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That was pretty big.


Jason stood in a receiving area with Rook, Dera and Ryn behind him, watching as a very big him stood in front of them.  It was his first production run bionoid, and Jason only came up to its lower thigh.  The fact that it was naked made being at that height maybe a tad uncomfortable for him, given what seemed to be looming over his head, but like his normal bionoid, it was a perfect replica of his body in every way, just at over three times scale.  The bionoid was in dormant mode, which meant that only its equilibrium systems were running, which was how it was standing without bracing or assistance.  Its eyes were open, unblinking, and hard to see from that angle.


Seeing himself at three times scale made him glad that he’d been working out so much over the last year.  The stomach of that bionoid was lean, even had a bit of a six pack, and the shoulders were wide.  He almost looked to be back in football shape, and it was easier to see when everything was enlarged like that.


“What do you think?” Rook asked.


“I think that I’m too straight to be entirely comfortable standing this close to it,” he replied, which made the girls behind him wheeze in that voiceless laughter.


Now you can claim with complete conifidence that you have the biggest dick on Karis, Jason, Dera teased.


“Yah yah, push off, bitch,” he answered aloud.  “Outside of that, Rook, it’s like looking in a mirror.  Just a magnifying mirror,” he said, taking a step back, then walking around the bionoid.  “What kind of system is it?  Did you barebones it, or does it have biorhythmics?”


“Biorhythmics, it’s a full production run,” he replied.  “This is the bionoid that’s staying here, so I decided to test the system in an upsized bionoid to see if they work the same, or if we’ll need to adjust them to take its size into account.”

“Good deal,” Jason nodded as he came back around.  “Is it functional?”


“Fully.”

“Well, then,” he said, then he sat down on the floor, crossing his legs, which wasn’t all that difficult in armor.  “Let’s see what it’s like.”


He took a deep breath, exhaled, and then had his gestalt detect the bionoid.  It was like his other one, it was hard coded to only allow him to merge to it, and its onboard computer accepted the merge request after confirming his identity.  He felt himself rise up into the bionoid’s computer, then he took control of it, activating its sensory mesh system.  A flood of jumbled sensations washed over him as it sorted itself out, then he became aware of the bionoid as if it were his own body, felt the cold metal under his feet as his eyes activated, his vision starting as a white blur and slowly dimming and focusing on the blurry shapes that emerged from that white saturation.  He blinked a few times as the loading room came into focus, then he raised a hand and closed it into a fist, looking down at it.  Everything about himself felt normal, but when he looked around, everything around him looked quite small.  He was used to this alteration of his perception from piloting Gladiators and Juggernauts, so he was able to easily navigate the change in his perspective.  “It’s online,” he said audibly, noticing that his voice was much deeper than normal, which was entirely logical given the bionoid’s vocal chords were much longer and larger than his normal ones.  “I’ve got a 100% merge.  Getting some diagnostics back.  She’s fully operational,” he announced, looking down at them.  “And who was making a joke about the size of my dick just a minute ago, ladies?  Would you like to step forward?” he asked tauntingly, raising a foot as if to step on the offendor.


Dera put a finger on her interface and activated the audio speaker.  He could hear her sending while merged to the bionoid, since his physical body was right there, but Rook wouldn’t be able to do so.  “Tough talk while you’re in that toy, Jason.”  She gasped a bit when he took a sudden step forward, bent down, and wrapped his hands around her middle and picked her up.  She gave him a dirty look as Ryn wheezed again in voiceless laughter.  Jason held her at the same level as his face, giving her a nasty smile.


“Who’s the toy now, bitch?” he taunted.


“I’m the one with the pulse cannon, sweetheart,” she warned, giving him a mean smile as she extended the nested forearm pulse cannon on her right arm and pointed it at him.


Jason laughed.  “Meanie,” he said, then he leaned down and put her back on the floor, very gently.  “I have to say, Rook, that it feels just like my other bionoid.  Except for the different point of view,” he said, looking down at the three of them.  “The equilibrium and perspective is almost the same as piloting a Gladiator, so I don’t think I’m going to need all that much practice.”  He put a hand to his chest, going over the systems the computer was telling him it had available…and there was a lot available.  Rook had really loaded up the bionoid with extra systems, even two weapon systems, taking advantage of all the extra space within the endoskeleton and ribcage to add some goodies.  “Damn, Rook, I see you gave it everything.  Even weapons.  This thing is almost as stacked as an exomech.”


“I want you to test it further after the summit on Oasis, to test out upsizing the biorhythm systems.  I also want you to test it as a possible battlefield tool, which is why I have it so geared up,” he repeated.  “They just finished Empress Dahnai’s bionoid.  Here it comes.”  Jason looked back to see a hoverloader carrying Dahnai’s bionoid, which looked like a perfect replica of her, just Jason’s size.  Jason was the point of reference for the heights of the bionoids, so Dahnai’s Benga-sized bionoid would only be slightly shorter than him, virtually eye to eye.  The bionoid was nude, like Jason’s, and it was a perfect imitation of her, even down to the appearance of her genitals…and he’d seen them enough from close up to know exactly what they looked like. The bionoid was active, in independent standby mode, which allowed it to balance itself after it was set down, then it went motionless.  It would remain dormant with only the equilibrium program running until Dahnai or a technician activated it.  “Just so you know,the bionoids of the other rulers have standard civilian bionoid equipment installed.  They don’t need the weapons or anything I mean to test for military potential.”

“Well, it certainly looks like Dahnai,” Jason said, then he couldn’t resist fondling one of its breasts.  “Feels like her too.  I’m almost afraid to ask how you know what her breasts feel like, Rook.”


“I’m going to tell her Majesty you were feeling up her bionoid, Jason,” Dera’s interface called.


“Like I haven’t grabbed her tits before,” he retorted, tracing a finger around the bionoid’s nipple.  Even that felt like Dahnai.  He then poked the pseudo-flesh of the bionoid’s breast, then slid a hand around its arm and down its back before patting it on the butt.


“But she’s not in it to enjoy what you’re doing,” Dera noted slyly.


“That’s her problem,” he answereed, then he walked around it.  Another bionoid was being carried out, the burly, intimidating Holikk, and it was set down beside Dahnai.


“Well, Jason, I think you just lost that record for biggest dick on Karis,” Dera noted, which made Ryn grin and take a few steps away from her partner.


“I’m so glad it matters so much to you, Dera,” he snorted.  Jason had to admit, Holikk was just as intimidating below the waist as he was above it.  “Rook, find out if the training clothes for the bionoids are ready.”


“Almost.  They said they should have them out here in about ten minutes.”

Another bionoid was carried out, Magran, which made Jason raise an eyebrow.  He’d forgotten that Colonist males had a retractable penis, like a Terran horse or a dog, so there wasn’t anything between Magran’s legs as it was set down beside Holikk’s bionoid.  They didn’t require having testes outside the body to keep them at a cooler temperature, either, so there was no scrotum.  The result was a small, almost eerie slit in the flesh where Jason’s own penis extended out from his body, that was from where Magran’s business extended when…”in use.”  Ethikk and Mesaiima’s bionoids were brought out together and set down, and given they were much smaller by scale, they looked about right to him, but very wrong when Rook and the guards advanced to inspect the units.  Ethikk usualy only came up to Dera’s lower stomach, but the bionoid Ethikk was a good three and a half shakra taller than she was.  Rook had gotten the appearance and consistency of Ethikk’s fur right on the bionoid, and had gotten his family bands right on his tail.  Mesaiima’s bionoid still managed to look ethereal and willowy, her slender, waifish body pale, almost looking like a Terran teenage girl…with fairy’s wings and large, almost anime-style luminous eyes.  The wings looked right compared to the real Mesaiima, the two upper wings significantly larger than the lower two, which were used primarily to steer her in flight like a combo rudder/aileron/elevator system.  Because of the wings, the bionoid Mesaiima stood leaning slightly forward a little to maintain balance, just like the real one did.  The weight of the wings required it; if she stood up straight and didn’t exert some muscular force to stay balanced, she’d topple over backwards.  That was probably why Mesaiima had very defined abdominal muscles, from the constant crunch-like flexing of her abs she had to exert to maintain her balance against the weight of her wings.

“Activate them, Rook,” Jason ordered, taking a step back to stand beside the metallic-skinned male bionoid.  “Let’s make sure they work before we get them dressed and load them on the transport.”


Rook nodded, and in unison, the five other bionoids seemed to flinch, then took less rigid postures as their control computers activated into independent mode.  Rook was controlling them over the biogenic network, and he had them run diagnostics and also do some basic exercises to make sure they were working properly, things like walking around the storage room, doing knee bends, twisting at the waist with the arms out, those sorts of very basic exercises to test movement, flexibility, and range of motion.  “All five of them are reporting full functionality,” he announced.  “They’re ready to be shipped to the test facility.”

That was on Joint Base Alpha, a mock-up of several rooms holding size-proper furniture, to let them practice things like sitting, standing, walking, picking things up and carrying them, the basic tasks needed to give the people driving them experience.  They would also be navigating sets with normal-sized furniture to teach them how to operate around people that only came up to their thighs—or ribcage in Ethikk’s case.

“Now we just need those clothes,” Jason said, then he stepped over and knelt over his own body, sitting cross-legged on the floor, eyes closed, and expression neutral, almost serene.  “Now this is a weird point of view.”  He dared reach out and push very carefully and gently at his own shoulder, but felt nothing. He was merged deeply enough to not feel the movement, but not so deeply that he allowed his body to completely relax and slump to the floor.  Jason was showing off one of the most underestimated and secret abilities of Generations, the ability to concentrate on multiple things at a time.  Jason was simulateously merged to the bionoid while concentrating on keeping his body in its sitting position.  It was also why he’d be able to hear sending, since he didn’t have to completely bury himself in the bionoid to achieve a 100% merge.  One half of his brain was merged to the bionoid, while the other half was keeping his body upright and listening for sending.  “I’m almost tempted to pick myself up, but I’m too tied up in the bionoid to be able to control my body. I’d probably fall down once I set myself back down,” he chuckled, a deep, rumbling bass sound.


“It would be a little hard explaining to Captain Aya how your nose got broken, Jason,” Ryn told him with a grin.


“Yeah, she’d probably spank both of you for letting me try it,” he agreed, putting his forearm on his knee and regarding himself.  “Thank God I’m not going bald,” he noted dryly, looking at the top of his own head, an angle he didn’t usually get from a mirror.


A seventh bionoid came off the line, and Jason had to laugh when a Benga-sized Rook was set down beside Ethikk.  “That’s so cheating, Rook,” Jason noted.


“I designed them, I get one too,” he replied airily, whch made Jason laugh harder.  “Besides, this is for research,” he added.  “I produced these macro units for the CBIMs and Coma as well.  We’re going to give them extensive testing while the mission members are assimilating to the bionoids.  We’ll be taking the role of Benga in the rehearsals, give them something real to look at and interact with.”

“That’s a pretty good idea,” Jason said with a nod of approval.  “I hadn’t thought of that.”


And true to word, a Benga-sized Cybi bionoid was carried into the room and set down beside Mesaiima, exactly like her normal one, just Benga sized.  Its eyes fluttered into awareness almost immediately once it was set down, and it raised its hand and looked at it.  “I have control, Rook,” Cybi said through it.  “It seems to be fully operational.  A very curious point of view,” she said, looking down at Rook and Jason’s inert body.


“I should have known you’d find a way to crash the party, Cybi,” Jason said, which made her laugh.


“It’s a good idea,” she replied easily, sliding a hand up her bare, flat belly, as if to see if it felt any differently to her.  “And we can continue testing of these macro units while you’re on your way to Oasis and further refine the design.”


“I’m designing micro units as well, at one quarter scale,” Rook mentioned.  “So you would be about this tall, Jason,” he added, leaning down and presenting his flat palm, facing down, at about his own knee.


“Now that might be pretty cool,” Jason chuckled.  “I wonder what it’s like to be only one and a half shakra tall.  It would like being a toddler again.”


“Some of us never were,” Rook told him.


“Micro-unit bionoids might be very useful on ships for repair operations,” Cybi mused as Cyra’s bionoid was brought out and set down.  “They can get into places that a Faey or Terran can’t.”


“Makati show that being small can be an advantage on a ship,” Jason agreed.  “You building them yet?”


“Still in design,” Cybi replied.  “But I think we’ll have a production unit designed and ready in a few days.”


Cyra’s eyes fluttered, then her bionoid took a small step backwards.  “I’m online,” she declared.  “Very curious,” she added, holding up her hand and looking at it, then flexing her fingers.  “I almost feel I’m in my usual bionoid, at least until I look down.”


“I know, at least until you start walking around,” Jason told her.


“Hmm,” she said, then she took a step forward.  “You’re right, Jason, it is different,” she agreed as she slowly walked towards Rook and his body, then stepped carefully around them.  “I feel much less stable.  The equilibrium program is working much harder to keep me upright.”


“It must be the higher center of gravity,” Cybi supplied as Cylan’s bionoid was carried out and set down, followed seconds later by Cyvanne’s and Coma’s, brought out together.  All three of them activated their bionoids almost in unison, then they started moving them tentatively.

“Well, since we’re all here, let’s make ourselves useful,” Jason declared as boxes were carried out on a flying platform.  “I take it those are the clothes?”


“Each box has the name of the owner on it, with proper sizing,” he replied.  Cybi held up the box with Jason’s name on it, then offered it to him.  “I’ll order the other bionoids to dress themselves.  They have that much functionality.”

“I’ll drop the merge once I get mine dressed,” Jason announced.  “We need to get them on the transport.”  Shevatt had sent them one of his larger cargo dropships, one with really big doors, and it had only taken Naval Engineering about two days  to refit it, mainly installing chairs in it sized for the macro bionoids and putting in controls that Jason’s bionoid could use to fly the ship, turning the cockpit into one that would accommodate a bionoid.  Jason’s bionoid would be doing the flying so they didn’t need a pilot, and he’d spent about five hours last night in a merge simulation to learn how to fly an Ogravian cargo shuttle with the altered controls.  It had been years since he flew anything using his hands, and he had to admit, he’d been a little rusty.  But, the ship also had interface control, which was how Jason had flown it over to the factory to pick up the bionoids.

Once all the bionoids were dressed in identical jumpsuits—or pants and a haltar for Mesaiima’s bionoid, since her wings made wearing a shirt impossible—Jason disengaged from the bionoid and had it follow the others as they were walked across the room, out the huge open doors to the outside, and towards the Ogravian cargo shuttle sitting on the concrete tarmac just outside.  The leaders’ bionoids were made to sit in the chairs while the other bionoids stood in the cabin, holding onto a rail hanging from the ceiling, and Jason had his bionoid sit in the pilot’s seat.  Jason, Rook, and the guards sat in temporary normal-sized chairs just behind the cockpit chair.  Jason again merged to his bionoid, then he did some hands-on practice by starting up the shuttle and closing the doors.  “Alright, we’re on the way,” he said as he pulled gently back on the altitude lever, causing the shuttle to rise up off the tarmac.  “Cybi, or any of you, get Magran and the others to the Lake.  I’ll drop myself off there, get in a merge pod, and fly the shuttle up to Joint Base Alpha.”


“They’re already on the way,” Cybi told him.  “And they want to see the bionoids before we take them to the practice range.”


“Then have them meet us on the landing pad in about half an hour,” Jason replied, glancing back at her as he turned towards Karsa.”


Rook and Cybi discussed the micro bionoid idea with him on the way to Karsa, explaining their vision of using them as surrogate units for engineers to get inside equipment to find problems and effect repairs.  While the areas in a ship used by the crew were spacious on KMS vessels, the guts of the ship, where the lines and pipes and trunks ran, that was very cramped space, where virtually every cubic tikra of available space was used.  The issue was the most severe in the frigates, where even the crew lived in tight, cramped conditions due to a lack of space inside the hull.  The micro bionoid units would make getting into the crawlspaces much easier on the engineering crew to repair what their scout spiders and roving Monkey drones reported to them was broken.

The Monkey drones were probably what gave Rook the idea.  They were small, shakra-high robotic drone units that very roughly looked like monkeys, built to get into the crawlspaces and void areas in places where they couldn’t use camera pods and send back real-time video of what they could see.  Monkey drones didn’t do any work at all, they didn’t have the programming to do anything more complex than changing a light bulb or flipping a switch, they were built solely to get to a problem and let the techs get a visual on it.   They were nothing more than slightly more elaborate camera pods, built to climb instead of hover, since the gravometric engines in a camera pod were burned out in seconds if they were used in close proximity to the ship’s engines while they were operating.  They were based on a Terran monkey’s body to give them ability to climb up and down vertical shafts.  A scout spider found the problem, a camera pod or Monkey drone was dispatched to get a visual on the problem and give the techs the ability to see without going in themselves, and that let them know exactly what they needed to take with them when they went in there to do the repair.


They were all waiting on the landing pad as Jason carefully brought the ship down, being extra-careful since he was so rusty flying using manual controls, and they climbed up into the shuttle once he opened the doors.  Rook had the bionoids stand up, and the five of them all but gawked at their larger selves.  Jason broke the merge with his bionoid and stood up.  “So, what do you think?” he asked.


“Amazing!” Mesaiima breathed, flying up to look at her larger self’s face.  She reached out and touched the bionoid’s cheek.  “It’s warm!”


“Rook installed full biorhythmics in these to make them more lifelike,” Jason explained.


“Since these units aren’t going to be potentially destroyed, I went ahead and made them using the same equipment I’d install on any bionoid,” Rook confirmed.


“Who are the others?” Holikk asked.


“Those are Rook, the CBIMs, and Coma,” Jason answered.  “Rook built those to do further testing of bionoids this size, see if they’re worth producing for other purposes.  They’re also going to help you with your assimilation training by providing you with Benga-sized people to interact with.”


“We’ll also be playing the role of the Benga negotiators when we do the practice runs of the initial meeting,” Cyra added.  “That way you’re looking at someone face to face, and not just a hologram.”


“That’s a very good idea,” Mesaiima nodded, flitting around her bionoid.


“I will say that standing at the feet of one of these tells me why the Benga would seem so intimidating,” Magran noted seriously as he looked up at his own bionoid.  “I almost feel like a child standing at my father’s side.”


“Jayce.  Baby.  I want to keep this,” Dahnai said seriously as she looked up at hers.  “When this is over, you swap out the biogenic unit with a moleculartronic unit and send it to me on Draconis.”


“It’s a bit more involved than that, your Majesty.  The entire endoskeletal frame is laced with biogenic systems.  I’m afraid they have to stay on Karis,” Rook warned.  “But if you want a Benga-sized bionoid, I can build you one that you can take off planet.  It won’t be immediately, however.  As you know, we haven’t begun the process of importing this technology to a moleculartronic platform.”

“We’ll keep it here for you to use, Dahnai,” Jason chuckled.  “We’re not destroying these bionoids when we’re done with them.  Rook is going to use them to further test both building non-Faey bionoids and building macro-unit bionoids.  These will be test units for further development.  When the testing is done, I can have them put it on your island for you to play with whenever you feel like it.”


“I have a serious question for you, Jason,” Magran said.  “Can you build a merge pod that doesn’t use biogenics?”


Jason looked at Cybi, and she nodded.  “Easily,” she replied.  “The merge pod isn’t proprietary biogenic technology, Magran.  The merge pod contains systems that allows a driver to achieve a 100% merge, something that standard merges won’t allow due to the way the system is designed.  We only use merge pods for processes where the loss of the merge could be potentially dangerous for those around the asset being driven by remote, like a mechloader.  You could easily merge to your bionoid without a merge pod, but it isn’t at full strength and comes at the risk of losing the merge due to outside stimulation.  That’s why you’ll be using merge pods.  It will create a more conducive learning environment for you.  After you gain sufficient skill, you can easily merge to the bionoid without one, as long as you’re in a comfortable position with few or no outside distractions.”


“So, the merge pod acts like hyperpsace, allows the jack to completely shunt off our senses in favor of the feed from an outside source,” Dahnai realized.


