor.  It was close enough.  She immediately noticed, but did nothing.  “Do you even understand what you’re facing?  Not who they are, what they are.  Do you think your fleet of ships and your advanced technology is going to stand against a species that has evolved long past the need to use it themselves?”

“Jason!” Estrella said, standing quickly.  “Jason, don’t do it!”


“They have to understand, Estrella,” he replied calmly.  “They think they’re invincible.  They have to be shown just how vulnerable they really are.”


“You mean to attack us?” the leader asked, honestly amused.


“I mean to show you what you’re up against,” he answered bluntly.  “I’ll be completely honest.  The reason why we were so wary of you when we first met wasn’t because we were afraid of you, it was because we didn’t want you to be afraid of us.  My house was destroyed once because the entire Imperium came after them, fearing their psychic powers, so we are very cautious about showing others the true extent of our abilities.  Simply put, esteemed members of this council, if you’d have gone to war with us, we would have wiped you out.  Easily.  Because our primary weapons aren’t pulse weapons and particle beams, they’re our gestalts.  The devices that amplify our psionic abilities.  What need do we have for shields or weapons when we can simply destroy your ships using a power you can’t stop?  Let me show you just a pale shadow of what you’re up against.  May you remember this lesson most keenly, because I’m only going to teach it to you once.”  Koye, he sent openly.  He wanted them to hear this.

Yes, Jason? came her reply.


Activate your Primary.  Target the capitol ship. On my command, destroy the circumference of the outside edge of the disc one hundred shakra in.  Gestalt only, no conventional weaponry.  Defend as necessary, but take no offensive action against any other ship.

There was no hesitation.  Command acknowledged, she sent formally.  We will execute it immediately.

“You have five ki to evacuate the outer rim of this ship,” Jason said in a cold, emotionless tone.


“Are you insane?  We’ll have to fire on your vessel!” the leader shouted.


“Go ahead,” he shrugged.  “It won’t do you any good.  Besides, you have far more immediate concerns,” he added, pulling a hand out, raising it palm up, and causing an intense blue fire to coalesce over it.  “Let me show you why you should fear the Dark Ones.”

He sensed the mecha behind him moving, but he didn’t react.  He swept his telekinetic power over them, using it like psychic radar, using how matter reacted to the power differently to determine shape and composition.  At the speed of telepathic thought, he saw how the mecha were constructed, then he attacked them both using that knowledge.  In barely a heartbeat, both mecha flew apart, disassembled without doing any damage to them by deconstructing them, rendering them into their component parts in a soft explosion of metal plates and technology.  The two Makati-sized pilots were suddenly visible in the middle of the disassembled remnants of their machines.  Several minds attacked him in unison, but he swept them away like they were nothing, a split handling telepathic defense as his primary handled the telekinesis.  He threw the ceremonial guards against the walls, sweeping them all off their feet, then he turned his attention to the ornate wooden bench behind which they all sat.  It was disintegrated into dust in a heartbeat, Jason’s power severing the molecular bonds that held it together, then he did the same thing to the clothing of the other eleven members of the council, leaving Estrella alone.  Weapons fire blasted in from hidden ports, but they bent away from him harmlessly as he warped space around himself, then he disintegrated the chairs of the other members, causing all of them to suddenly fall into the dust when the artificial gravity pulled them to the floor of the dais.  He used his power on the dais to turn it soft, the liquefaction effect, and when they all sank into it enough to immobilize them, he stopped.  That trapped them all, most of them with both hands stuck along with their rear ends and feet.  He started walking forward very slowly as Estrella backed away, put her back against the wall with near terror in her eyes, as Jason waved his hand, and a ring of intense blue fire appeared around him, a physical barrier to anyone that might try to charge him, moving with him as he walked slowly towards them.  He then raised his hand and formed ball of pure plasma, built from the air, its light saturating the room.  The sudden intake of air swirled the dust up off the floor, pulled the blue flames towards him, then he thrust a palm out at the leader of the council and unleashed a bolt of pure hot plasma.  It passed so close to the top of his head that it singed his hair, hitting the wall behind him and melting through it almost instantly, carrying on into the bulkhead behind it, leaving behind a fire as the wood paneling was ignited by the heat.