“Exactly so, your Majesty,” Cynna told her.  “Merge pods effectively trick your jack into thinking you’re in hyperspace, which allows you to achieve full merge with an outside asset.”


“Then I propose this, Jason.  Build a bionoid for every ruler in the Confederation.  Install a biogenic communication node with the ability to send and receive council crypto gravband in the interdictors that protect our captiol planets.  Then, instead of us all traveling somewhere for a summit, we simply get in our merge pods at home and use the bionoids.  Since the system to system transmission is biogenic commune, that makes it both real time and completely secure.  We need only ensure that the comm link between the merge pod and the biogenic node is protected from interception.  Since every member of the Confederation Council except Zaa is jacked, we could all attend.  We’d have to figure something out for the Denmother.  We wouldn’t use it for day to day meetings, but we could use it for summits.”

Jason blinked.  That was an amazing idea!  “Magran, you just became my new best friend,” he declared, which made Dahnai laugh.  “We could do that!”


“It wouldn’t be very hard to do,” Rook agreed.


“I’ll get to work on it right now,” Cyra announced.  “I can have an expansion node designed for the interdictors designed by tomorrow.  We only need them for the interdictors at the capitol systems, so we only need about one hundred.  One for each with a few spares for any new members.”


“Rook, you know what you need to do,” Jason said.


“We’ll need to arrange it with the rulers so I can get the proper measurements when they arrive for the summit,” he said.  “I’ll begin the design of the bionoids as soon as we’re done here.  I have more than enough physiological data from the archives to build endoskeletal templates for each species.”

“That would also help those rulers who have to use environmental systems to attend the summits,” Cyvanne added.  “They’d be able to move around Terra, or here, freely.  No E-suits.”


“We’d have to keep them here for now,” Jason said.  “We could do a run of current biogenic bionoids and put them in the Hall of Peace, then build another run of moleculartronic bionoids when we develop them and send those to Terra.  That way we could have a summit in either venue, cause some summits have to be done here.”

“I don’t mind.  The chance to design bionoid models for all Confederate rulers is quite appealing.”

“Well, now that you’ve decided to keep Rook busy for the next two months,” Jason said dryly.  “Let’s go in.  I’m going to use a merge pod to get them to Joint Base Alpha.  I was flying using my bionoid.”


“You merged—oh yeah, she just said you don’t need one,” Dahnai said.


“I’m a Generation, so I can get away with it a bit more than you can,” he smiled.  “I don’t have a jack, so I don’t have the limiter system your jack does.  But, I still prefer to use a merge pod for some things, where I can’t afford to lose the merge.  Even I can get knocked out of a merge if I’m disturbed enough.”

“Actually, we can get started right now,” Mesaiima said.  “Who says we have to wait for them to get there?  I think us sitting in those seats on the flight over gives you a chance to explain things to us, and it lets us get a feel for it before we stand up and start moving around.”


“That’s a good point, Madam President,” Cybi agreed.


They were escorted by the facility chief, a hulking Kizzik named Chi’kraa, and brought into one of the merge rooms.  Hundreds of merge pods were resting on the floor of the large chamber, some of them in use, and they followed the Kizzik along the aisle.  “We have a special room set aside for this operation, revered Hive-leader,” she said, motioning to the far end of the merge center.  “I think Guardian Aya would prefer the revered Hive-leaders to be in a secure location.”

Aya nodded wordlessly.


“Can you explain what we’re seeing, noble Chi’kraa?” Mesaiima asked.


“Of course, revered Hive-leader,” her interface answered.  “These pods are connected to that control hub,” she began, pointing with a blade arm at a room hanging from the ceiling with windows on all sides.  “Within are coordinators that manage the merge system, pairing the proper operator to the piece of equipment.  The operator can shift the driver to another asset, which allows a single mechloader to operate multiple mechloaders in different locations as needed.  This room’s primary purpose is to provide additional workers exactly where they are needed to assist the on-site personnel in their tasks, and they assist until they are no longer needed to get things back on schedule.  This is a Stick pilot, here,” she motioned at a pod they passed, where inside, visible through the open sides of the pod, was a Faey woman with honey colored hair, leaning back on a padded seat with her eyes closed.  “Currently, she is operating a Stick en route to Kosigi from Merdoi City.”

“She’s flying it from here,” Magran said.


“Yes, revered Hive-leader,” she nodded, her compound eyes regarding Magran.  “As a matter of policy, however, manned personnel skimmers and transports are only flown by pilots in the ships.  But, those ships do have remote operation capability, in case the pilot becomes incapacitated.  This is a mechloader, currently loading pallets at a factory in Jaxtra onto a freighter bound for Terra.  This driver is operating a repair robot currently effecting repairs on one of our orbital defense platforms.  This driver is using a construction robot that is building a new subway line in Teria City.”

“Intriguing,” Mesaiima breathed.  “And all done from here.”


“Since this facility opened, overall production efficiency has increased by nearly 38%,” she declared.  “The ability to activate remote units to assist on-site operators when we begin to get off schedule has greatly increased overall operational efficiency.”

“What I would give to have something like this in the Alliance,” Ethikk mused.


“Why do you not simply build one?” Chi’kraa asked.  “Nothing in this facility depends on biogenic technology.  Everything we have built here can be done by any member of the Confederation, using standard Confederation shared technology.”

“I think we may do exactly that, Chief Chi’kraa,” he chuckled in reply.  “I’m going to have a long talk with my science department when I get home.  And I think we may be coming here to discuss this system with your logistics experts, Jason.”


“They’re welcome.  Just get with Chirk and she’ll arrange it.”


They entered a smaller room holding about 20 merge pods, and Chi’kraa herself clattered over to the operator console.  “We are ready,” she declared.  “Revered Hive-leaders, if you would enter a pod and then connect the datafiber to your left directly to the port on your interface.  It does not matter which pod, I will be managing the connection from this station.  The units you will be driving are already programmed into our system, and simply await your merge.”

Ethikk almost ran to the nearest pod and climbed into the open-sided unit, sat on the padded chair, then pulled the retracted fiber from the side of the seat and plugged it to his interface.  Jason helped Mesaiima and Dahnai into pods, then he climbed into one himself.  “Alright, now what?” Ethikk asked.


“Your interface should be reporting a query request from an external piece of equipment, revered Hive-leader.  Attempt a merge directly with that unit.”

“Got it.  Alright, time to see if two days in the simulator was time well spent.  Here goes,” he said, then he went quiet.


“The revered Hive-leader’s merge is successful.  His unit is online,” she declared.  “As you are ready, revered Hive-leaders.”

Jason didn’t need the merge pod, he was just using it as a comfortable place to sit, so he accessed his bionoid over the biogenic network and merged back to it.  He looked back to see Ethikk’s bionoid looking at its hands, a look of almost awe on its face.  “Amazing!” he said aloud.  “It’s like it’s me!”

“Now do you see why we use the merge pods, Ethikk?” Jason asked as Cybi stepped over to his chair and leaned down, giving him a smile.


“How do you feel, High Staff?” she asked.


“I feel like this is my actual body!” he replied, putting his hands on his face tentatively.  “But that does feel a little strange.  My fur doesn’t feel exactly the same.”


“That’s because it’s a synthetic strand material that Rook used that has the closest consistency he could find to your own fur,” Jason answered.


“That’s understandable.  I don’t think a few hundred Beryans would much appreciate being shaved bald to provide enough fur to cover this thing,” he chuckled.


“Grab hold of the rails, ladies, Cylan,” Jason warned.  “I’m going to lift off.  JBA control, this is shuttle 469 B12 on primary beacon, requesting vector to enter restricted airspace.”


“Shuttle 469 B12, JBA control.  Vector is being uploaded to your nav now.  Stay within vector boundaries over restricted airspace due to heavy traffic.”

“Acknowledged,” he replied.  “Alright, here we go,” he said, easing back on the altitude lever and picking the skids up off the tarmac.

Jason was a bit busy with flying to listen attentively as the others achieved merge with their bionoids and went through the inevitable gawking phase—he did himself the first time he merged to a Rocker—then they listened as Coma explained it to them.  “The main thing you’ll need to understand is that units this tall have a very high center of gravity, so it is very easy to lose your balance,” she addressed them, standing right behind Jason’s chair and facing them.  “The bionoid’s automated equilibrium system will do most of the work, but you’ll notice it as you walk.  Also remember that these bionoids are much stronger than your normal bodies, compounded by the fact that they’re so big.  Exercise caution when you touch, pick up, or take hold of most anything.  One of the exercises you’ll undergo at the base is practicing picking up glass objects without breaking them.”


“I hope we’ll be practicing walking around regular-sized objects,” Holikk said.


“You will, High Chancellor,” Coma nodded.  “We have a practice area already prepared filled with normal-sized objects and furniture.  There’s another with furniture built for these units, so you can practice operating in an environment designed for them.”


“You do think of everything,” Mesaiima said.


“It’s what we’re designed for, Madam President,” Coma replied evenly.


Coma continued explaining things as Jason flew out over the suburbs northwest of Karsa, then he descended over Joint Base Alpha a few minutes later.  His nav told him where to land, so it directed him to land beside the hangar holding their practice area.  He touched down gently and shut down the shuttle, then he rotated the chair and stood up.  Coma jumped a bit when he goosed her to get her to move, and she gave him a stern look as he stepped past her.  “It got you to move, didn’t it?” he said lightly.


“You never turn your back on Jason, Coma,” Cybi said with a smile.  “He’s quite a scoundrel.”


“Alright, revered leaders, go ahead and stand up,” Cyra called.  “Do so slowly and carefully.”


“Woah-woooaaahhh,” Dahnai called, nearly toppling over as she stood up, reaching back and grabbing the armrest and steadying herself.  “Yeah, this isn’t as easy as you make it look.  The simulator didn’t really prepare me for this.”


“Jason has practice merging to Gladiators, Dahnai, he’s used to the size,” Cybi said calmly.


“Oh yeah, this is definitely weird, but kinda fun,” Ethikk said as he slid off the seat and onto his feet, his tail slashing behind him a few times as he found his balance.


Jason walked over to the hatch and opened it.  “As soon as you’re ready to try walking, friends, we’re going through that door right there,” he said, pointing at the open hangar door.  “Cybi, tell Rook to stop goofing off and get his bionoid up.”


“I’m here, Jason,” he reported, stepping over from the back of the shuttle.  “I had a few things to discuss with Chi’kraa before I could merge.”


“So, how hard is it to unmerge?” Dahnai asked.


“As easy as it is to unmerge from anything,” he replied.  “There’s no special process, Dahnai.”


“Okay.  Good to know,” she said, taking a few tentative steps, the walking more confidently.  “Walking’s easier than standing,” she laughed.  “Guess it’s because you’re moving.”


Two officers were standing outside, and there was a Gladiator walking up to them, which gave Jason a chance to get an idea of the comparison.  The rigger brought it right up to them, and Jason found that he was taller than the Gladiator by a small margin.  “Not often I can look eye to eye with a mecha,” Dahnai laughed as she reached him, putting a hand on his shoulder and looking over at the mecha.

“It’s weird on this side, too,” Symone’s voice came from the mecha’s external speaker.


“Symone?” Dahnai gasped.  “What are you doing in there?”


“I’m a rigger Dahnai, duh,” she replied flippantly, and the armored doors in the mecha’s chest opened.  Symone stepped out of the gel backing and onto the narrow platform in front of it and waved.  “Hey sexy!  Wow, do you ever have a huge rack!”


Dahnai laughed, leaning down a little and looking at her.  “What are you doing over here?”


“Just a helping hand,” she replied.  “If you fall over or junk like that.  By the way, Jayce, lover, I want one of those.”


“You’re paying for it,” he retorted, which made Dahnai laugh.


“He’s always so mean to me,” she sniffed, then she stepped back into the cockpit and locked in, and the doors closed.  “Alright, you guys ready to go?” she asked.  “Oh wait, lemme get the rest of my squad over here.  Move it, ladies!” she called, and Jason saw five more Gladiators moving their way.


They moved into the practice area, which was two large rooms.  One held Benga-sized furniture, including a mock-up negotiation table, and lots of objects to pick up, hold, and manipulate.  The other was filled with normal sized furniture and about ten Rockers to stand around and be obstacles.  Symone and her riggers moved into the area with them, and stood in a group near the doors.  “Alright, guys, here we are,” Jason said.  “Cybi most likely has a schedule for this.”


“Nothing rigid, Jason.  We’ll just spend some time practicing in here, learning how to pick things up, use the furniture and whatnot, then we’ll practice in the other room so we don’t kick people or knock over chairs.”


“Sounds easy enough,” Dahnai said, reaching back and pushing her hair over her shoulder.  Rook had even managed to properly capture the rich, exotic color of Dahnai’s hair with the bionoid, with individual gold and copper strands of hair that combined to form that bronze color.


They practiced for nearly three hours, and Jason saw that the others quickly got the hang of it.  They learned how to walk smoothly, got the hang of sitting in chairs and standing back up without wobbling, but when it came to picking things up, they found out quickly that it wasn’t quite as easy.  They went through nearly an entire cargo unit of glass objects, and they had to pause to sweep up all the broken glass four times, as they practiced being delicate…and failed often.  Jason didn’t really practice with them, he spent most of the time standing to the side chatting with Symone, Rook, and the girls in the Gladiators, while the CBIMs and Coma worked with the others to help them get used to the experience.   They got involved when Cybi decided to play a simple game of volleyball to practice both balance and motor control, stringing up a net and producing a Benga-sized volleyball in the open area between the two practice areas.  They looked a bit silly at first, but Cybi’s idea of turning it into a game was a good idea.

“Well, I just had one question answered,” Ethikk laughed as he stepped to the side, away from the net.  “I can feel that I need to use the restroom.”


“The merge doesn’t block everything, Ethikk,” Jason chuckled.  “Feel free to go take care of it, we’ll just play without you.”

“I wasn’t much help anyway,” he replied lightly, stepping over and sitting down in a chair.  “Be back in a few minutes.”  Then the bionoid’s eyes and expression went blank.


“I think this is a good time for a short break,” Cybi decided.  “No doubt you could all use a brief respite, and maybe some refreshment.”


“I am a bit thirsty,” Holikk admitted.


“Just be ready for a quick medical check,” Cyra warned.  “Songa’s in the merge room, and she wants to make sure everyone is managing the merge without any issues.”


“Safety first,” Dahnai said.


Jason stayed in the bionoid as the others took a break, playing a bit with the volleyball, tossing it around and spinning it on his finger as Symone came over.  “So, baby, did Rook make that thing fully functional?”

“Get your brain out from between your legs, silly,” he chided, which made her laugh.  “How are we looking from the outside?”

“Looking pretty good.  I guess those days using the simulator made a difference,” she replied.  “They started out a bit clumsy, but they’re getting the hang of it real quick.  You make them look a bit like kids, though.”

“All those hours I logged in a Gladiator is why.  I’m sorta used to this,” he answered, motioning at himself.  “This thing isn’t too much different from driving a rig, just with eyes instead of cameras.”


“So, I’d get the hang of it quick?”

“Probably in just a couple of hours,” he nodded.  “You’re used to standing, walking, and interacting with stuff at this size.  That’s what they’re learning.”


“So, we’re back to it, baby.  I want one.”

“Why?  What possible value would having a macro bionoid have, love?”


“Because it’s cool,” she informed him.


“Faey,” he sighed, which made her laugh.


“Tell you what, Symone.  I’ll build you one to help us test out the macro units,” Rook offered.  “But, that means you spend the next few days with us doing the testing on them.”

“We’re all more or less on standby til after the summit, so sure.  It’ll give me something fun to do,” she agreed. “When can you have it done?”


“Given I already have ten Faey endoskeleton templates built, maybe about sixteen hours,” he answered.  “I’ll just pull your physical and biometric data off the database.  I just need to upload your profile into the factory and it can get started on it.”


“Awesome!  Do I get to keep the bionoid when we’re done?”

“You can leave it on Dahnai’s island with hers,” Jason told her.  “At least until we figure out what to do with it.”


“Cool, I can play with Dahnai, find out if these bionoids are complete copies,” she said in a lilting tone.


“You are so hopeless,” he accused.


“It’s why you love me,” she replied shamelessly.


“Symone is right about the others,” Cylan noted, stepping over to stand beside them.  “I think the rulers will be ready by tomorrow.  The simulator time helped a great deal, they seem to have few or no issues with depth perception and judging distances.  They just needed time to deal with the change in equilibrium, which the simulators can’t easily duplicate.”


“I’d agree with that, Cy,” Jason nodded.  “Magran particuarly seems to have a knack for it.”


“I think they’ll be disappointed to finish so quickly,” Cyra noted lightly.  “They were having fun.”


“It’s the novelty of it,” Jason chuckled.

When everyone came back, they decided to give over on volleyball and went into the “small room,” where they practiced moving around in a room filled with normal-sized furniture and Rockers, who were programmed to walk around randomly within a defined area, and not to stop if one of the macro bionoids moved into their path.  If they walked up to a standing bionoid, they’d avoid it, but if the bionoid moved into its path, it would walk right into its leg.  And as Jason watched, he had to agree with Cylan.  The simulators they’d been using the last couple of days had taught them a great deal about the differences in inhabiting a body three times larger than their normal one, and they just needed practice in the real thing so they could get the hang of the balance issue.  Jason had to chuckle when Dahnai picked up one of the Rockers, which didn’t quite know what to do since it wasn’t programmed to deal with that eventuality, but Cybi came to the rescue by overriding its automation and taking control of it before it did something like try to punch Dahnai in the face as she held it close to her head.  “This is a Rocker,” she realized.  “I thought they were Faey in armor at first.”


“They are,” Jason nodded.  “We built them to be indistinguishable from people in Crusader armor, so the enemy wouldn’t know they’re bionoids.”


“These are bionoids as well?” Mesaiima asked, pointing at another Rocker.


“They’re the original bionoids,” Jason answered, patting his chest.  “These bionoids are based on those bionoids.”

“Well, they’re certainly convincing,” Holikk chuckled, looking down at one.


“If they weren’t, they wouldn’t be very good at what they were designed to do, Holikk,” Jason chuckled.  “Ground combat is fifty percent brute force, fifty percent tactics, and the bionoids were built to be a tactical surprise on a battlefield.”


“You wouldn’t know it’s a robot until it did something that no living thing could do, like punch through the armor of a hovertank,” Dahnai reasoned.


“Exactly, love,” Jason nodded.  “It was our work on the Rockers that gave Rook the idea to start the bionoid project.”


“And advanced it,” he agreed.  “The technology we developed to build the Rockers is the basis of the technology behind the bionoids.”

“Well, this proves that you have the coolest toys in the galaxy, Jason,” Ethikk said lightly, which made Jason laugh.


“That’s all some of it is, just big, expensive toys,” he agreed.  “These macro bionoids will be nothing but toys when Rook finishes his research.  That’s why I’m giving Dahnai her bionoid and letting her put it over on her island.  It’s either that or scrap it, and I’d rather not do that.  They might be useful later on, who knows.”

“It does make me wonder about one thing, Jayce,” Dahnai said.  “These are ground combat units.  What if one gets captured?”


“Oh, we have a system in them for that,” Cybi told her easily.  “The enemy won’t be getting their hands on the chips in them.”


“Nope,” Jason chuckled.  “Even if the unit’s separated from its power supply, the chip will self destruct.  And just about everything else in them is standard Confederate technology.  They were built with the explicit understanding that we would lose them in ways that we wouldn’t be able to recover them, so we took steps.”


“Well, that was forward thinking,” Dahnai said.


They practiced for about another three hours,and then they called it a day.  They parked the bionoids in chairs and then ended the merge, and Jason climbed out of the merge pod and stretched a little bit, getting used to being him again.  After a long time in a merge, a person could sort of settle into it, get more and more comfortable in it, to where they felt a little weird when they ended it.  Jason took them all to eat at his favorite restaurant in Karsa, which was not a five star affair, then Dahnai took them all back to her summer palace for the evening.  Jason would usually be over there, but he had too much other work to do to spend it sitting around a pool and having Dahnai flirt with him.  He settled in at the office after a quick bite to eat and worked through the reports in his inbox, including a few important analysis reports from Miaari’s office about the data they’d gathered on the Syndicate from the explorers in Andromeda.  They’d mapped out a good piece of territory over there, including identifying ideal hidden bases for the KMS if and when they invaded Andromeda.  Syndicate sensor tech was effectively Consortium tech, having stolen it from them, but it wasn’t as good because they hadn’t done a very good job reverse engineering the equipment they stole.  The scouts over there had identified 23 separate star systems that would be ideal for use as a base of operations, because they were in sensor “dead zones” in the Syndicate sensor grid.  Each of them was deep in one of the uninhabited or sparsely inhabited tracts of Andromda, and the star system had qualities that would make it a great place to hide ships or a deep space station.


Speaking of Andromeda, Jason caught up on the installation progress for the translight drive in the Tianne.  They’d gutted most of engineering, the first step of the process, and tomorrow they’d begin the installation procedure for the drive section.  Myleena and Braxa had an army helping them, having yanked almost every available pair of hands from Naval Engineering and quite a few from KMS ship building docks.  The reports indicated that the installation was on schedule, and would be complete in 12 days.  The next report in the stack was about the new command ship that had been refitted with a drive, one of the three new ones built.  They didn’t want a new captain to be on the command ship with the new drive, so Juma had decided to transfer Haema and her crew from the Iyaneri to the new ship, even transfer the name to the new vessel, and rename the original Iyaneri when its new captain took command, Lelai Karinne out of the command staff.  It made the most sense to put the most experienced command ship captain in the new ship, with its new engine.  With Palla commanding the Tianne, that made Haema the most senior command ship captain.  So, it was her honor to take over the new Iyaneri.  Lelai had already decided to name the old ship the Paladin—and not because of the IBL team, because Lelai had had a thing for the Holy Militant Order of the Paladins from Faey history, the only female “clergy” in the church of Trelle—and she had taken official command of the ship just an hour ago.

As usual, it was something of a shakeup of the entire Karinne Navy when Juma had to crew three new command ships, but she knew they were coming and had plenty of time to get everything organized.  Nearly every ship in the KMS lost crew to the new command ships, but no ship lost more than three crewmen.  That minimized the loss of talent across the Navy while putting qualified people on the command ship.


It wasn’t without some controversy.  In something of a shocking move to both the Navy and to Jason, Juma had promoted Jeya to command the Pegasus.  She went straight from a battleship to a command ship, and that made her the youngest Admiral in the KMS, the youngest by nearly 20 years—she had to be a Flag Admiral minimum to command a command ship, the first of the four ranks of Admiral in KMS command hierarchy.  Flag Admiral, Fleet Admiral, Staff Admiral, and Command Admiral.  Juma held a rank above them, though she was technically a Command Admiral.  Juma’s official title was Admiral of the Navy, and while she too had four diamonds like a Command Admiral, hers were arranged in a diamond formation on her uniform where a Command Admiral’s diamonds were in a line.  While Jason did truly admire Jeya’s ability and her leadership qualities, he wasn’t entirely sure putting her on a command ship at this stage of her career was the wisest thing to do.  But Juma was supremely confident in both Jeya’s skills and her own decision, and Jason wasn’t about to gainsay her.  The Navy was Juma’s command, and if she wanted to promote Jeya to a command ship, that was her right.  Jason just hoped that it didn’t damage Jeya’s career if it was too much for her.  Oh, he had no doubt that Jeya would eventually end up on a command ship, he just wasn’t entirely sure she was ready to do it now.  Maybe in a couple of years, after Jeya had more experience on her battleship, which was the lowest echelon of official flag-level ships in the KMS and CCM.  But Juma said she was ready now, and that was that.

It sure was going to be a bit awkward for her, since she’d be considrably younger than her exo.


And again, Jeya had declined to change the ship’s conditional name.  It had been designated Pegasus in shipbuilding, using the original English (actually Greek) word and spelled using the Faey alphabet, and she felt that was a fine name and would keep it.  Jason could agree with that too, Pegasus was a fine name for a ship.


Moving a little closer to home, Jason caught up on the progress of the Parri.  When the shaman told him that there would be some several dozen villages, Jason hadn’t considered that her concept of hard numbers might be a tad different than his.  Jason had expected maybe about 10,000 Parri to come from Imbria, but the actual number was more like 500,000.  They had to send the six freighters back to Imbria six times to get them all over here.  They droppped them off close to the Parri village on Karga, on the coasts of the other four continents, and a group of about 40 Parri on Kosiningi, and they made temporary camp where they were set down to organize themselves and prepare for their journey.  They were still there, four large camps on Kirga, Virga, Hirga, and Sarga of about 100,000 each, with a similar large temporary encampment just outside the Parri village up on northwest Karga.  Those Parri would have the easiest time of it, since 97% of Karga was terraformed.  They’d be journeying across grassy plains and through forests, where the Parri on the other continents would be doing so across barren wastelands, carrying several months’ worth of rations along with them.  There was water on the other continents—and a ton of erosion from rain and moving water—but virtually no food.  Jason had already worked it out with the shaman to supply the villages with food until they got their crops in, and they were carrying both seeds for crops and fertilizer to turn barren soil into fertile soil capable of supporting plants.  No new group of Parri had left the encampments yet, and probably wouldn’t for a couple of days while they got themselves organized and prepared for their arduous journey…but they couldn’t wait very long.  They had limited food supplies on the other four continents, so every day they waited to start out at the landing point was food drained from reserves that had to last them several weeks.

Jason had honored his promise to the shaman.  Each leader of a new village was carrying an emergency beacon, and the Karinnes would only assist if the leader activated the beacon or if it was abundantly clear that the Parri group was in mortal peril.  But, when the groups found their places and established their villages, the Karinnes would be assisting them with food to hold them over until they were self sufficient.

He also caught up on the latest reports from Project G, which Tom hand-delivered after finishing up for the day.  They’d already made some real progress, having decided that a compressed carapace was a viable material to use for the armor material, so now they were working to discover a composite interphased frequency that would infuse it to do the job.  It didn’t really reveal much to RDX outside of the CMS system, since compressed Neutronium was simply raw Neutronium that underwent a secondary process to compress its molecular structure into a super-dense material.  A carapace hull was 60% thinner than a standard Neutronium hull but had the same mass, and it was that super-dense molecular structure that made it so damn tough.  Since the Ruu already knew how to make Neutronium, they weren’t revealing anything new to RDX with the carapace.  But, they did reveal something new to her with the CMS system.  She was the first non-Karinne or Kimdori to see the specs for the CMS, but Jason wasn’t too worried about it.  RDX had signed a non-disclosure agreement, and Miaari had vetted her and found her trustworthy.  She wouldn’t reveal the secrets of the CMS, because she had honor and integrity.


And the CMS was what was making their project possible.  The way the system injected an energy pattern into solid matter was unique and far more advanced than even Jason realized when he invented it, and she was convinced that they could develop an interphased waveform that would turn a carapace into something that was nigh invulnerable to anything that didn’t ignore molecular physics.  Jason felt that she was being a little overenthusiastic, but if they could increase the carapace strength by 50%, that alone would be enough to let the system take a direct hit from a particle beam and not get penetrated.  And a particle beam was the most powerful weapon the Karinnes knew of that obeyed molecular physics.


But regardless of RDX’s optimism, the program was off to a good start.


He finished up his day reading up on the lastest work from Project F, which was testing of the drives.  They’d learned quite a bit in their trials and experiments, the biggest of which being that the drives behaved much differently for large ships than they did for small ones.  The larger the ship, the less accurate its jump was in mode three, for example.  The larger ships also had to apply more power to run at speed, which only made sense, so they had a much slower acceleration and deceleration curve compared to the smaller ones.  Sure, that was just plain old common sense, but in this kind of revolutionary tech, nothing could be taken for granted.  Even the most basic of basic concepts had to be tested and proven or disproven.  The biggest impact of this was that the larger the ship was, the more time it needed for the jump engines to “spool up” to jump.  It would take the Tianne nearly 63 seconds to jump once the engines were activated, where a frigate could do it in just 3.8 seconds after the engines were activated.  Running at FTL speed also required “charge time,” with the Tianne needing about 27 seconds to bring up the FTL drive before it could activate.

But that was a vast improvement from the originals.  Jason remembered that lone battle they had with the Hrathari, where it took their engines some 45 seconds to achieve FTL after they were activated.


The answer to that was to keep the FTL drive active at all times, just not used.  That was more than possible, and the ships had the power plants to do it, where Hrathari ships didn’t.  The Hrathari had to deactivate their FTL drives to divert that power to other systems for battle, where KMS ships had the power output to keep the FTL drives on active standby while other systems were in use.  That would let the ship move in and out of FTL mode one more or less at will, but would still require prep time before the ship could jump in mode three.  They’d also done a lot of work on the “shockwave effect” on hyperspace in mode three, and had worked out that to jump ships in a formation, they had to slow way down, else the shockwave effect of the lead ship in the formation would knock the other ships out of hyperspace.  To bring the effect down to where the jump engines could tolerate the flux, Myleena had worked out a maximum mode three jump speed of 250 light years per second.  That was half of the maximum safe speed, but it still meant that a squadron of ships could make the jump to the edge of Andromeda in 168 minutes…or about two and a half hours.  Still, that was an order of magnitude faster than anything anyone else could manage, and they could even bypass that by sending the ships one a time and get them there in 84 minutes, so long as they jumped out 207 seconds apart.  If they jumped any sooner, the residual hyperspace flux would knock them out of hyperspace.  So, for small groups, it was faster to send them through one at a time, but for a large squadron or a fleet, it was overall faster and more efficient to jump them as a formation at the slower speed.  They’d learned that ships jumping in formation created a cumulative shockwave effect, and that would limit the number of ship jumping in a formation due to a possible detrimental effect on hyperspace itself.  If the shockwave got too strong, their models suggested, it would create a lingering distortion in hyperspace that would make travel through it very difficult.


And tomorrow, Myleena was sending the Legion and the drive-installed frigate Javelin all the way to Andromeda, to deliver a shipment of equipment, supplies, and additional Kimdori to the exploration mission, and do so towing two additional CMS-equipped scout ships.  The ships would test the new formation procedures, which meant they’d go at half speed, and also for simple protection and defense.  Given Andromeda was hostile territory, no drive-enabled ship was jumping in alone.  It would be their first foray into Andromeda, and the ship would be jumping directly into the galaxy in mode three, using the newest advances in navigation computers.  It was a somewhat risky test, but Myleena was convinced that the new nav computer and new algorithms could do it.  They were aiming at a point of relatively empty space only 137 light years from where the Kimdori had their secret base, and every model and simulation they ran showed that so long as they aimed at the exact center of that little void, the ship would safely jump in so long as it stayed within the margin of error.

That margin of error was much smaller now, thanks to some of their other tests.  They’d learned that a ship could change speeds in mode three, something hyperspace jump engines couldn’t do, allowing a ship to slow down as it approached the galaxy so the nav computer could more accurately drop them back into normal space at the desired location.  For the last two days, the drive-equipped ships hadn’t been jumping back home at a tangent and then coming in under regular jump engines, they’d been jumping directly into the galaxy, slowing down as they approached the destination about 34 light years from Karis, and then dropped back into normal space and cruised back home in mode one.  But, doing that at home meant that the nav computers had all the navigation beacons around the sector to aid them in locating themselves, where the attempt to jump into Andromeda would be very different.  The ships would have only their nav computers and their sensor data to determine their arrival point and their current location.

That was the new standard operating procedure for the drive-equipped ships.  They jumped in and out from inside the galaxy using mode three, and for inbound jumps, they slowed to the absolute minimum speed they could go and stay in mode three, which was about 12 light years per second, during the final approach to their destination.  They never jumped in close to the destination planet or station, just to the largest empty area close to it and then cruised in using either mode one or standard jump engines.


They’d tried to drop from mode three to mode two directly in hyperspace, but that…didn’t turn out well.  They were still reparing the translight drive section in the Trailblazer after that experiment, as well as some serious structural damage to the hull from the ship being thrown out of hyperspace and a few injuries among the crew, despite the fact they were in armor.  Had they not been in armor, those injuries would have been fatalities.  Trying to disengage the translight drive while in hyperspace was a major no, so they’d developed this system of slowing down on approach to its destination, almost like an old fashioned jet or prop plane slowing down in preparation for landing.  And it was effective.  At that slower speed, the nav computer had time to accurately calculate, and that let the ship drop into normal space either right at or very, very close to their planned arrival point.

All in all, Jason was mightily pleased with the translight drives, and not just for the ability to cross over to other galaxies.  The FTL section of the drive gave them many more options, the least of which was drastically cutting down the time it took to get out to jump distance.  He was almost tempted to have Myleena design a stand-alone translight drive for the Confederation, but he didn’t want to hand over an easy way for them to bypass the interdictors, at least quite yet.  There were some members of the Confederation he simply didn’t trust, like the Prakarikai, and the interdictors gave Jason some real power and control over the more aggressive, violent, or deceptive members.  The interdictors kept everyone nice and peaceful because it put potential targets of attack out of reach.


But, he couldn’t keep a lid on it, either.  Lorna was going to find out about the drives in about ten minutes, when he talked to her, and that was going to give them ideas.  The admirals would talk to the rulers, the rulers would then order their scientists to check to see if there was any data on translight technology on the Academy mainframe, and there they would find quite a bit of information about Hrathari translight drives, the most advanced—non-Karinne advanced anyway—translight drives in the galaxy.  Hrathin would make a lot of money selling consultation services for others that wanted to develop drives of their own.  Jason figured that in about three to five years, Confederation members were going to roll out ships with translight drives installed on their ships, and that was going to change the balance of power in the galaxy because it was going to render interdictors useless.

Unless the Karinnes did something about it.  Kimdori scientists had a theory that their light scramblers could disrupt a translight drive, and that was Myleena’s next project when she finished Project F, to see if they could develop an “interdictor” against translight drives.  If anyone could do it, it was Myleena, since she invented the drives in the first place.  She knew how they worked better than anyone in the universe, so if there was anyone that would know how to stop it, it was Myleena Karinne.

He was sure that in a thousand years, barely anyone would know his name, but everyone would know hers.  She was the inventor of the single-most important technology the universe had ever known, and she deserved that recognition.


Jason worked through a few more reports, and then right on time, a hologram of Lorna appeared in front of his desk.  She was in her office in the Spires, which was on the 65th floor and gve her quite a beautiful view of the Chesapeake Bay.  “Jason?  Where’s Myri?” she asked.


“I’m the one giving the briefing, Lorna, because I’m the one that took the Tianne off the board,” he answered.  “Or more to the point, it was by my order.”


“Ah, so you want to explain what you’ve got up your sleeve now?” she asked.


“We’re taking advantage of the engine trouble to install some new tech on the ship,” he told her.  “They have the engines fixed already, but it’s gonna be another eight or nine days before it’s ready.”


“A new weapon?”


“Actually, a second engine,” he answered.  “Remember the Hrathari translight drive tech?”


“Sure—wait, you’re installing a translight drive on the Tianne?”


“Yup,” he replied.  “Myleena converted Hrathari tech to something we can use, and we’re installing it right now.  It’ll give the Tianne the ability to move at FTL speeds in normal space and give it the ability to jump hyperspace.”


“Why?” she asked simply.  “What worth is an FTL engine on a modern ship?”


“Two reasons,” he replied.  “One, it gives the ship the ability to reach jump distance in a matter of seconds instead of half an hour.  It also means the ship can use its FTL drive to move short distances, like from one star to another, without having to use its jump engines.  You’ve been on the ship, Lorna, you know how much of a process it is for it to jump hyperspace on the Tianne.  It will be much easier on the crew and on the ship to just use the FTL drive if it’s only going a few light years.  Two, Palla demanded it as a defensive measure to protect the Tianne when the GRAF cannon is fully charged.  The ship can use the FTL drive when the cannon’s fully charged, and Palla intends to use it to get the ship out of potential danger if an enemy closes in on it while the cannon’s in a firing sequence.  She said just a split second’s use of the drive will move the ships thousands of kathra, and that will keep it safe until it fires.  Since the GRAF has unlimited range, it means they only have to adjust their aim.”


Lorna was about to say something, then she put her hand ot her sharp chin and tapped a finger against her cheek.  “Now that sounds very useful,” she said.  “How fast is this drive?”


“That’s not something I’m discussing over galactic crypto, Lorna,” he replied bluntly.  “The ship will be back on the board before the summit, so you can stop sending Myri those ugly messages.”

She laughed.  “I want to see some information on this drive, Jason, so I know what I’m working with,” she said.


“We can’t show you everything, but we can give you some general data so you know what it does.  But you won’t get it until you’re here on Karis.”


“Then I’ll see it in a few hours, the command staff is about to come over,” she told him.  “I take it you intend to install these on all KMS ships?”


He nodded.  “Eventually.  This tech is so new we haven’t even started producing the drive units yet, and we won’t be refitting the fleet until after we drive the Syndicate back to Andromeda, so don’t worry about us pulling all our ships off the board.  They’ll save my ships a lot of wear and tear on their jump engines by not having to use them for very short jumps.”

“They would let ships ignore an interdictor,” she mused, tapping her cheek again.  “So I think both of us would prefer if you keep them a secret.  Don’t release this tech to the Confederation, nephew.”


He gave her a slight smile.  “I’m glad we’re on the same page, Lorna.”


“I like peace, Jason,” she said simply.


“And that’s why you’re my favorite aunt, Lorna,” he replied, which made her chuckle.  “When is the command staff getting here?”

“We’re scheduled to leave in three hours, settle in in our hotel rooms for the night, then we’ll get to work tomorrow,” she replied.  “We have two main meetings tomorrow.  The first is up in Kosigi, getting a final tally of available CCM assets, then we have a meeting with Myri and Sioa to work out the specifics of Karinne Army and Marine units backing up the Imperial Marines to provide protection against Benga mindstrikers.  We’ll be here until after the summit, so we’ll be working out of the CCM attache office in the Hall of Peace.”


“Sounds good.  You will be over tomorrow evening for dinner,” he ordered.


She laughed.  “Since when do I pass up the chance to spoil my grand nieces and nephews, Jason?” she told him.


“They’ll be overjoyed to see you,” he assured her.  All his kids adored Lorna.  “And that’s the extent of the briefing, Lorna.  If you don’t mind, I have some stuff to do before I can go home.”

“Paperwork waits for no woman, Jason,” she chuckled.  “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow,” he nodded, and her hologram winked out.


He finished up his paperwork around 1700, which was early afternoon, and decided to head over to the Paladin offices to pick up Jyslin.  He found them all over at the practice facility, watching the starters scrimmage against each other.  The focus of the practice was offense, so the defense was giving the offense the chance to practice a new play and giving them some major opposition.  Their team was more defensively oriented, smothering opponents with crushing defense and pressing on the counterattack.  Frinia was standing beside Jyslin in a light summer robe while Jyslin was wearing some tight shorts and a Paladins tank top that showed off some cleavage, as well as a baseball cap she was wearing backwards.  Hey love, hey Frinia, what’s going on? Jason asked as he approached.


Hi baby, Jyslin smiled warmly, putting her arm out and over his shoulders when he reached them.  Watching the girls.


I can see that, he smiled, then kissed her.


They’re working on a new counterattack play, Frinia elaborated as the head coach ripped a savage sending across the pitch, lambasting the midfielders for being out of position.  They were using practice squad midfielders on the defensive unit while the starters were playing on the offensive unit.  In bachi, the midfielders were the ones that set up counterattacks, quickly getting the ball out to the strikers who would then try to score before the opposing defense fully set, much like in basketball or soccer.  Counterattacks were “set pieces” to use a soccer term, designed plays, and they were called by the center midfielder, Emala Kivalle.  The center midfielder was the captain of the team, calling offensive plays, while one of the center defenders called defensive plays and was called the vice captain.  The play is designed to take advantage of our outside strikers’ speed.  Those are usually the fastest girls on the team, and both of ours are blazing fast even for outside strikers, she sent, pride vibrating through her thought.