Are you starting to understand? he asked, his power at such a level that it made all of them wince, and a few of them immediately started bleeding from the nose.  Our psionic powers aren’t what you’ve seen before, telekinetics moving things around the room.  We have gone far beyond such simplistic applications of the gift.  I can kill everyone in this room with a thought.  I could destroy this entire section of the ship without working up a sweat.  I could probably destroy this entire ship by myself if I get close enough to your primary power plant.  I can disintegrate matter, I can create and control fire, I can alter the quantum phase of matter, I can build shields of pure telekinetic force so powerful that no weapon you possess could pierce it, I can warp space to turn weapon fire away from me, I can even create hot plasma from the air in this room and use it as a weapon against you.  I am far beyond all of you.  Your technology means nothing to me.  It can’t stop me, because psionic powers can only be countered by psionic powers, and you don’t have anyone in your entire Alliance with enough power or training to stop me.  Not your most powerful telepath, not your strongest telekinetic.  You are not the mighty Alliance with technology so advanced that it looks like magic to the poor backwater rubes of my home galaxy, you are defenseless bugs that can be squashed without effort the moment you become an inconvenience.

And mind you that I am nothing but a pale shadow of what the Dark Ones are, what they can do.  They’ve had millions of cycles to evolve and develop their powers, so I do not exaggerate in the slightest when I say that they are like gods compared to the rest of us.  I’m just an infant compared to them, yet I can do THIS.  He thrust his hands out to the sides, palms out, and caused the blue fire around him to suddenly all but explode, filling the volume around him, then it blasted out in a radius around him.  The blast went around every living thing, leaving them unharmed, but it absolutely shredded the walls, destroying them and exposing staterooms that were on the other side, his move also swept all the molecular dust out of the suddenly much larger room, plastering it against the walls of the staterooms beyond.  And if you didn’t know how your ships are doing against the Aegis, well, he continued, then shared with all of them a telepathic image of the video feed from a drone.  It showed dozens of Republic ships firing on the Aegis, but all of them simply bent away and sizzled off into empty space.  Coja’s Primary did a good job making sure no bent shot hit another ship, which was his order.  Energy, matter, space, time itself, we can control all of it with our psionic powers.  I can reach directly into the very foundation of reality itself and bend it to my will.  This is the power that the Dark Ones possess, on a scale a hundred times greater than mine.  We have only dipped a toe under the surface of this power, where they have been diving into its depths since before our ancestors started walking on two legs.  I wouldn’t even be considered a half-trained child if I were a Dark One.  I’d be nothing but an infant to them.


Do you see now?  Do you understand?  This is why we’re offering the Generation virus to anyone who wants it.  This is why we’re offering biogenic technology to those who accept the virus.  Because we will need millions of infants to fight the gods that are coming to wipe us out.  You are not safe.  You are no match for those who are coming to kill you all.  You’re not even a match against us, and we’re as far below the Dark Ones as a worm is below an eagle.   And I’ll be damned if I condemn your entire galaxy to death because the twenty three of you have your heads so far up your own asses that you refuse to see reality.  Well, now you’ve seen it.  Face it.  Don’t hide from it.  Don’t pretend that you can stop it.  Don’t be the fool sitting in a burning room pretending that everything is just fine.  They are coming.  You can either be ready for them, or you can be annihilated when they sweep through your galaxy and eradicate all life here, all the way down to the microbes.  That’s your choice.  Make a wise decision.

He put his hands back in his sleeves, then took a deep, cleansing breath, extinguishing all fire in the suddenly larger room, both his own theatrical blue flames and the fires started by his plasma bolt and explosive attack on the walls of the room.  Captain Koye.  Disengage, stand down, retreat to one million kathra, and prepare to receive me.  I’ll be returning to the ship now, under my own power.


Acknowledged.  She knew what that meant.

“This lesson has ended,” he said aloud, speaking in sudden silence as council members and guards all stared at him in utter shock.  He made a gesture, pulling all of them out of the dais, freeing them from it.  “Estrella, stay here and explain to them how much I was holding back, and how lucky they are that my lesson didn’t include any unfortunate fatalities.  I’ll return to the Aegis on my own.  Don’t try and stop me from leaving,” he warned.  “Don’t compound the weight of today’s lesson with mourning the lives you threw away in a futile attempt to stop me.”  [Piri, Dera, we are leaving on our own.  Right now.  Evacuate back to the Aegis under your own power.  I’ll be coming up behind you in a moment.]