Well, they have six days to get it down, Jason mused.  Should be more than enough time for these girls.  They’re awesome.

That earned him a few appreciative glances from the players closest to him.  Jason was a very rare visitor to the team, it was Jyslin’s exclusive playground, so the players didn’t see him very often.


That they are, baby, Jyslin agreed.


You about ready to head home? he asked.


In about half an hour.  I think you can survive until then, she winked.


They watched the team practice the entire time, which made him wonder why Jyslin needed to stay, but she did eventually wrap it up and join him on the frigate.  Jyslin had to put on her armor for the one minute trip home, and was out of it within ten minutes of getting off the frigate.  She was allowed to go without it at the office and at the practice facility due to the security present at both.  Jason joined her in the nursery as she checked in on the twins and ended up nursing both of them while Jason played with the girls, all done under Amber’s watchful eye, telling her all about his day working with the Benga-sized bionoids and the short talk with Lorna.

I’ll be happy to see her, Jyslin sent eagerly.  She hasn’t seen the kids for nearly a month!


Jason, Empress Dahnai just asked if Sirri can come over, Aya called.


That’s a silly question, of course she can, Jason snorted mentally.  I don’t blame her, I bet it’s majorly boring for her over there with the rulers staying at the palace.  Seido, can you make up the guest room for Sirri?


I’ll take care of it, Ayama called.  We are back on duty, Jason, stop foisting everything on poor Seido.

I just want it done right, that’s all, he replied flippantly, which made Jyslin burst out laughing.


Listen to this, husband, Ayama sent with a barb in her thought.  Someone’s getting awfully brave.


We take leave, and come back to a spoiled child, Surin added teasingly.

Just remember one thing, you two.  You’re replaceable now, Jason warned, which made Jyslin laugh harder.  I’ll just make Seido get married, and boom, we don’t need you anymore.


You will not, Seido retorted.


Jenn’s looking for some way to get away from Meya, she could marry him, Jyslin sent with a big grin that made Jason laugh.  She sent that strong enough for Meya to hear her.


What is this? Meya sent back forcefully.  Jenn, are you spreading rumors again?


Not me, he replied indignantly.  When I want to break up with you, woman, I’ll tell you to your face.

“And just look what you started,” Jason accused aloud, which made Jyslin grin back at him impudently.


“You started it,” she shot back.


And that started about a good hour of constant good-natured insults, sniping, and trolling rolling across the strip and the surrounding neighborhood, as their neighbors, who were all mostly Generations and upper government officials and were close friends with the strip inhabitants, couldn’t resist joining in.  Given they were such a tiny minority, the Generations were a very tight-knit group.  It kept going until Sirri arrived, then Aya more or less squelched it by announcing that the Crown Princess was in residence on the strip.  She joined them in the nursery just as Jyslin finished a diaper change for Julia, already dressed for the strip…as in wearing nothing but a pair of skimpy bikini bottoms.  Sirri had just started puberty, so her breasts had just started to develop, and she was already proud of the fact that her chest had gone from childhood flatness to pubescent bee stings.  Jyslin let Sirri hold Julia and put her back in her crib, and Jason had to admit, she did a very good job.  Then again, she got practice holding her baby brother Kaen.

“Like this, Aunt Jyslin?” she asked, spreading a small blanket over Julia who yawned widely and closed her eyes.


“Perfect, Sirri,” she replied with a smile, patting the Crown Princess on the shoulder.  “Rann and Shya are over at Sora’s house.”


“I know, I’m about to go over there,” she nodded.   “We’re gonna try surfing.  The waves are really high.”


“Just be careful,” Jyslin warned.  “The reef off the beach is really starting to build up, so try not to surf over top of it.”


“Ooo, the reef’s gotten big?”


“Pretty big,” Jason nodded.  “Whatever the terraforming authority is doing to urge the coral to grow, it’s really working.  It’s grown nearly sixty square shakra in the last month.  It extends halfway across the strip now, most of it’s down near Temika’s house.  So stay over on this side of the strip if you surf.”


“Awesome!  I wanna go snorkeling!” she declared, then she rushed out of the room.


Jason picked up a slightly unwilling Amber and carried her out of the room with him as they left the twins to a nap, then adroitly avoided getting smacked by Ayama as he came into the kitchen.  She struggled a bit when he put an arm around her and kissed her noisily on the cheek.  Don’t think this is saving you, Jason, she warned.

That’s a cute kid you have, Ayama.  It’d be a shame if anything happened to her.

She gave him a shocked look, then smacked him when he grinned at her.  You are despicable! she accused.

I’m a politician.  Tell me something else that’s true, he replied lightly.


Go outside! she commanded, pointing towards the deck door imperiously.


He did just that, hanging out with Tim and Symone while they all sat at the table on the deck between their houses.  Symone had Terry in a hovercrib by the table, covered up in a blanket, and Lyra was playing in the sand almost in a line with the steps, where she was easily within eyesight of her parents.  Like many children, Lyra’s hair, that unique and exotic light aqua color, was freshly cut, which made it a bit wild and unkempt. Lyra’s hair had a multitude of cowlicks in it, which made it very tousled and nearly unmanageable when it was very short, yet Symone kept it that way.  It made Lyra look like a complete tomboy…but that wasn’t much off her personality as it was.  Lyra was very active, very physical, which was how Faey girls were supposed to act, be aggressive and athletic like Terran boys, while they were expected to look like little girls, be pretty and have nice hair.  The others on the strip gave them their private time, not joining them or bothering them, letting the amu enjoy their own company for a little while.  It wasn’t until after dinner that they broke up, Tim doing some work he brought home while Symone and Jyslin watched viddy over at Symone’s house.  Jason ended up babysitting the girls, but he did so with a little help, in the form of Cybi in her bionoid.  She arrived wearing a brand new white bikini, which she took off in typical Faey fashion to play in the sand with the toddlers.  It took a little doing to convince them that Cybi was who she said she was, since they never saw her as anything but a hologram, and even Cybi had to struggle a bit to explain to them why she was there in person now when she’d never done it before.  It was hard for toddlers to understand the concept of a bionoid.  But, Cybi seemed to earnestly enjoy being able to play in the sand with the girls like anyone else on Karis.


And she surprised Jason a little bit by using the biogenic network to lift up a distant bucket and bring it over, the CBIM’s version of telekinesis.  Jason gave a bit of a start when he saw that, but Cybi just smiled at him.  “Why are you surprised?” she challenged.  “I could do that as a hologram before, what changes with the bionoid?”


He gave her a look, then laughed ruefully.  “I guess nothing,” he admitted.  “So, enjoying being a babysitter?”


“More than you can imagine,” she replied with a smile, reaching over and putting her hand on Bethany’s auburn hair, the same color as Jyslin’s.

“I am not building you a baby bionoid,” he warned, which made her laugh delightedly.


“Given it would never grow, I think I wouldn’t like it after about a year,” she replied with a smile.

“Well, now I know how to punish you when you get sassy,” he noted lightly.


“I already have one baby I have to manage, Jason, I don’t need more,” she teased, poking him in the shoulder.

“Wahh, wahh,” he deadpanned, which made her laugh.


“I wanna play in the water!” Siyae demanded.


“I’ll take you, pippy,” Cybi crooned, moving to stand up.


Jason watched Cybi frolic in the crashing surf, as the girls laughed and ran away from the encroaching water and then ran back, and he was again struck at how lifelike Cybi’s bionoid was.  It was very hard to duplicate the realistic movement of flesh, since it folded and creased at the joints when it moved, yet Cybi’s bionoid moved with organic fluidity and the pseudo-flesh encasing the endoskeleton moved with the perfect imitation of real flesh, even down to the jiggling of the bionoid’s breasts and the shuddering of its admittedly tight, sexy butt when Cybi jumped over a wave and landed back on the sand.  Jason was almost worried about how much attention to detail Rook put into something like that, but the effect was almost astonishingly realistic.  It was nice, though, to see Cybi playing with the girls, picking up Siyae and spinning her around over her head as his daughter giggled, then setting her on her hip and venturing into the deeper water with her as Bethany chased one of the Menodan sand crabs that had invaded the beach over the last month, one of the most recent additions to the expanding ecosystem.  It was Cybi’s chance to be normal, at least in a way, to inhabit a material body that looked like she was just another Faey, and let her interact with people in ways she never could with her hologram…like holding Siyae in her arms as she played in the crashing waves.

Jason watched another sand crab skitter by the castle the girls abandoned for the water, and almost laughed when it started digging its way into one of the mounds.  The crabs had almost been a nuisance the last couple of takirs, but at least they weren’t aggressive and didn’t pinch, even when they were picked up.  They were beach dwelling animals that lived on sandy beaches close to reefs, and it was a daily ritual for them to walk out to the reef and scavenge in the daylight hours, then return to the beach and bury themselves in the sand at night.  Sometimes, though, they stayed on the beach in the daylight instead of going out into the water, doing whatever crabs thought was important when they weren’t looking for food.

The reef off the strip was now 27 kathra long, extending all the way out to Kinvari Village to the northwest, and had been seeded with 126 of the 1,249 species of fish now in Karisian oceans.  The crabs were not one of the seeded species, they proved the ingenuity and opportunism of life in general by moving in of their own accord.  The presence of the fish attracted the crabs, who were bottom feeding scavengers and hunters of the tiny bottom-dwelling fish that also scavenged.  Another of the recent introductions swam by, a pod of Terran dolphins, who were still a bit scattered and trying to adapt to living on a new planet, according to the reports.  Dolphins were creatures of habit ingrained by life experience, moving according to the seasons from feeding ground to feeding ground along routes learned by the pod and passed down from generation to generation, and that pod had been yanked out of Terran waters and placed here.  They were effectively lost, trying to figure out what the hell happened, and they were being closely watched to make sure they managed to adapt to living in Karisian waters.


They’d introduced humpback whales two years ago, but nearly 75% of the whales they’d brought here had beached themselves multiple times over the last two years and had required rescue.  This wasn’t Terra, and the whales had had major issues adapting to an entirely new ocean with different continents, different currents, nothing was where the whales thought it was supposed to be, the days were longer than they were supposed to be, and the seasons didn’t turn at the same speed, which further confused them.  But, over the last few months, the whales had seemed to start getting the hang of this strange new place.  There hadn’t been a beaching in three months, and the whales had managed to establish a new pattern of migration from the south to the north to take advantage of plankton and krill blooms in the seasonal cold water oceans at the poles.  They further really liked the fact that the oceans here had no parasitic organisms in them, so there were no barnacles trying to attach to them, no skin parasites, no remoras.


The explosion of the plankton and krill population over the last couple of years had accelerated the marine recovery program, and the new species were starting to take hold.  Plankton concentrations in the oceans had far exceeded the threshold his oceanographers had set as the minimum to support life across all oceans on the planet, and the krill populations had gone through the roof thanks to abundant food and very few predators feeding on them.  And with that foundation of the food chain almost reaching overpopulation levels, it caused them to nearly double the speed of the recovery program.  Every day, hundreds of thousands of live fish were brought in and released into the ocean at spots carefully chosen so the fish had the greatest chance of survival, fish that were carefully screened and purged of diseases and parasites before released into Karis waters.


The acceleration of the marine program had led to an increase in the land recovery program, with them bringing in more species of fishing birds, more insect, reptile, and mammal species to populate the continent of Karga, including quite a few Terran endangered species, brought here so they could repopulate on a planet where they had no pressure from mankind, natural predators, or in the case of the predators, no competition from bigger predators.  It did require some strategic placement of herbivore endangered species so they weren’t threatened by the carnivore endangered species, and also placing the more dangerous carnivores in places well away from inhabitation.


Perhaps that was what the shaman had meant when she said that the planet was out of mortal danger, at least from her point of view.  Karis had one continent completely terraformed back to life, and there were 14,305 different species of microbe, plant, and animal now present on the planet, forming a viable and now self-sustaining ecosystem on Karga.  The house’s biologists, zoologists, and botanists had truly done an amazing job bringing Karga back to life, and now they were working that same magic over on Kirga and Virga.  Kirga was 76% terraformed back to life-sustaining viability—if one counted the vast desert in the north-central part of the continent that was the domain of the Kizzik colonies as terraformed—primarily on the west and north side of the continent.  Virga was 14% terraformed along its southern coast, and they were introducing different species on the other continents from Karga to create diversity in the biosphere.


And in two days, they’d complete the organic soil infusion process on Hirga and Sarga, which was the precursor to planting the foundation for terraforming, grass.  That would take them a few months, planting a very fast-growing and fast-spreading species of grass native to Goraga, which would hold the fertilized soil in place and allow them to plant trees and other plants to form the floral foundation of the future ecosystems on the continents.  And that grass was a different species from the 16 distinct species of grasses covering Karga, grasses from Makan, Draconis, Terra, Shio Prime, Arctus, Goraga, and Proximus.


The scientists overseeing the terraforming process projected that Karis would be fully restored to viability in 16 years, where viability was defined as soil organically infused to be able to support flora and flora covering at least 80% of all land on the planet.  As it stood, flora covered 37% of the land surface.  Once that threshold was achieved, they predicted it would only take six more years to stock the continents with enough animals to create a complete biosphere.  The seed animals would reproduce and spread from their starting point, and over a period of about 23 years, the scientists predicted, the planet would be considered fully and completely restored.  At that point, the planet would no longer need them carefully managing it for the ecosystem to thrive.


Karga had already officially reached that point.  The continent was viable, and now they were in the process of importing selected animal species to expand what was already here into a very large and diverse ecosystem on the continent that would ultimately boast 23,450 plant species and 18,380 microbial and animal species…just on Karga.  Those new additions were being introduced at a rate of nearly 100 species per takir, plants, insects, and animals brought in and seeded at carefully selected points that would cause them to flourish and spread very quickly, areas selected for maximum compability with the species’ biology and lack of predators or competition.  And they weren’t doing it Noah’s Ark fashion.  They were bringing in an average of 40,000 plant samples and 25,000 breeding pairs of animals per species and seeding them across the entire zone of compatibility to achieve maximum reproductive spread of the species into the Kargan ecosystem.

Needless to say, the House Karinne was paying a fortune to professional trappers, rangers, and veterinarians to catch the animals, purge them of parasites and diseases, then ship them to Karis so they could be released into the wild.  But it was money well spent to restore Karis to life.

The project’s estimated date of completion was well within his lifetime, and a part of him yearned to see that final report. It would be the fulfillment of his promise to Cybi, his ancestors, and the people of the House of Karinne, to restore Karis to life.  He yearned for the day when he looked down from a skimmer and saw a healthy, living world, and with oye trees growing wild on the land below.  That, the shaman said, was when the planet would be fully healed, when the oye trees grew and spread on their own.

He wanted to see that day.


But…there was something very curious about those oye trees, and he was starting to wonder if there was something deeper going on.  The tree in front of Cyra’s facility wasn’t the only one in downtown Karsa.  Three months ago, the shaman had him plant another tree, this one a sapling and planted in Cybi’s front yard.  And now there were going to be trees on Kosiningi, on Cyvanne’s doorstep.  He wondered if, sometime in the next few takirs, the shaman didn’t present him another seed or sapling and ask him to plant it in front of Cylan’s facility in Kirsa, which was the “capitol” of the Kirgan continent.  And he wondered if there would be similar trees sitting in front of the future homes of the CBIMs located in Hirsa, Sarsa, and Virsa.


It was a naming convention of sorts.  The continental headquarters of each capitol was named similarly to how Karsa was named after Karga. 

Hirsa had been opened for population just 12 days ago, and tomorrow, they would officially open Sarsa for the prep teams and their families, the advance workers that would be there to provide services for the population that would ultimately move into the city.  That was the way they did it.  The entrepreneurs that intended to open businesses, the public services workers, government workers, the transportation workers, they’d be allowed to move in first, so the rest of the population had shops to shop in, subways to take them places, and so on and so on.  Hirsa was at the center of what terraforming had been done on Hirga, and Sarsa was the only terraformed part of Sarga.  Sarsa was filled with grass and trees and flowers and had grasslands out to about five kathra from its borders, forming an island of life on an otherwise dead continent.

The CBIM facilities in Virsa, Hirsa, and Sarsa were already built, just waiting for a CBIM core crystal to be installed.  He checked the progress timeline real quick, and saw that the Virga CBIM core would be ready in about three months, the Hirga CBIM would be ready in about five, and the Sarga CBIM would be ready in seven.  In addition, a second CBMOM core was approximately one month from completion, which would be installed on the Aegis.  They weren’t going to install CBMOMs on all the command ships, only on one.  It was actually too much of a security risk to have all the command ships equipped with something like Coma, but they wanted a second command ship with a CBMOM for one reason and one reason only…to give a Generation the ability to use the merge from a mobile platform.  Kaili had the strongest merge with Coma, and it was powerful.  She was able to do some real damage with her telekinesis, so they were going to equip one command ship with that same functionality.

But there would be another CBMOM.  They had plans to build one more fleet flagship, a sister ship to the Tianne, and it would have a CBMOM…it had to, it required a computer like a CBMOM just to run the ship.  Now that they knew that they could get the Tianne in and out of Kosigi, they were building it inside the moon.  In fact, Dellin would be officially laying the keel for the new fleet flagship tomorrow.  All the workers that built the Tianne were now ready to do it again with the new ship, which had the provisional designation Ilenne, who was Tianne’s mortal younger sister.  Dellin estimated it would take them about 10 months to build it, now that they had a methodology after building the Tianne, and that would cut four months off the construction.

He leaned back on his hands and watched Cybi splash water at Bethany, who was giggling and shielding her face.  It all came back to that right there, he mused to himself.  Friends.  Family.  Children.  Their lives here on this planet that needed them as much as they needed it.  He watched his children play with the soul of the house, and one of his best friends, and realized that this was why the Syndicate was who and what they were.  They couldn’t understand this.  They couldn’t fathom what it meant to love your family, love your home, love others, love your planet, more than you loved yourself.  The shaman was right, the Syndicate had no love in their hearts, so they tried to fill the hole left behind with things, with money, in some vain attempt to understand what it was to have a full heart.  It made them greedy, covetous, amoral, ruthless…and it made them hollow.

And in a way, Jason pitied them.  But it also steeled his resolve, because he understood that people with no love in their hearts were the worst kind of life forms in the universe, for they had nothing but greed.  The hunger for money and power to fill the hole left in them drove them, obsessed them, consumed them, and understanding that, he knew that there was no way they could negotiate with them.  They would not honor any agreement they made if it dissuaded them from their compulsive need to acquire, and would lie and cheat as much as possible while pretending to be friendly, until the need for the charade was done and they could move openly.


And that made them dangerous.  That was the worst kind of adversary, one that pretended to be your friend while sharpening the knife they planned to plunge into your back.  He was certain that some of the Confederate rulers would be deceived by their illusion, and it was going to lead to some real heated arguments on the council floor.

But he knew what the Syndicate was, and he would make sure that they gained no foothold in their galaxy…even if he had to do it without the Confederation.  He would do it because he knew the truth of them, he knew what they truly were, and those little girls laughing and jumping around Cybi’s legs had the right to grow up without the threat of the Syndicate looming over their heads.
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It was hours away.

Jason sat at his desk in the Hall of Peace, drumming his fingers on the rich wooden surface as his attention was inward, on an image being fed to his gestalt by Cynna.  It was a tactical map showing the Strands of Trelle, with three red dots that marked the location of the scout ship and two Imxi battle cruisers that were, at that instant, 44 minutes, 10 seconds away from Oasis.


They would arrive to see a Syndicate fleet that was only about half of its full strength.  Half their fleet was spread across the Strands of Trelle, the furthest of them nearly four days away by jump, conducting scientific research…or so they said.  But, they hadn’t moved a single ship in the direction of the galaxy, so they weren’t being overt yet.  The movements of those ships had required Zaa to bring in additional SCM assets to blind their long range sensors if they tried to point them towards the galaxy…which might be the reason they were spreading out.  They had to know by now that their sensors were being actively jammed, and the movements along the Strands were them trying to find the edge of that jamming and get some readings on the galaxy.


He was certain that the sensor jamming was going to be one of the points of discussion the Benga brought up.


The three ships about to arrive at Oasis had nearly not left on time, due to all the work they had to do on them and the need to man the scout ship with bionoids.  The two Imxi ships were completely empty, they were fully automated and controlled by the scout ship, and both were rigged to detonate with enough force to all but knock the planet out of orbit if they made them self destruct.  If those ships were blown up at the same time, it was enough explosive force to destroy a big chunk of the Syndicate fleet if they were within 15,000 kathra of them.  They were nearly late leaving because of the work they had to do to automate the ships for the trip, because Jason didn’t want any crew on them or any bionoids.


There were 37 bionoids on the scout ship not counting the six diplomatic bionoids, and they were exactly what Rook had promised.  They were lifelike units but weren’t built to resemble any specific person, they were “generic” bionoids with faces randomly generated that the crews were driving by remote and in shifts.  When a crewman’s shift was over, he broke the merge with the bionoid and the next shift crewman took it over, with the regular complement of 27 crew doing their usual duties while they had ten additional bionoids acting as extra sensor operators and extra engineering crew to keep the rather hastily built ship together for the trip.  Each bionoid had a unique face—just not based on any person—and all of them were built on a Faey body.


And Jason had to say, the experiment of crewing a ship with bionoids had been wildly successful so far.  The ship’s performance reports were just as high as if there were living crewmen on the ship, and without the need for crew quarters or a sickbay—just a maintenance bay for repairs the repair spiders in the bionoids couldn’t handle—it gave them a lot of space in the ship for the extra equipment they put on the ship.  It had some hardcore sensors in it to get some highly detailed and accurate scans of the Syndicate ships, equipment hyperspace probes couldn’t easily carry, and was also, like the Imxi ships, carrying a large complement of Skaa antimatter bombs so it would explode like a nova if the Syndicate attacked it, beyond obliterating the ship and everything on it.

Jason had already authorized the construction of 36 ships ranging from frigates to tactical cruisers to be specifically designed around the idea of having bionoid crews.  They would be ships without crew quarters, without cargo holds designed to store food, without entertainment features, without a sickbay, without even an atmosphere in the ship.  There would be radiating heaters designed to warm an area of vacuum in the ship to protect the bionoids from freezing, but bionoids didn’t need to breathe and could communicate by commune, so they didn’t need air in the ship.  The bionoids themselves would be built to operate in those conditions, without the biorhythmic systems in normal bionoids that emulated life processes, and built with internal systems like internal heaters that would adapt them to operating for extended periods of time in an icy cold vacuum.  Each ship would have staterooms for carrying live passengers, ranging from just one on a frigate to 20 on a tactical cruiser, with facilities and environmental systems to support those guests so their journey was at least comfortable, if a little confining.


The vacuum in the rest of the ship would keep those passengers in the passenger area.

The crew of the scout ship was driving their bionoids from Joint Base Alpha, but Jason and the others wouldn’t be over there to drive theirs.  Six merge pods were installed in the building, in an antechamber just off the Hall of Peace, and Songa herself was going to monitor them while Rook himself would monitor the board managing the merge pods.  Their macro bionoids were currently in the Ogravian shuttle that was loaded in the landing bay of the scout ship, just waiting for them to merge to them.


They more or less had to be there, since the ship wasn’t built to accommodate them.  They could leave the shuttle and walk around the landing bay, but that was about it.  If Jason wanted to take his bionoid into the ship, he’d have to get down on all fours and crawl through the hatch, and crawl through the companionways beyond, which would be a very tight fit.  And he wouldn’t be able to get through most of the other doors, since the door to the landing bay was very large to accommodate cargo.

They already had everything organized.  They’d spent the last ten days discussing and debating this conference, and Mesaiima, the primary negotiator, already had all of her positions defined, and all six of them knew exactly what they were allowed to reveal.  They’d reveal some of their technological capability, but not all.  For example, they were going to admit that they were robots, not living people, right at the outset, and that they were being controlled in real time by the real rulers, who were some several thousand light years away, and that there wasn’t a living thing on any of their ships.  They would allow the Syndicate to draw all the inferences they wished from that fact, like how that allowed them to avoid hyperpsace exposure.  Mesaiima would be bargaining to get the Syndicate to leave their galaxy, and would resort to nearly any tactic except bribery.  And they would not, under any circumstance, allow any Syndicate ship into the galaxy.  Not one.  They would give them no chance to gather intelligence or information on them for future action.

It was doomed to failure, but even Jason felt that it was the best course of action to try.  That way, they knew they did everything they could to avert the war, so there was no lingering doubt when the cannons started firing.


The council was in session, all 141 rulers in attendance and in the same seating arrangement as the council chamber on Terra except for one small detail.  In the Hall of Peace, the neutral observers sat at the very back of the chamber instead of along the side.  Despite this being his planet, Jason’s status as a neutral observer wouldn’t allow him to control the meetings, so whoever held the gavel in the normal rotation was the one that chaired summit meetings on Karis.  Currently that was Queen Sovial Ennith XII of the Jirunji, who were a vaguely jaguar-like feline species that were considerably smaller and leaner than the Verutans, a shakra shorter than Faey on the average, but had the same basic body shape and appearance as a Verutan.  The Jirunji had different colored fur, ranging from snowy white to pitch black, but the common feature among all of them were leopard-like spots that were irregular black rings and with a black spot in the center.  Sovial was one of the “panther” Jirunji, the only ones with no spots because her coat was all black—actually, she did have spots, they were just the same color as the base color of her fur, so they were effectively invisible.  All Jirunji also shared green eyes with vertically slitted pupils, which gave them a pretty penetrating and slightly creepy stare, and whiskers to each side of their short muzzles and over the outside corners of their eyes, with no hair on their heads.  Sovial didn’t have pronounced breasts, which wasn’t unusual for some mammal-evolved species, but what did make her unusual was that she only had two milk-producing mammae and thus only two nipples, right where they would be on a Faey or Terran woman.  Most females of mammal species that didn’t have pronounced breasts usually had more than two mammae, which meant multiple nipples, but Sovial was something of an exception.  She only had two nipples, but they weren’t on pronounced breasts, and they were located in the same place as they were on Dahnai…if she didn’t have breasts.  Because there was almost no visible anatomical deviation between males and females among the Jirunji except the genitalia, the only way to really tell them apart was by how they dressed…if one ever got lucky enough to meet a male face to face.  Males wore loincloths or kilts around their waists that commonly went down to their lower thigh to protect their genitalia, but females commonly wore nothing but feathered headdresses that was a symbol of their rank within Jirunji society.  Each major milestone or accomplishment in a female’s life was symbolized by a particular feather, and she wore those feathers as a headdress to advertise to others her social rank as defined by what she’d accomplished in life, with Sovial’s being the largest and most extravagant of all.  After all, she was the Queen.  Jirunji society was matriarchal because a biological quirk in their species caused there to be about four females for every male.  Female Jirunji gave birth to a male only about 27% of the time, so over the centuries, it led to a very large gender imbalance between males and females.  Male Jirunji weren’t allowed off their homeworld, and the Jirunji had 39 systems in their empire.  Any female that wanted to reproduce had to go back to their homeworld to get a male to impregnate her, which they did about every four years or so in a biological reproductive cycle where the female went into heat, and the drive to mate dominated their behavior.

That was literally the sole reason their homeworld existed in their empire.  It had no factories, no industry, and it was restricted to outsiders.  It was the planet of the males, and the only females allowed to live on the planet were the Queen, her family, and females that performed critical jobs and were needed on the planet to keep it up and running.  All other females on the planet were only there to take a male for mate and reproduce, and they would roam the planet searching for what they felt was a suitable male for their needs.  Their homeworld was much like Imbiri, largely untouched and with only large numbers of villages and small towns spread across the natural landscape, with the capitol city being the only real city on the planet, home to the entire permanent female population.  Males were territorial and highly hostile to unrelated males by biological instinct, so they couldn’t live in large cities crowded up with each other.  Males in villages were all related, were all cousins and such, and they kept themselves separate from non-related males else fights would break out.  So, their homeworld was a vast array of villages spread across the landmasses, each one a micro-nation with no roads connecting it to other villages, populated almost solely by males, and all the males of a village were related to one another.

How males could tell another male wasn’t a relative was something of a mystery.  Males could discern a relative from a non-relative just by looking at them, and they were never wrong.  However, it only worked when the male was looking at another male live, with them in close physical proximity to one another.  A male couldn’t tell a relative from a non-relative by looking at a picture or a hologram, but if they were as close as on opposite sides of a street, they could tell.  Most Jirunji biologists suspected it might be psionic in nature, since Jirunji males had a higher than average number of telepaths compared to females.  They theorized that all males had some kind of subtle psionic ability to know if another male was a relative or not.  Because the hostility was only triggered when males were more or less in the same room with each other, males communicated and socialized with non-relative males through holograms.  Yet two males who were best friends over correspondence would fight like wild rabid dogs if they were put in the same room with each other. 

Much like the Sha’i-ree, it was a curious reflection of the instincts of the animal ancestor showing in the evolved intelligent being.  They evolved from felines that were much like lions, or elephants, with matriarchal family units of females that allowed the presence of a lone male to provide reproduction.  Males would fight for the chance of living with the family unit, which meant that only the strongest males were passing down their genes to the children they sired.  And even though the Jirunji evolved into highly intelligent and social creatures, those basic elements of their biological behavior remained.  Females could live together and work together even with females outside the family unit because that was how their biology wired them, but males were hostile to any male that was not their relative, which required them to live in all-male family units of their own biological relatives on the homeworld.

Jirunji males were very curious people.  They existed for one reason and one reason only, to reproduce, but they didn’t let that sole reason they existed to define them.  Since they had all that free time on their hands, they used it wisely by taking care of their bodies and educating themselves.  Much like Faey society, in Jirunji society the males were scholars, scientists, and thinkers, forbidden by law to do any job that was not scholastic or scientific, so they embraced that role.  But, they were biologically disposed to compete with other males for territory and the right to mate, so Jirunji males were very serious about staying in peak physical condition at all times, both in strength and endurance.  While they were a group that was highly intelligent and highly educated, they were ripped, physically powerful and so durable they could run a triathalon every weekend.  Every male was a short, furry Arnold Schwarzenegger that could run 100 kathra a day.  The average Jirunji, male or female, only came up to Jason’s collarbones, but the males outweighed him by a good 10 konn, and that was all muscle.

And that practice of the males educating themselves had made the Jirunji one of the most underestimated intelligent species in the Confederation.  Jirunji males didn’t fight other males tooth and claw for the honor to mate with females, the females chose the sire of their children based on how smart the male was.  There was nothing more important to a male than his CI number, or Composite Intelligence score that was a combination of both his innate intelligence and his education, weighted by age.  Males competed ferociously to get into the best schools, to get into the best academies, and spent almost their entire lives making themselves as smart as possible, as that was how males earned prestige in their society.  In Jirunji society, the most dreadful insult anyone could ever issue against another was to call them stupid, even among females.  Saying that to a female would get you raked, but saying that to a male was all but a challenge to fight to the death.  And Jirunji males were well equipped to win that fight given their claws and their immense physical power.

Those smart males passed their smart genes down to the children, and that, over time, had all but genetically engineered the race to predispose them to be highly intelligent.


Jirunji males could be found in only two places in the entire universe, their home planet and the Academy.  It was the only place that Jirunji males were allowed to go off world, and there was no competition fiercer than for the 1,000 available slots for Jirunji males in the Academy for each new class.  The chance to leave Jirunja and go to the Academy was the biggest of all dreams for most young males, and it had become the most sought-after goal in their society.  It did require some coordination when it came to housing the males on Terra, though.  No Jirunji male was housed within two kathra of a non-relative male and lived with two or three female Jirunji chaperones who were also students.  They were housed off campus in Norfolk, Newport News, Virginia Beach, Hampton, Chesapeake, and Cape Charles and commuted to school each day, to keep the males well separated when not attending classes.  The males were escorted at virtually all times by their female chaperones, who took turns mainly keeping them inside their established “territory” and made sure they didn’t encounter another male by accident.  Non-relative males couldn’t attend classes together, and that was the main bottleneck restricting how many males could attend Academy at one time.  Where only 1,000 per class were allowed to attend in person, there were quite a few Jirunji males that attended via remote from their home villages on Jirunja Prime, attending classes as holograms.  Only the most worthy won the right to attend in person.  Virtually every village on Jirunja Prime had an Academy Satellite Center, a small “ village Academy” where the males could attend classes via hologram and gain access to the Academy mainframe for research and coursework.

And that was a powerful example of how powerful instinct was.  Despite their incredible intelligence and extensive education, the very presence of a non-relative male incited near-bloodlust in a Jirunji male, and the two would fight until one of them retreated or one killed the other.  The Academy took extreme steps to keep Jirunji males separated, and it was their hostility to each other that restricted them to 5,000 males in the Academy at any one time, 1,000 per class in a typical five year graduate program.  Any more than that, and the males would be too close to each other and fights would break out.

Sovial was alright.  A bit hot-tempered and emotional like most of her species, which often masked just how damn smart she was, but alright.  And he’d never admit to her face, but he thought she was cute…in a kitty-cat kind of way.

They were going over the final points with Mesaiima and Ethikk while the rest of them listened.  Mesaiima was their primary negiator with Ethikk her primary lieutanant, and the others were there mainly for support and to represent an entourage.  The council would see and hear everything all six of them did through the bionoids with audio-visual feeds from their sensory streams, but during the negotiations, the council wouldn’t be communicating directly with Mesaiima.  They’d be communicating with Dahnai, Holikk, and Magran, who would share anything pertinent with Mesaiima and Ethikk over local commune.  That would allow those two to concentrate fully on the meeting, allow the council to see and hear everything discussed in real time, and get real-time information from the council to the negotiators if needed.  Jason’s role in this meeting was purely to observe, and outside of the initial introductions, he wouldn’t be saying a word.


That worked for him.  To be honest, he wasn’t all that good of a negotiator in situations like this.


 It took nearly half an hour for the council to get everything ready, and once they were done, the six negotiators moved to the antechamber.  Rook ushered them in and directed them to the merge pods representing their bionoids, then he returned to the control board.  “The bionoids are ready, esteemed rulers.  Feel free to initiate the merge as soon as you plug your hardlines to your interfaces.”

Jason didn’t have to do that, so he wasted no time as soon as he got into his pod.  He cast his concsiousness all the way outside the galaxy, then felt himself sync to the bionoid and settle into its sensory stream.  He opened his eyes and saw himself looking at the cockpit, then shook his head a bit as the last of the sensation of merging faded and felt himself fully “settle” into both the merge and the bionoid.  “I’m online,” he declared aloud as he turned the cockpit chair to face the seats in the cabin.  He watched each of the bionoids open its eyes one by one, the first Mesaiima and the last Dahnai.  [Captain, the council bionoids are online,] Jason communed to the ship’s biogenic network.

[Understood, your Grace.  We are eight minutes five seconds from our destination.  If you would, begin preflight on the shuttle while President Mesaiima and High Staff Ethikk move to the set.]  The set was just that, a blank backdrop behind two chairs facing a holocamera and display where they would make contact with the Syndicate fleet.  They didn’t want them broadcasting from the passenger cabin of a shuttle, after all, that would look…unprofessional.  Jason started up the shuttle while the others disembarked, entering the landing bay where the set was built on the far side, the camera facing a wall so it couldn’t show the Benga anything, the backdrop attached to that wall.  Holikk, Dahnai, and Magran stood behind the camera as Mesaiima and Ethikk took the seats, a table in front of them purely to give them somewhere to put their arms.  [We’re in position and ready, Captain,] Mesaiima communed through the biogenic chip in her bionoid.

[We’ll be entering normal space in about two minutes,] she answered.


Jason finished bringing the shuttle up and disembarked, then took hold of the hatch just as the ship dropped back into normal space.  He looked out the airskin shield as the landing bay doors opened, revealing the planet Oasis IV some 400,000 kathra away, a small blue and green jewel in a starless sky of utter black, and the gigantic enemy fleet surrounding it. Jason checked the ship’s mainframe and saw that the two Imxi ships had dropped with them, and saw one of them drift into view on the aft side of the landing bay opening, the nose inching into view and then coming to a stop.


“We’re here,” he heard Holikk declare, looking out the open doors.  “And damn is that a lot of ships.  Really, really big ships.”


That was no lie.  It was like the planet had a few thousand moons, and they were large and visible even from their positions ranging from 200,000 to 600,000 kathra from the planet.  The largest of them, the fleet’s flagship, was nearly the same size as the planet’s smaller moon.  The ship’s computer supplied that there were 6,250 ships around the planet, which meant that the rest of them were scattered across the Strands of Trelle on various “scientific” missions.

“That certainly puts everything into perspective,” Dahnai said soberly as she looked out the airlock, standing just behind him.


“Yes it does,” Jason agreed, then he took her hand and helped her step down the ramp.


By the time the four of them reached the set, they’d made contact with the Syndicate fleet.  The same woman’s face appeared on a flat hologram in front of the table, and she gave a smile as she focused on them.  “I am Fleet Commander Au Mai Sha Ra, commanding the Third Expeditionary Fleet of the Syndicate Navy,” she declared in the Benga lanugage in her rich, deep yet still feminine voice.  “Who do I have the honor of addressing?”


“I am President Mesaiima of the Imbiri Independent System, and this is High Staff Ethikk Gra’Brith, ruling council chairman of the Alliance.  We are both members of the Confederation of Allied Empires and have been given the honor of traveling here to meet with you and conduct introductory negotiations,” Mesaiima said smoothly.  “Warmly do we greet you, Fleet Commander Sha Ra, and inform you that we are prepared to meet with you at your neutral site at your earliest convenience.”

“You have only just arrived, President.  Might you wish time to recover from your journey before we meet?” she asked.


“We require no rest or recuperation, Fleet Commander,” she answered.  “And that is the first matter of which you need be made aware before we undertake our meeting.  What you see before you is not truly me.  This is called a bionoid,” she said in Faey, touching her chest.  “This is a robot that was built to exactly resemble me, and acts as a remote surrogate for me.  Though this body is a machine, I see through its eyes and hear through its ears.  My mind and consciousness are connected to this device.  So, while this body is artificial, you will be negotiating with the real me.  As such, be assured that the negotiating party will have no environmental requirements, and will have no need for sustenance or comfort for the duration of these proceedings, so you need not worry about seeing to our physical needs.”


“My, what an absolutely fascinating bit of technology.  No wonder you had no problems with hyperspace,” she said with bright eyes, regarding the two she could see with great interest.


“That is why they were built, Fleet Commander,” she said artfully. “You should also be made aware that in the traditions of the Confederation, everything you see before you was built to be expendable,” she said calmly, but with a slight edge.  “You deserve the right to be told here and now that all three of our vessels are designed so that if they are attacked, they will immediately explode with sufficient force to knock the planet from its orbit.  Scans of these ships by your fleet will document this fact.  We do not hide this fact, Fleet Commander.  In the interests of peace and to prevent any accidental damage to your fleet in case of some kind of catastrophic failure of our ships, they will retreat to a safe distance after our shuttle departs so any accidental detonation of the ships do no harm to you, your fleet, or the planet nearby.  For the safety of your fleet, I advise in the strongest possible terms to come no closer to them than five times the distance this ship is now from the planet, else considerable damage may occur to your ships in the event of an…incident.”