[Understood,] Dera answered.  [Be careful, that trick you do has a time limit.]


[I have enough time to get back to the ship,] he answered.  [Coja, tell Koye to be ready to jump out as soon as I arrive.]

He turned his back to them, all of them still sitting there, naked, looking to be in shock, staring at him blankly.  “Remember this lesson,” was all he said, then he started walking to where the door had once been, but was now a gaping void that opened directly into the companionway that would take him back to the landing bay.  Then he started walking, that same slow, steady, deliberate pace that he had used long ago in his confrontation with the Board, the walk of someone who had not a care in the world.

No one tried to stop him.


He reached the landing bay, then he approached the shield that kept the bay from decompressing.  He took a deep breath and pulled air in around him, creating a pressurized bubble, then used his power to enrich it with oxygen, separating it from the other gases and concentrating it around him, very nearly forming a pure oxygen sphere around him.  He was going to need that oxygen to get back to the ship.  He then stepped through the shield and out into the void, into empty space, his atmosphere enclosed around him using a telekinetic shield.  He put his hands in his sleeves again, located the Aegis, then turned and started accelerating using his telekinetic power, using Newton’s third law to propel himself like a rocket.  In weightless space, telekinesis was as good as any other propulsion since there was no resistance.  That allowed him to accelerate fairly quickly to where he’d easily get back to the ship before he ran out of air.  Jason, do you have any idea what you’ve done? Estrella sent hotly, privately to him.

I opened their eyes to the truth, he answered calmly.  Warn them, Estie.  We won’t pretend to be less than we are to avoid potential conflict.  We have no time for their temper tantrums with the Dark Ones coming.  If they become an obstacle to our preparations, we will remove them.  Do you understand?

There was a long, heavy silence.  I understand.


Good.  I knew they’d never join our alliance against the Dark Ones, but honestly, I wasn’t counting on them anyway.  But I wanted them to understand, to know what they’re facing, and now they know.  I hope they’ll take the threat seriously now, because I don’t want to see everything you love die.  I care too much about you to let that happen.

Oh, Jason, she returned, conflicting emotions swirling chaotically through her thought.

I know it may not look like it, but I care about the Republic, Estie.  All of this wasn’t about luring them into joining the Confederation, it was about making sure they wouldn’t discount the threat of the Dark Ones and get your entire galaxy wiped out because of their hubris.  They can hate me all they want, so long as they’re alive to hate me.  That’s all I care about.  It’s now up to you.  Convince them.  Get ready.  Protect your people.  We’re here if you need us, but it’s on you to save the Alliance from itself.  You can do it.  I believe in you.  Save them.  Save them, Estie.  Save them.

I want the treatment, she replied almost immediately.  I want to transition.  I’ll fight for my people.  I can’t protect them unless I’m a Generation.

I’ll tell Songa, she’ll arrange it.  She’ll get back to you when she has details, was all he sent in reply as he hurtled through the dark emptiness of outer space.  I told you, it’s there for anyone who wants it.  I’ll talk to Mrri and have her arrange for a Master to train you personally.  I’ll have Myri arrange gestalt training for you, both tactical and strategic.  I’ll also be overjoyed to welcome you as a cousin, Estrella.  And Zaa will approve.  Highly.

His eyes fixed on the Aegis, a tiny dot growing larger by the second, and he felt…right.  What he’d done, what had happened, and what was happening, he knew he was on the right path.  This was the way.  He didn’t know how he knew that, but he did.  It was a faint stirring in the depths of his mind, even his soul, probably some echo of the precognition the shaman said he possessed.  She told him to listen to that part of himself, that it would guide him through the minefield and get him safely home.  Well, that part of himself was telling himself that he did good.  As crazy as it seemed, provoking the Alliance, damaging the chance to make them allies, was necessary for the their victory against the Dark Ones.  How, he didn’t understand, but it was.  And that was good enough for him.

He was on the right path.  He just had to make sure he stayed on it.