“That, Madam President, is a highly cunning and intelligent procudure,” the Benga said appreciatively.  “You are well versed in the art of negotiation.  If it’s acceptable to you, we will schedule our initial meeting for one division from now.  We will meet here,” she said, and an image of the planet appeared beside her with a red dot on the coast of the smaller northern continent.  “While no building has been erected, a pavillion tent on a bluff overlooking a lovely beach has been erected for our meeting, so we might enjoy the natural beauty of the planet when taking a break from our talks.”

“That is more than acceptable, Fleet Commander.  Our shuttle will depart three segments after this communication ends and set a velocity that will allow us to arrive exactly on time, so our ships might pull back to a safe distance.”


“Of course,” she nodded.  “I will dispatch a single destroyer to escort you to the planet.  The ship will maintain a safe distance from your shuttle and will ensure that no ship accidentally crosses into your flight path.”

“We welcome your escort, Fleet Commander,” Mesaiima answered.  “And we will depart immediately.”


“Then I look forward to meeting you in one division, Madam President, High Staff,” she declared.  “Fortune be yours.”  And her hologram dissolved.


“Well, she took that well,” Dahnai noted dryly as Mesaiima and Ethikk stood up and started back for the shuttle.


“And she knows that any attempt to try to capture the bionoids or the ships will result in a really, really big boom,” Holikk added.


“I’m honestly surprised she agreed to the meeting,” Jason grunted.  “She didn’t even ask if the bionoids are rigged to self destruct.”



“She doesn’t have to, Mesaiima made it very clear that they are,” Magran said, smoothing his red and white robes, the robes of the Grand Master.  “It does say something about her courage to agree to the meeting knowing that we could kill her.”


 “That’s true,” Jason acceded with a nod.


They got back on the shuttle, and Jason took hold of the control stick.  “We’re lifting off,” he warned.  [Captain, we’re departing now.  Pull the ships back to position two.]


[Understood, your Grace.  Good luck down there.]



[Thanks.]  The shuttle lifted off the deck, then slowly inched out of the landing bay, sliding through the airskin shield.  Jason adjusted course to take it to the planet, then set a slow velocity vector that would make the trip take nearly 50 minutes, about one of their division time units.  Dahnai came up behind his chair and looked out the cockpit window, a hand on his shoulder.  “There’s the escort,” she declared, pointing.  Their smallest ship class, which was about the same size as a KMS tactical cruiser, quickly approached, executed a very wide U turn around them, then pulled ahead and settled into a matching course about a kathra in front of them.  “And I bet every scanner they have is all but irradiating us right now,” she added dryly.

“No doubt,” Jason agreed.


The Syndicate ships kept their distance as Jason more or less followed the escort, which was a roughly triangular vessel wide across the stern with unusual “wings” of a sort that rose up from the keel of the ship and ascended vertically to conceal the ship behind it, angled back towards the ship at about a 70 degree angle.  They almost looked decorative, until Jason realized they were actually shields, physical barriers to protect the ship behind them from incoming fire.  Gunport doors were visible at the base of those wings, giving the ship firing arcs on his flanks.  The ship behind the wings was long and narrow, built on a flat base and rising up in a roughly semicircular appearance when viewed from the stern as they were, with a protuding front section not too much unlike the neck and bow section of Consortium ships.  The ship had gravometric engines so it had no exhaust ports in the stern, a stern that was built at a slope and with several large gunports.  That ship was the basic staple of the fleet, the main ship of the line like how frigates and destroyers were the backbone of the KMS, and it was by far the smallest ship in their fleet.  Ships of other designs passed by in the distance, with 32 different classes of ships ranging from the destroyer escorting them to the giant super-ships. Against behemoths like that, Jason could see why the Consortium had abandoned using fighters…but that was actually a mistake in judgement by their military commanders.  If they would have armed their mantis mecha with the most powerful non-Torsion weapon they could fit on it and sent them out in swarms, they could have done real damage to Syndicate ships.  But, then again, they couldn’t fit a dark matter weapon on a mantis craft, so they probably believed that they had no weapons strong enough to make their mantis mecha pose a threat.  That was not the case of the Confederation, however.  Every single empire had fighters with weapons capable of doing real damage, and he wasn’t too proud to say that a large chunk of them were fighter-mounted rail weapons.  Any empire that lacked compact yet powerful weapons had adopted rail technology from the Academy’s public domain archives, and that tech was based on Jason’s own invention.  And the sims showed that the shields and armor on the smaller Syndicate ships couldn’t stand up for long against fighter-mounted rail weaponry.

The sims showed that most Confederate fighters were a viable threat to the smaller ship classes in the Syndicate fleet, some more than others.  A single Wolf fighter posed a viable threat to a Syndicate destroyer, due to its pulse weaponry, which was multiphased so it passed through shields and completely ignored armor the way Torsion weapons did, leaving a ship with no defense against it.  Imperium MPAC weaponry was very nearly as dangerous, so INS Raptor fighters would also pose an extreme danger to Syndicate destroyers and cruisers, both because of their weapons and because of the pilots, who were all telepathic.  And in the upcoming battle plan, it would be the fighters going after those ships while the line ships went after the ships too big for fighters to take out on their own.

The others were more or less quiet, looking out the windows as Jason slowly approached the planet, until the escorting ship veered away and gave them an unimpeded route to the landing point.  Jason located it with his nav scanners and adjusted his vector.  “We’re about to enter the atmosphere, so everyone might wanna sit back down,” he warned.  “This ship won’t be as smooth, its engines aren’t all that good.  That’s why I had Shevatt give it to us,” he chuckled as the shuttle started to shiver, then shudder as they encountered air resistance.


“Did you scan the landing site?” Mesaiima asked.


“Yeah, there’s a pretty big shuttle already there and a few dozen people milling around. The scanners in this thing are pretty crappy, but the zoom on the cameras is pretty nice.  Here,” he said, putting up a holo of a camera view of the landing site.  It showed the paviillion where they’d be talking and a single large shuttle, with about 20 beings either standing or walking around.  Twelve of them were clearly Benga due to their size, with the others much smaller, other members of the Syndicate.


“Yeah, we didn’t warn them we’d be their size, did we?” Holikk asked.


“Surprise can be good for the circulation,” Dahnai said dryly, which made the Subrian chuckle.


Jason guided the shuttle down, then very slowly and carefully approached the meeting site, since there were no indicators where he should land.  He opted to land near the Syndicate shuttle, all but hovering about 50 shakra over the ground to make sure nobody was underneath the ship, then coming down at a very slow creep.  He extended the landing skids nearly at the last moment, and the shuttle touched down on Oasis IV.  The location the Benga picked was quite lovely, with a white sand beach and a thick forest on the far side of the bluff upon which they landed, which overlooked the beach and the sapphire blue ocean beyond.  The sky on this planet was a much darker shade of blue than Karis—caused by the different composition of gases—like a sapphire blanket laid over the world.  Several white, puffy clouds lingered overhead.  Jason identified the Fleet Commander among the Benga approaching the shuttle as Jason shut down the engines.  “Alright, we’re here,” he declared.  “It’s game time.”


“I’m ready,” Mesaiima declared, fanning her wings and lifting up off the deck—her mass countered by small grav pods in her bionoid—then she settled back down, her slippered feet touching the metal plates.  Mesaiima was wearing her state robes, which almost looked like a Terran prom dress, solid, a soft rose color with red slippers.  The skirt ended at her knees and the bodice was little more than a bustier, with a sash wrapped several times around her waist.  Dahnai was in her formal robes, Imperial white and with the white sash of the Empress around her waist, Magran in his red and white Grand Master robes, and Holikk was in his more macho earth-toned robes, while Jason wore his own formal robes, which were cerulean with the red sash of marriage and the crest of Karinne embroidered on the front in gold thread.  Jason hit the hatch button, and a wave of distortion entered the cabin as the outside air flooded into the shuttle, equalizing the pressure between them.  The air of this planet was pristine, fresh, smelling of the salty sea and of the grass under the shuttle.  Mesaiima was standing in front of the hatch while it opened, so the twelve Benga below looked up to see her, a being much larger than they probably expected, and also one with her exotic and beautiful fairy-like wings…just really big ones.  She stepped down the stairs once they extended with fluid grace, then stepped up to the taller Benga and gave an elegant curtsy as they gave her a military salute that consisted of all twelve of the uniformed Benga putting their left hands to their chests and bowing their heads.  All twelve wore suprisingly simple uniforms of dark blue with silver buttons on their uniform jackets, and each one wore what looked to be a symbol of rank on the right chest, over a pocket on the jacket.  Each wore a heavy leather belt that had sockets on both sides of the hips sidearms, from the look of it, and they wore glossy black boots, polished to a mirror shine.  The Fleet Commander wasn’t the tallest of the Benga, she was actually among the shortest, but there was no doubt she was the one in command.

Jason would say one thing.  All twelve of them were very attractive from a Terran point of view.   The four women were quite lovely and the eight men were very handsome, all of them with various shades of hair that were all dark, green, blue, brown, and black.  None of them had light-colored hair.  The Fleet Commander was the only one with those jade eyes, the others had various shades of brown, violet, or darker green eyes.  “It’s an honor to meet you in person, Madam President,” the commander said in her husky voice.  “I must say, it’s refreshing to meet a species close to our size.”


“The only reason I’m your size is because of this machine, Fleet Commander,” she said easily, touching her chest with two fingers.  “We felt it would be easier for both you and us if we met you at eye level, as it were.  That way no special accommodations would need to be made for either side.”


“That was forward thinking,” she said with a complementing expression, glancing at Ethikk as he came down the steps.  “And you would be the High Staff?”


“That’s me, Fleet Commander,” he said in his jovial tone.  “As you can see, I decided on something a little closer to the ground.  In reality, my people are quite small.”


“I must say, honored guests, but those machines of yours are impressive,” she told them, looking closely at them.  “They look entirely lifelike.”


“They’re designed to be so, Fleet Commander,” Mesaiima told her calmly.  “Though they are machines, it makes it easier for others to deal with them, and for us to use them, when they are realistic.”

“And you operate these machines from within the galaxy?  In real time?” one of the tallest men asked.


“It is common technology within our galaxy,” Mesaiima said dismissively, using one of the prepared explanations.  “If I might introduce you to the other members of our delegation, Fleet Commander.  This is the Grand Master Magran, ruler of the Nine Colonies.”

The saluted Magran.  “It is an honor to know you, Grand Master,” the Fleet Commander greeted.


“The honor is mine, Fleet Commander.”


“May I present her Imperial Majesty, Empress Dahnai Merrane of the Faey Imperium.”


“An honor, your Majesty.  And may I say, your robes are gorgeous,” she said, looking at Dahnai appreciatively after saluting.


“Thank you, Fleet Commander,” Dahnai said, a bit preeningly, her Faey vanity starting to creep in.


“This is High Chancellor Holikk of the Subrian Authority.”


“An honor, High Chancellor,” she greeted, looking rather closely at Holikk’s fangs.


“And finally, Fleet Commander, the Grand Duke Jason Karinne of the House of Karinne.”


“I’m afraid I have no idea how to honorably address you, sir.  Your title…it has no equivalent in our language,” she said to Jason as she bowed.


“The correct mode of address for the Grand Duke is to refer to him as ‘your Grace,’ Fleet Commander,” Mesaiima supplied.


“Ah.  Your Grace,” she repeated with a smile.  “Is your title that of a king or monarch, or is it religious in nature?”


“I am no king, Fleet Commander.  And neither am I a priest,” Jason answered.  “I rule only a single planet.  My title reflects that status by the traditions of my people.”

“Before you stand rulers of hundreds of systems, and also rulers of single planets, all joined together in the Confederation of Allied Empires, who has granted me the right and privilege to represent in these discussions,” Mesaiima said.  “I speak for all members of the Confederation in these proceedings.”

“I do not speak for the entirety of my government, but as the ranking officer on this expeditionary mission, I do have the authority to make all decisions concerning the disposition and actions of the ships under my command,” she replied.  “Please, august guests, let us sit and talk,” she said grandly, motioining towards the pavillion-style tent, its sides rolled up so it was nothing but a roof, and under which was a table with six chairs on one side.  On the other was a raised platform with more normal-sized chairs, but they were quickly being removed by two Benga as two more were carrying chairs out of their shuttle towards the tent.  “At least once our attendants set up your side of the table.  We were expecting you to be the size of the Admiral.  And, um, I fear we may not have a chair that can accommodate you, Madam President.”

“Completely understandable,” Mesaiima said with a mild gesture, fanning her wings a little bit.  “I’m fully aware that my physiology is a bit…exotic.”


“Can you truly fly?” she asked curiously.


“Yes, I can,” she replied with a steady expression.  “That capability is duplicated into this machine using technology, so it more accurately reflects my true self.”


“And each of these machines is a faithful representation of your true appearance?”


“Yes, Fleet Commander,” Mesaiima answered.  “Our heights are also proportional to represent our true bodies, from the smallest,” she said, gesturing towards Ethikk, “to the largest,” she finished, motioning towards Holikk.


“Quite fascinating,” she said as the others finished setting out the chairs.  “Shall we?”


 Everyone but Mesaiima seated themselves in a chair, and she stood in the center of them, keeping her wings directly back away from her body else they’d hit Ethikk and Dahnai.  The Fleet Commander—Sha Ra, she said her name was—sat at the center of her side of the table, with the other five chairs filled with males and the other males and other three females standing behind their chairs.  “I suppose we should start with a basic introduction of my people and our government,” she said.

“That is unnecessary, Fleet Commander,” Mesaiima said.  “We already know who you are and are familiar with your government.”


“No doubt taken from the Consortium, who have a very biased view of us,” she countered.


“We have learned of you from your civilian entertainment and news broadcasts in your home galaxy,” Ethikk answered her.  “We have the ability to receive those transmissions.  The defeat of the Consortium invasion force and the capture of their ships and technology gave us the means to translate your language and understand what we were receiving.  From those transmissions, we’ve learned about the basic structure of your government and social culture of your people.”


“I had no idea those transmissions could cross galaxies,” she mused.


“They don’t,” Ethikk responded.  “As you traveled to this galaxy, Fleet Commander, the invasion of the Consortium incited us to send assets to yours.  In our case, we sent several unmanned recon probes to find out more about who had invaded us, and those probes have been receving your civilian broadcasts since they arrived in your galaxy.”


“I…I don’t understand.  How do you receive these transmissions?  It would take orbits for it to get back to you.”


“We have the capability to communicate with our probes in real time,” Mesaiima answered.


“Between galaxies?”


“Yes,” she confirmed.  “We had never had reason to send probes to your galaxy until the Consortium invaded.  That incited us to respond with the probes, where we discovered the Syndicate and the political situation in your galaxy.”

“I find that to be almost fantastic,” she said, using a Benga word that had multiple meanings.  It could mean amazing, incredible, and it could also mean guarded or unbelievable, and Jason had a slight issue trying to figure out which meaning she intended, since he wasn’t a native speaker and they had no database of the language used by a native speaker upon which to refer.  He wasn’t sure if she was fangirling over real time communication tech or being skeptical of its existence.


It hit him, as he considered that and then had the bionoid’s onboard computer go over some other terms…the Benga language was intentionally designed to be vague, where an entire sentence might have multiple and very different meanings based on the intention of the speaker, but he hadn’t realized the extent of it until he started hearing it being used by a native.  It was quite possible for a Benga to use the exact same words in the exact same order to say both I’ll trade you this item for that item and you will give me that item and I keep this item.  But, considering the race that created the language, that shouldn’t have shocked him.  Deception was at the core of Benga mentality, represented strongly by their native tongue.

[Be very careful, Mesaiima, Ethikk.  She’s exploiting the vagueness of the Benga language.  What you think she means may not be what she intends.]


[We know, Jason.  We’re ready for this,] Mesaiima communed back.  “You’ll have to excuse me to ask you to rephrase, Fleet Commander.  Benga is not our native language, and I’m unsure of your meaning,” she said apologetically.


“I mean that it is an amazing thing,” she replied with a slightly oily smile.  “It’s almost unfortunate that you are here in that machine, Madam President.  We usually employ Arbiters with telepathic capability for things such as this, to act as both mediators and translators.  We’re aware that non-Benga have…difficulty understanding our language as we speak it.”


“I’m sure that it’s a problem we can easily overcome, Fleet Commander,” Mesaiima told her confidently.


“And it might present an opportunity.  If you could use those probes to contact my government—“


“Unfortunately, they don’t have that capability, Fleet Commander,” Mesaiima interrupted her.  “While they can receive your transmissions, they have no communication equipment in them to transmit using your style of broadcasting.   They can only listen.  We currently have probes en route that can transmit, but they aren’t scheduled to arrive for six orbits.  It is a long way to your home from here.”


“Ah.  Well, it was a thought,” she mused.  “It would be best for all involved for you to negotiate directly with my government, but this will have to do.”  She scratched her jaw absently.  “If you know of us, then you know of our long conflict with the Consortium.  This fleet was dispatched to destroy the advance fleet they sent here six orbits ago, to prevent them from gaining a foothold in this galaxy.  As I suspect you are aware, they have sent a much larger force behind it, which the first fleet was to prepare territory in this galaxy for their arrival.”

“We’re aware of both of those facts, Fleet Commander,” Mesaiima replied.


“What you may not be aware of is that the latest intelligence I received before departing warned that the Consortium intends to send their entire fleet to this galaxy, as well as every civilian they can put into a stasis pod,” she said.  “They have effectively lost the war against my government, and now they intend to retreat to your galaxy to establish new territory.  It’s been orbits since we received any information from our government, but by now, the Consortium must have amassed every ship they can find and begun the process of putting their civilians in stasis for the journey.  They intend to invade your galaxy, Madam President, with millions of ships and billions of soldiers and hundreds of billions of civilians.”


That did match some of the information that Zaa’s scouts had uncovered in Andromeda.    The Consortium had nearly twenty million ships, mostly civilian freighters and transports, concentrated in ten star systems at the rim of the galaxy, and she was probably right that at that very moment, they were putting civilians in stasis on them and preparing to launch them towards the Milky Way.  The Consortium was preparing to abandon Andromeda, and the ruling energy beings were at that moment negotiating a formal surrender with the Syndicate to save those they couldn’t evacuate.


“We are fully aware of the situation, Fleet Commander, and we have already dealt with it,” Mesaiima answered.


“Pray tell, by what manner have you done so?” she asked.


“Most of that information is privileged, but what I’ve been authorized to tell you is that we have already put in place a plan to neutralize the coloniziing fleet before it gets even halfway across the void between our galaxies.  You need to warn your government in the strongest possible terms not to try to chase down or engage that fleet, else they will stumble into our trap and most likely destroy themselves.  We know they are coming, and we have already taken care of them.”


“So you needn’t worry about us, Fleet Commander.  We have the situation well in hand,” Ethikk declared in a mellow, casual tone.


“I would not suppose that you did not, given how much time you have had to prepare for them, High Staff,” she replied with a mild smile.  “So, it seems that the main reason for our mission is complete, and with us not having to fire a shot.  The best kind of military expedition, in my opinion,” she added.  “But that does lead us to the other half of our mission.  We would like an exchange of data with your government about various scientific topics, so we might both expand our knowledge.  We would also like to discuss the possibility of a military alliance against the Consortium.  They are your enemies as much as they are ours, since they seek to invade your galaxy.  I’m sure we can reach some agreements that I can take back to my government, and when your probes arrive so that we may establish real time communication, they can be refined and formalized.  In the interim, since I can only speak for my fleet, I think an official non-aggression treaty should be discussed and ratified.  We are not your enemies, Madam President.”

“I’m sure that we can reach some accommodations in that regard, Fleet Commander Sha Ra, but there are three points upon which I have been instructed are not negotiable, and it is only fair to you to understand those three subjects up front,” Mesaiima answered.  “Firstly.  Under absolutely no circumstances will any ship in your fleet be permitted to enter our galaxy, not even a single personnel shuttle.  Secondly.  The sensor blockade we have erected along our galactic rim to prevent your ships from conducting scans of our galaxy will not be taken down.  And thirdly.  The communications jammer we have in place that prevents you from receiving transmissions from your home galaxy cannot be taken down.  To communicate with your government, you must move beyond its range, which I have been told is 3,500 light years from this position.  While that jammer was not designed to block the type of intergalactic comm you use, it does affect your systems.  It was built to prevent Consortium ships from communicating with their government, and your misfortune lies in that your system is similarly vulnerable to its effect.  It jams  any form of communications based on using manipulating or modulating hyperspace or hyperspace-based energies, and your system falls within that range.”

“But I was under the impression that you have defeated the Consortium fleet,” she noted.


“We have, but there is always the chance that a single ship might have escaped, and our jammers ensure that if that did in fact happen, that ship has no way to communicate with its government.  The jammer will not be deactivated until we are absolutely, positively sure that there are no more Consortium ships operating in our galaxy.  If our trap for the invasion fleet fails, we do not want that fleet to have intelligence sent to it from a hidden spy ship in our galaxy about where to go and what to do.  We are not actively jamming your ships, Fleet Commander, you have entered an area of space that was under the jamming effect well before you arrived.  To communicate with your government, all you need do is send a communications relay probe beyond jammer range and have it relay that data back to you.  Your mid and long range gravband systems are not affected by the jammer, so you can communicate with your probe with only a time delay of a few seconds.”


The woman glanced at the male to her left, the tallest of them, then gave Mesaiima a calm yet slightly amused look.  “Well, I suppose you have every right to be overly cautious,” she said.  “I find no issues with those three articles, Madam President.  We will not go where we are not welcomed.  And it gives us the opportunity to fulfill our mission without having to actively do it ourselves,” she said, leaning back in her chair.  “You can supply us the data our scientists wanted us to collect, and we can take it back home with us.  That will make this expedition more profitable.”

That was far too easy for Jason to think that they didn’t think they already had a way around it, but Mesaiima’s voice didn’t show even a hint that she felt the same.  “I’m sure we can reach some agreements, Fleet Commander Sha Ra,” she said amiably.  “After all, there is more no noble a pursuit than the pursuit of knowledge.”


“Naturally.  First, though, we should discuss a formal non-agression treaty between your people any my fleet, to set in treaty and law our desire for peace,” she answered.  “do you have the capaiblity to read our language, Madam President?”


“We do, at least the common forms used in your entertainment broadcasts,” she replied.  “That is the foundation upon which we learned your language, Fleet Commander.”


“That’s fairly comprehensive, so you should have little trouble,” she replied.


For nearly three hours, Mesaiima and Sha Ra debated over the non-aggression treaty.  It was a simple enough concept, and the document began as only two paragraphs, but Mesaiima showed her formidable skills by locking the Benga down on the wording of the treaty.  Any sentence, clause, or even single word that could possibly be construed to have a meaning different from what Mesaiima intended was challenged, causing multiple rewrites and drafts.  Mesaiima had reached her 22nd draft before she was satisfied with the basic document, then they argued for nearly another hour over the specific language within that framework, often quibbling over the definition of a single word.  Mesaiima was making the treaty ironclad, with no possible way the Benga could deliberately interpret it in any other way but what Mesaiima intended, which turned what would be a two paragraph treaty into a four page document that specifically spelled out the very simple concept that the two opposing sides wouldn’t shoot at each other, and further barred Syndicate vessels from entering the Milky Way.  Mesaiima had even gone to the extent of defining the borders of the galaxy, so the Syndicate knew exactly where they could and could not go.

Which Jason felt was completely pointless.  Sha Ra was only putting up a token “fight” over the language of a treaty she fully intended to violate at her earliest convenience.


When Mesaiima and Sha Ra formally signed that document, Jason was very glad that he asked her to be here.  Maybe only three members of the council could have managed that, and one of those other two was sitting right beside her.  The third would be Krirara, who was very much underestimated by the council.  When Sha Ra signed it, she had one of her lackeys take their copy to a shuttle.  “I think this is a good place to stop, friends, we can discuss the rest of the agenda tomorrow,” she offered.

“That’s more than acceptable, Fleet Commander,” Mesaiima answered.  “It is coming on to dinnertime for us.”


“I would invite you to dine on my ship, but I don’t think those machines eat.”


“They don’t,” she nodded.  “It’s the real me that’s getting hungry, and I’m afraid I’m a bit too far away to accept your invitation.”


She gave a husky laugh.  “The food would be quite cold by the time you arrived,” she agreed lightly.  “Well then, I offer that we meet again at sunrise here on this beach, so we might enjoy its natural beauty before getting to the boring discussions.  That’s about 14 divisions from now.  Is that acceptable?”


“Quite,” Mesaiima agreed.


“And we’ll have a proper chair for you tomorrow, Madam President,” she promised with a smile. 


The two sides bid a formal farewell to one another, then they got back on the shuttle.  Jason was the first to take off as the Benga shuttle was still loading, not paying much attention as the others discussed the summit, each giving their impressions of the Benga and what they had seen and heard while Jason flew out of the atmosphere and was again escorted by one of those winged Syndicate destroyers.  It escorted them to the edge of the Syndicate’s fleet around the planet, and when it veered away with its lights blinking, Jason accelerated and adjusted course to get back to their ships.  The ships were so far out that it was going to take nearly an hour to reach them at the shuttle’s maximum speed.


“What did you think, Jayce?” Dahnai asked.


“I think that it was a well wasted four hours,” he answered.  “But nothing we did today is going to matter in the end.”


“That’s a rather pessimistic viewpoint, Jason,” Magran chided.


“I have absolutely no faith the Syndicate will adhere to the agreement they signed,” he answered bluntly.  “And they were entirely too eager to sign it without even contesting our three conditions.”


“If they have no ill intent, why should they?” Magran challenged.  “They have no real reason to enter our galaxy.”


“We’ll see,” Jason grunted.  “Why don’t you guys go ahead and stow your bionoids and take a break?  I’ll join you after I get the shuttle back to the ship.  The quiet time will give me some time to think things over.  I always do my brooding in private,” he said lightly, which made Dahnai laugh.

“That’s true enough,” she agreed.


“I think I’ll take you up on that, Jason.  I’ve needed to visit the restroom for an hour,” Ethikk,” said.


“Me too,” Magran admitted.  “I guess it’s a good thing the merge doesn’t block that, or I’d unhook from the merge pod with a very wet seat.”


The others seated their bionoids in the chair restraints and disconnected from them, leaving him more or less alone in the shuttle, and that gave him time to think.  He hadn’t seen anything that changed his mind, had further convinced him that he was right.  Their complete lack of trying to get a ship into the galaxy or have them take down the jammers was a big warning bell for him, but he was actually more worried about tomorrow.  Now that the non-aggression treaty was signed, he was certain that tomorrow, Sha Ra was going to do her best to get them to reveal as much information about themselves and their capability as possible.  The others were going to need to practice some strong message discipline tomorrow.  He waited until he was very far from the Syndicate fleet to discuss things with the CBIMs over commune, as well as receive some information.  [The Tianne is back on the board, Jason,] Cynna told him while they were discussing the summit.  [They just finished testing.  The ship is fully operational.]


[How about the crew?]

[They’re finished with the training regimen, so they’re certified,] she answered.  [The ship is ready.]

[That’s good news.  Something tells me we’re going to need it, very soon,] he declared, his niggling worry bleeding into his thought.  [Did you tell Lorna?]


[Just a moment ago.  She’s almost dancing in the command center.]

Jason had to chuckle.  [What’s Myli’s ETA on certifying the project?]


[She hasn’t changed her estimates.  Maybe three more months,] Cybi answered.  [There’s a lot of work left to be done, Jason.  She’s barely done a third of her planned tests.  Palla’s going to be operating by a very strict set of protocols until those tests are complete.]


[And it seems we’ve stumbled across something with the merges,] Cyra noted.  [The others are all in sickbay with splitting headaches.]


[What?  Why?  We’ve had people merged way longer than this,] Jason protested.  [The scout ship crews have been doing ten hour shifts since they started out.]


[From hyperspace,] Cyra pointed out.  [And they’ve yet to change shifts. We should have a few of them change now and see if they suffer similar effects.]


[A good idea,] Cybi agreed.

[Yeah, do it.  If they get headaches too, we’ll know.  We’ll just have to figure out what’s causing it.]

By the time Jason got the shuttle back to the ship, they had their answer. The ship crew too suffered bad headaches after delinking from their bionoids, headaches that Songa ruled were psychosomatic, not physical.  She countered them with pain medication and a forced nap, putting the crew on medical tables with sleep inducers and having them sleep it off.  Jason landed the ship in the bay and shut it down, then locked his bionoid in the pilot’s chair and leaned his head back.  [Captain, I’m delinking now,] he warned.  [If you need me, send it back through the KMS.  Keep your eyes open and the crew ready, Captain.  We’re in hostile territory.]


[Understood, your Grace.  Have a good rest,] a different woman answered…the captain must have changed shift with the next one.  The scout ship had three captains, one for each shift.


Jason dropped the merge, and in a split second, he was back in the merge pod.  He blinked his eyes and took a moment to adjust to being “back” in his real body, then Songa was there with a medi-scanner before he could even move to get out.  “Hold on, dear,” she said, waving the device close to his head.  “Are you starting to develop a headache?”


“Nope,” he replied aloud.  “I feel just fine, just the usual after-effects from a bionoid merge.  And they’re already fading.”


“Well, your vitals show completely normal,” she announced, touching his forehead with her fingertips, then she peered intently into his eyes as she shone a small pen light into them, looking at his pupils.  “Pupillary responses are normal.  Alright, dear, go ahead and get up.  Let me know if you feel anything unusual.”


He did so, stretched a little after hours of not moving, and endured a little more mothering from Songa for nearly five minutes.  When he didn’t start to develop a headache, she pursed her lips.  “I need to take you to the clinic here in the building, dear,” she said.  “The fact that you didn’t develop a headache when the others did means that there’s a difference here, and it may or may not be because you’re a Generation.  It might have to do with the fact that you’re Terran, or maybe the way you merge isolates you from the effect.  Either way, I want to get some readings and compare them to the others, see if we can isolate why you seem immune to the effect.”

“Sure, dear,” he replied.  “Just don’t keep me in there all night.”


The mystery got solved about twenty minutes later, after Songa conferred with Cybi, and the CBIMs analyzed the data.  Jason was sitting with the other five rulers in the clinic, all of them listening as a hologram of Cybi addressed them.  “We’ve figured it out, Songa,” she declared.  “It’s being caused by the time dilation between here and Oasis.  Time is moving approximately three percent faster there than it is here, and the difference in time is creating something of a mental schism in those merged to bionoids operating in a noticably different temporal frame compared to their bodies.  The reason Jason isn’t affected by this phenonemon is because he’s a Generation.  His ability to focus his attention on more than one thing at a time, a fundamental difference in the way his brain works compared to the others, allows part of his mind to operate in the temporal frame of the bionoid, and the other in the temporal frame of his real body.  That prevents him from suffering the psychosomatic shock of time working differently between his mind as it perceives it and his body.”

“That’s very, very interesting,” Songa said, giving Jason a speculative look.  “Suggestions for the crew?”

“We’re developing a temporary  software upgrade that will cause bionoid pilots to perceive time at the local level while in their bionoids,” she replied.  “It will make their reaction speed in the bionoids slow down, since they’ll be operating as if they were in our temporal frame, but it will prevent the headaches when they end the merge.  We’ll come up with something more permanent that doesn’t impact crew performance once we have time to study the problem more indepth.”

“It’s not really going to be a problem unless the bionoids are operating deep in flat space,” Jason shrugged.  “So the software fix syncing bionoid operations to local time should be good enough for now.”


“Why Jason, I had no idea you had two brains,” Ethikk said playfully.


Jason laughed.  “I don’t.  I just have the ability to concentrate on more than one thing at a time.”


“You should see some of the tricks he can do,” Dahnai laughed.  “And I bet it’s why he’s so good at playing the piano.  Each hand can do its own thing.”


“Still, we’ve learned something new today, and that’s always good,” Songa decided.  “Send that information to Rook, Cybi if you please, he’ll need it for the bionoid project.”


“Good idea, Songa,” Cybi agreed.


“I did warn you that the bionoids are still in development,” Jason said to the others.


“I don’t mind beta testing, Jason.  It’s fun,” Holikk said with a fanged grin.


“All of you are free to go, august rulers,” Songa told them.  “Just take it easy for about three hours or so, and then you are free to return to your normal activity.  If you have the headache return, please inform the Medical Service immediately, and a doctor will be dispatched to aid you.”


“Of course, Doctor,” Dahnai said deferentially, showing that even the Empress knew better than to cross the Medical Service.


“Well, guess it’s time to go in there and listen to the others talk,” Jason grunted.


“I said take it easy, dear.  By medical order, all of you are excused from returning to the summit,” Songa declared.  “They can fill you in on what they discussed with a report.”


“I love you, Songa,” he said fervently, which made all five of the others burst out laughing.


Jason couldn’t deny that this planet was quite lovely.

He stood on the beach and admired quite a spectacular sunrise along with the others, who had just disembarked from the shuttle to begin the day’s talks with the Syndicate.  The star of this system was nearly the same size as the Karis sun, just white instead of blue, so the sun dominated the eastern horizon as it rose up over the blue water, nearly twice the size of the Terran sun, at least by appearances.  This planet was nearly half again as far from its sun as Terra was, but given the star was twice the size as the Terran sun, it made it much larger in the sky.  So, the effect was a giant sun rising over the eastern horizon, a flickering shade of red due to the way the light was hitting the nitrogen/oxygen atmosphere.  If he were here in person, he’d be able to comfortably walk around on this beach without any EV gear whatsoever.  The planet was 1.04 gravity, 1.26 pressure, putting it a little high on both spectrums for a Terran but still within their tolerance, the gravity just high enough to classify the planet as heavy gravity for Faey.  For a Terran not acclimated to KMS standard gravity, .97 was officially heavy gravity.

But what truly made the view so amazing was the view of the galaxy.  Above the sun rising on the horizon was the ghostly image of the Milky Way, a white disc hanging nearly vertically in the sky and dominating nearly half of the eastern sky.   The sun rose up into the foreground with the galaxy behind it.  Oasis was far enough out from the galaxy for them to be able to see it, since the star rested above the lateral axis of the galaxy, and that gave them a viewpoint of looking down on the from about a 20 degree angle.  Jason could make out the core and a couple of the spiral arms of the galaxy, just barely, with the rest of it a white bar that narrowed at the edge.  At night, he’d already learned from pictures, the night sky of Oasis was total black except for the other stars in the Strands, a few of the smaller satellite galaxies appearing as stars in the sky, and Andromeda a single point of light in an ocean of darkness, a lone “star” in a black sky.  Looking up at the Milky Way drove home the fact that Oasis was not in the galaxy.


“That’s quite lovely,” Dahnai said from behind him, putting a hand on his shoulder.


“I was thinking the same thing myself,” he agreed, putting a hand on her waist briefly.  “Just keep what Songa said in mind, hon.”


“I think we can manage getting things done with breaks every two hours,” she told him.  Since the upgrade wasn’t ready yet, Songa had worked out that if they took a break from the merge every two hours, it would vastly reduce the headache they got after breaking the merge.  Mesaiima was going to arrange that, making up some excuse no doubt, but they’d be taking those breaks in shifts so there was always at least three here to both continue discussions and keep an eye on the bionoids.


So far, the Syndicate had behaved.  They’d made no attempts to approach their three ships, hadn’t even tried sending probes in their direction to get closer readings, but what Jason had noticed was that another 870 ships had left the system and were either in other systems in the Strands or on the way to them.  They were spreading out along the Strands…and why, Jason wasn’t sure.  Given they knew nothing about the Confederation, they should be keeping their fleet concentrated for mutual defense against an unknown foe, yet they were scattering across the Strands, even going to the other two inner bands in the formation.  There were three distinct “rings” of stars in the formation, and Oasis was in the outermost of those rings.  The two inner rings were a pretty fair clip away from Oasis, trips of six and 14 hours in hyperspace respectively to reach, and that was if the ships were going straight to the other two rings.  One group of Syndicate ships was en route to a system nearly four days away by hyperspace, which meant that their crews were in stasis for the journey.

They’d done some examination of those pods from the Kimdori hyperspace probes seeded in the system.  They managed to isolate one and scan it, and it was a pretty clever use of technology.  It isolated the living being from hyperspace in much the same way that the jacks did.  It put them in a state that was almost like sleep, effectively disconnecting the living thing from its sensory input, but it didn’t put them to sleep.  It put them in a nearly metaphysical state where they were awake and aware, but had no sensory input…a state that would drive most people just as insane as hyperspace, if not for the fact that it cycled them between a true “suspended animation” state and a REM state.  In most sentient beings, a REM, or dream state, caused the mind to somewhat disconnect from the body, effectively paralyzing the body so stray signals sent by the dreaming mind didn’t cause the body to move and causing it to favor the dream’s sensory input over what its senses were telling it.  So, whenever the stasis pods cycled them into the REM state, the crews dreamed for those years that it took to reach their galaxy, cycling in and out of a continuous dream that had lasted for five years.  The dream state kept their minds somewhat active, and that was what allowed them to regain a coherent state so quickly when the stasis was ended, while the dreamless state allowed their minds to rest, to “sleep” in a more conventional sense.  If they were put in a state of suspended animation for the entire trip, it would take their minds hours, maybe even days, to “restart” as it were, to become fully cognative and functional.  By cycling the crew in and out of a state of mental activity that was isolated from the ravages of hyperspace, it prevented their minds from atrophying over the course of the journey.

Jason was almost curious about what it would be like to dream for five years.  He supposed it would matter what kind of dreams he had.  If they were good dreams, maybe he wouldn’t mind it so much.  But if it was five years of nightmares…that would be hell.  He supposed that after enough experience with it, the crewman in stasis could control his dreams, which would make the five years fun.  Five years in a dream where you could do anything you wanted, be anything you wanted.  That would be…be cool.  Hell, it would be addictive, which was why the stasis pod cycled the occupant between the unaware dreamless state Jason would have expected from something like a stasis pod and the “dream state,” most likely to prevent them from getting addicted to it and give the mind a rest from their somnumic flights of fancy..


Living in your own world where you had total power and control would make a lot of people not want to go back to the real world, but the Benga had dealt with that possibilty in their stasis pod design.

They’d learned two things through their analysis, and both were pretty remarkable.  First, a different model of stasis pod was capable of imparting information directly into the mind of the occupant by manipulating the REM state to cause that information to pass to them through the dream state, bringing them up out of the state just enough so that information could pass to them.  It was done mostly in the form of audio, they’d worked out, bringing the occupant into a state of near-awareness of their senses and passing on information by audio, keeping the mind in a dream state that prevented hyperspace from affecting it yet aware enough of what it was hearing to process what the ship was telling it. That information was incorporated into the dream, became part of it, which allowed the recipient to receive information or instructions without having to be brought out of stasis.  Secondly, they’d learned that telepaths could use their talent in the stasis state, and that was how the ship passed information to the crew.  The pods of the telepaths were different from the regular pods, built to allow them to pass information to the telepaths while they were in stasis, then they used telepathy to broadcast that information to the rest of the crew.


That was brilliant, as far as Jason was concerned.  The telepaths most likely trained to learn how to disseminate their own dreams from what the ship’s computer was telling them, then they spread that information to the rest of the crew using talent.  A sleeping mind could be contacted and communicated with by a telepath, though it wasn’t quite as easy as contacting a waking mind.  Jyslin had had to teach him specifically how to do that when she was training him.  Telepaths were capable of using their talent while sleeping, but that was a very advanced technique not normally taught to most telepaths, even among the Faey.  It had taken Jason nearly two years to master the trick of it, and he almost never used it because it was hard, even for a telepath of his power and training.  That trick was something that only telepaths like an Imperial Marine, an Imperial Guard, or a Generation would learn.  But it seemed that the ability to use talent while sleeping was standard training for Benga military telepaths.  That way the crew knew exactly what was going on when they were brought out of stasis.  And if a crewman had a nightmare, the on-board telepath could step in and quash it.


It showed how the Benga used telepathy to its utmost potential, and in that respect, they were very much a force to be reckoned with.  Mixing stasis with telepaths kept the crew informed as they traveled, kept them mentally healthy, and enabled them to quickly assume command of the ship and react to a situation when they were brought out of stasis.


That was what that transmission while the fleet was still in hyperspace was, Jason was sure of it.  That tranmission was relayed to the telepaths, who then spread that information to the captain and crews so they knew what was going on before they reached Oasis.  They emerged from stasis already knowing what was going on and what they needed to do.

Damn ingenious.  Jason already had the Kimdori so thoroughly scan and analyze the stasis pods that they could reverse-engineer them so they could build them themselves.  They might be useful to Rook and the bionoid program.

It just showed Jason why he should not underestimate the Syndicate.  They may be technologically inferior, but what they had done with the technology they did have showed that they were not stupid.


At least they didn’t have to wait long.  After a very brief informal chat between Sha Ra and Mesaiima, they reconvened under the tent, this time with a backless chair for Mesaiima to sit upon and three new Benga on the other side of the table in addition to the original six from yesterday.  As Jason expected, the six officers on the other side of the table almost immediately began digging, trying to engage them in casual smalltalk, which would cause the to reveal things.  The six of them were prepared for that, and had already worked out what they would tell the Benga and what they would not.  They would tell them things about their social customs, would describe things about individual planets, and would very roughly describe the Confederation as a whole, but they would give no specifics.

Mixed in with those attempts to steer the conversation down tangents was official discussions about exchanging scientific data and repeated attempts to get Mesaiima to allow Benga into the galaxy.  Not their ships, but individual Benga, primarily scientists who wanted to exchange that data with the Confederation in person. Mesaiima held firm over and over.  Most of the official conversation was between Sha Ra and Mesaiima, with the other five officers injecting remarks here and there, and the three newcomers asking about the technology that they’d revealed to the Syndicate.  These three represented the scientific arm of the Syndicate Navy, their highest ranking engineering specialist, astrophysicist, and exobiologist.  Each of them asked questions based on their specialties, from questions about their real-time comm that let them control the bionoids and the underlying technology that allowed them to connect to them in a way that gave them that kind of complete control to questions about the diet of the six of them.

After the second break, all five of the others decided to rest a bit, mainly because the Benga had asked for an extended break of about half an hour so Sha Ra could tend to some of her duties.  The others sat their bionoids in the shuttle while Jason remained behind to watch over them, getting a break from the merge so they didn’t have a bad headache when they were done for the day.  Jason decided to take a short walk along the beach and watch a pod of large whale-like animals drift by the beach, a group of about twelve or so animals that were about the size of a humpback whale, probably plankton feeders, making sure he stood back far enough so the advancing surf didn’t get his shoes and robes wet.  The entire galaxy was now up over the horizon, with the upper edge nearly directly over head, an effect due to the rotation of the planet, with the sun of Oasis still squarely in the center of the galaxy.  The galaxy in the sky would rotate all the way around the sky with the sun to return to its position halfway over the ocean at dawn tomorrow, due to the angular tilt of the planet and how it was positioned in relation to the galaxy.  As the planet went around to the other side of its star in its orbit, the sun and the galaxy behind it would split up, and it would eventually put the galaxy on the opposite side of the sky to the star.  Currently the planet was in its “apogee” point, directly opposite the galaxy in its orbit around its sun.  When the planet achieved its perigee point, closest to the galaxy and at the exact opposite side of its orbit, the galaxy would dominate the night sky, “rising” as the sun sets and setting as the sun rose, and would no doubt be an awe-inspiring sight.  The reason why was because the plane of the solar system around the star wasn’t level, it was tilted down at about a 17 degree angle towards the galaxy, which put the galaxy on line with the orbits of the planets around the star.  Most likely, the same gravitation force that pulled the star out of the Andrilles galaxy to become part of the Strands of Trelle had caused the entire solar system to tilt on its planar axis to angle it down towards the galaxy “below,” which put the center of the galaxy on the same planar line with the star at the center of the system.

Astrophysics was an incredible thing.


He already had plans for this planet.  When the Syndicate was gone, Oasis would be an extra-galactic outpost for the House Karinne.  His scientists would be here for years studying how this planet and solar system had developed outside the influence of a galactic gravity well.

“I do say, that’s quite an unusual thing to see,” one of the Benga scientists said to him, stepping up beside him and looking up, shading his eyes with his dark green hands.  “It doesn’t hit you where you are until you see something like that.”


“I can agree with that,” Jason answered.  “This planet is at its apogee to the galaxy.  I bet when its at perigee, the galaxy in the night sky must be astounding.”


“You know your astrophysics,” he said approvingly, giving him a nod.


“It’s a hobby,” he replied modestly.


“I notice that they defer all the scientific questions to you, your Grace,” he observed.  “Are you by chance a scientist when not ruling your empire?”


Jason chuckled.  “I was an engineer before I was a ruler,” he answered.  “So I have a scientific background.”


“Oh?  What discipline?”


“Whatever was needed the most,” he answered honestly.  “And I don’t have an empire, honored scientist.  I rule just one planet.”


“And you rose to power from the sciences?”


“My planet is…unique,” he said cautiously.  “Our system of government is partially based on heredity, where a ruling family manages the duties of rulership.  But among those eligible for rule, the most qualified is selected from the candidates to take the position.  I had to compete against the other members of my family to demonstrate my fitness to rule, as will those who seek to take my place when I’m ready to abdicate.”

“My, that’s definitely a very different way than how the Syndicate does it,” he chuckled.  “What happens to those who fail?  Do you have them executed?”


“Good lord no,” he snorted.  “It’s not the last man standing.  Those who decide examine the candidates who are eligible and select the most qualified family member to become the heir.  I didn’t seek this office, in a way, the office sought me.  I would much rather be back in my old job as an engineer than running the house.”

“The others wouldn’t understand that viewpoint, but I do,” he said.  “A scientist is a scientist, no matter what job he works.  It’s not a job, it’s a way of life.”

“True enough,” he agreed.  “How did you end up in the military?”


“It pays well, and it’s an avenue into a lucrative sponsorship with a corporation,” he replied.  “The goal of any scientist in the military is to get noticed by the corporate research divisions so we get an offer to do real work.  Besides, I must admit, there is plenty to keep me busy working as an astrophysicist in the Syndicate Navy.  I get to do a lot of field study, and I get a paycheck whether I’m currently working on a project or not.  There’s some security in that.”


“And I bet this system has been keeping you busy.”


“Oh my yes, this star and the entire formation,” he replied.  “It’s expanded our knowledge of astrophysics already studying this exo-galactic stellar formation. I hope we stay here a while.  I could study this formation for orbits and learn something new every day.”


“I do love the view,” Jason said, looking up at the galaxy.


“There must be light dampers in that machine’s eyes,” he chuckled.


“Yeah, I won’t damage the eyes looking directly at the star,” he admitted.


“I can’t tell you how insanely curious everyone in the science division is over that machine,” he said.  “How it works, how you control it from so far away, how you can control it.  We have nowhere near equivalent technology to it.”


“It’s more or less common technology in our galaxy,” Jason shrugged, using one of their prepared stances.

“It must be direct computer interface between your mind and the machine, but how you managed to create a universal architecture that works for vastly different species is what’s so impressive about it,” he said speculatively, looking Jason in the eyes.  “It’s the only way you could manage such complete control over this machine.  I’ve studied the way it moves, how the eyes work, and its exactly mimicking a biological organism.  It acts like a living thing.”


“That’s how they’re designed to work,” he answered.  “They’re made to be as lifelike as possible so people who interact with them don’t feel like they’re talking to a robot.”

“Well, it certainly works,” he grinned.


[Stop flirting with the Benga, babes, we’re back and ready,] Dahnai communed form her bionoid.


Jason did not miss it.  He saw the eyes of the scientist widen ever-so-slightly.  And that confirmed to him that the Benga did have telepaths with the power and skill to pick up commune.  He wouldn’t be able to understand it, but he now knew that the machines communicated on a telepathic level, which would explain to him how they were controlling them in real time.  He might also conclude that it was how they were controlling them period, if he believed that they had some kind of machine that was capable of telepathically merging a living thing to the telepathic machine.  It would be a logical assumption to make, and it was how Jason did it, because he was a Generation.  It just wasn’t how everyone else did it.

He hated giving that away, but it was worth it to get confirmation.


“If you’ll excuse me, science officer, my companions are back from their break, so we’ll probably get back to the table soon,” he said, then walked away from him and towards the shuttle.  He watched the Benga do his very best not to run to the others, but he did walk fairly fast.  Jason opened the hatch and helped Dahnai down, and kept hold of her hand.  [That Benga all but running to the others is a telepath,] he told them.  [He can hear commune.  So now they know, and now we know they know.]

[The question is, can he understand it?] Mesaiima asked.


[Given no other telepath that can hear it can, I’m going to predict that he can’t.  But I’m not going to assume it, so nobody discuss anything classified over commune within fifty kathra of any Benga or Syndicate vessel.  That’s beyond more than twice the local commune range of the bionoids.  They have a 22 kathra commune range.]


[Good call, babes,] Dahnai agreed, squeezing his hand a little.  [When you’re up against the unknown, assume nothing and take no chances.]

Jason nodded and urged Dahnai to move on, then reached up his hand and helped Mesaiima down the stairs.


They spent nearly six hours both discussing scientific data and enduring the Benga trying to get them to talk about unimportant matters and thereby divulge information, but they didn’t really get anywhere.  Mesaiima ensured that they stayed firmly on topic, except in areas where the council had allowed them to be more forthcoming.  For example, they released some generic information about their galaxy that anyone with a hyperspace telescope in Andromeda could obtain, and they related some of the cultural practices of members of the Confederation.  Jason also released some very basic technological information, which just more or less confirmed what the Syndicate could reasonably deduce just by looking at their ships.  Things like the fact that they used gravometric engines and used manipulated forms of plasma as a power source, which a ship more or less had to utilize in order to use real-time hyperspace jump engines.  Jason showed them holograms of some planets without identifying them or locating them, generic images of cities like Farellex, capitol city of the Alliance, and Vestalla, the capitol city on Exeven.  He showed them an image of Dahnai’s Imperial Palace, and when they asked to see the “grand estate” where Jason lived, he showed them a picture of his modest three story beachside Colonial…much to Dahnai’s amusement.  Jason was either inteintionally vague or outright told them that he wasn’t allowed to discuss such matters any time they tried to get any information that they might be able to use in a military manner.  Jason discussed some physics with the same scientist that talked to him at the table with others listening, comparing their advancement, but didn’t let on that he knew more about physics than the scientist did.  Jason described himself as a scientific dabbler among the rulers of the Confederation, given his background as a “lowly” engineer before being chosen to rule the house, while the others kept strictly silent and let Jason handle all the scientific questions.

They took an extended break of nearly six hours and then returned to the table in the afternoon local time.  They continued fencing with the Benga until well after sunset, when the night turned almost pitch black due to no moons in the sky and the night side of the planet facing away from the galaxy.  The sky only had a few tiny dots of light, distant galaxies on their side of the supercluster, with the brightest object in the sky being Andromeda itself.


Mesaiima stonewalled the Benga on out of bounds matters very effectively without ever being anything other than polite, gracious, and friendly, at least until the end of the conference.  Sha Ra sent her scientists back to the ships, as well as all but one of her officers.  When they were gone, she leaned back in her chair and gave them a steady, amused look.  “Since we’re about at the end of this discussion, and this conference, I suppose we can be somewhat honest with each other,” she said.  “First, I must applaud your diplomatic skills, Madam President.  You’ve said absolutely nothing for two days, yet you’ve done it with a smile and with quite an entertaining and friendly manner.  A lesser experienced officer sitting in my chair would almost believe that you don’t trust us.”

“It’s called being cautious, Fleet Commander,” Mesaiima said in an unruffled voice.  “Were you in our situation, with giant fleets from little-known governments entering your galaxy, you would be very cautious as well.”


“And I can empathize,” she acceded.  “But you’re definitely sending conflicting messages.  You show up in ships far inferior to the technological level of the machines they carry, projecting both weakness and strength at the same time.  The ships themselves are brilliant examples of clever diplomacy, as are your mysterious surrogate machines that are immune to telepathy while communicating with each other using a form of telepathy my scientists have never encountered.  Telepathic machines…you are truly far more than you appear to be.  As a Benga, I can appreciate your demonstration, but as a military officer, it makes me just as cautious of you as you are of us.  You have shown little enthusiasm for treating us as non-aggressive visitors, and more like enemies.”


“When dealing with the unknown, caution is the wisest course,” Mesaiima said.


“And yet you’ve quite obviously rejected our attempts to get to know each other better,” she pointed out.


Jason spoke up.  “We know who you are, Fleet Commander Sha Ra,” he declared bluntly.  “What we do is make sure you do not know who we are.”


“We’ve only just met, your Grace.”


“I’ve had reconnaisance assets in your galaxy for nearly six sections, which was more than enough time to know who you are, not what you want us to see,” he retorted.  “I’ve seen the entire sectors destroyed across the First Border.  I’ve seen the debris fields from you using your Galvari planet killer weapons, the frozen bodies of the civilians floating through space.  I’ve seen the slave markets of Cha’Sho Mairr, and I’ve seen the public blocks where people are put to death for the entertainment of the spectators.  I’ve seen the skull of Methris Zun mounted on the gate of the Syndicate Corporate Headquarters.   We know who you are, Fleet Commander Sha Ra, and because we know who you are, we give you nothing you can use against us.  So long as you do not know who we are and what we can do, it will forever keep you uncertain as to just how wise it is to start a war with us.  You will either roll over an unprepared group that puts on a good show, or you will find yourself waking an angry dragon that will then go on a rampage.”


“That is very bold speech, your Grace,” she said easily.


“That is truth, Fleet Commander,” he replied, as the others gave him startled looks.  “We know the truth of you.  Can even you dispute the fact that that fact gives us every right to treat you the way we have?”

“You judge us by the actions we had to take combatting the Consortium, your Grace, who I am sure you realized were absolutely merciless,” she replied evenly.  “And some of those things happened thousands of orbits ago.”


“What a government has done in the past is a fair indication of how it will behave in the future when nothing in that government has changed,” he replied bluntly.  “The Directors still control the Board.  They may be different men than the ones from before, but they carry out the policies set by the corporations they chair, and the corporations they represent have not changed those policies, and those policies demonstrate a complete disregard for the lives of others.  I must ask, Fleet Commander, which corporation owns your contract?  And how much sympathy do you think that corporation will feel if they terminate it, or terminate you?”


She was silent.


“So, if you find our reticence to be somewhat bothersome, Fleet Commander, now you know why we are so reluctant to be honest with you. Given the documented history of the actions of your government in Andromeda, we would much prefer not to see carnage of that magnitude visited upon our galaxy.”

“I think what the Grand Duke means to say is—“


“No, he’s said pretty much what he means to say,” Sha Ra interrupted Mesaiima.  “And for one, I appreciate that level of candor, your Grace.  I am no politician.  I am a soldier, and a soldier likes to know where she stands.  I can appreciate your position, and I will do my best to prove to you that while you have a good reason to take it, that you are wrong about us.  When we leave to return to our home galaxy, Grand Duke, it will be as friends,” she said calmly.


Mesaiima was giving him a pretty unfriendly look.


“And in the interests of candor, I will forewarn you of our plans.  We will spend approximately two sections studying the stars in this formation.  I will order no ship to enter your galaxy, though I will allow them to take direct routes to other stars, which may cause them to approach your galactic rim on a tangential vector en route to their destination.  You will be warned at least twenty divisions in advance before any Syndicate vessel undertakes any course that will bring it inside the first ring of stars in this formation.  That warning will include the number of ships traveling, their origin and destination, their planned course, their departure time, and their arrival time.  During those two sections, I hope to have at least one more face to face meeting with you to further advance diplomatic relations between our governments.  In the meanwhile, I invite you to leave a communications buoy behind, placed more than far enough away that you have plenty of time to see any ship approach it, so we may remain in communication contact over long range gravband.  I would also like to establish common data protocols so we might exchange information as data files.  In addition, we invite daily diplomatic contacts so we might get to know each other better, so we can prove to you that we are not now what we were forced to be during the war with the Consortium.”

“I’m sure we can accomplish a great deal in those discussions,” Mesaiima said calmly.  “And I believe that this would be a prudent point for us to call these negotiations to a close.”

“I agree, Madam President,” Sha Ra nodded.  “At this point, the best thing we can both do is just watch the other and see that we are honoring our word.  That time will build trust, and when next we meet, that trust will hopefully advance our relations.”

Mesaiima smoothed over Jason’s little outburst, and after agreeing to leave a gravband buoy behind so they could communicate, she and Sha Ra officially brought the conference to a close.  Jason didn’t say another word as he filed out of the open-walled pavilion and towards the shuttle, opened the hatch, and went straight for the cockpit chair.  The others filed in behind him one by one, and both Magran and Mesaiima didn’t look very happy with him at all, where Dahnai, Holikk, and Ethikk were looking at him very oddly; that wasn’t usual behavior for him.  He started the engines as they sat down, then he closed the hatch and lifted the shuttle off the ground.


“Care to explain what that was about, Jason?” Mesaiima demanded.  Now that they were alone, they reverted to their usual means of communciation, everyone speaking their native language.  The bionoids’ onboard computers translated any language the driver couldn’t speak for them.

“Hold on, not til we’re out of the atmosphere,” he said.  “They may have planted an acoustic bug on the hull, and there’s always the outside chance that they can decipher our languages.  I want out of their shortrange gravband range before we say anything.”  They were all silent as the ship ascended over the dark ocean below, then they were out of the atmosphere and on a vector to return to the scout ship.


“We’re there.  Talk,” Dahnai ordered.


“Oh, just setting the stage,” he replied amiably, almost jovially.


“You staged that?” Dahnai accused.


“Yup.  Zaa’s idea,” he replied.


“And what reason did she have for that?”


“To reinforce the idea that there are members of the Confederation spoiling for a fight,” he replied as the destroyer that had escorted them the last three times fell into the same position ahead of them and escorted them through the thousands of Syndicate ships in distant orbit around the planet.

“I fail to see what advantage that gives us,” Holikk said.


“I do,” Ethikk said with a sly smile.  “If they think that some hothead in the Confederate Navy might open fire, they might try to stage an incident.”


“Which puts some ships out as bait,” Jason replied with a nod, looking back at them. “One of Lorna’s objectives is to capture one of their super-ships.  Well, maybe they’ll put one out for us to shoot at, which will give us the chance to board it instead,” he said.

“That will start a war, Jason,” Magran protested.


“This war is going to start no matter what, Magran,” he retorted.  “Think about it.  Why would they send a ship out as bait if not to start that war, just letting us do it for them?”


“That’s a good point,” Holikk mused.


“The Syndicate is about deception, so Zaa had the idea of using their penchant to play games against them.  But, there’s always the chance that they don’t take that risk.  After what I saw over the last two days, this Sha Ra woman just might go back to Andromeda without trying to invade.  After all, we have her in a pretty unfavorable position.  They’re six days from the galactic rim, and now she knows that any attempt to invade the galaxy is going to get met with a strong defense.  From her point of view, there’s no telling how many ships we can stack in front of any invasion fleet she sends.  If she decides to follow her orders, we’ve given her the perfect pretense to invade without blatantly breaking the non-aggression agreement, which is the Benga way.  She puts out a bait ship for someone to attack without authorization and uses it as a pretense to declare war, unaware that we set that ship up for capture.  And once we get one of their ships, we can really tear it apart and learn how it works in ways Kimdori scanners can’t tell us.”

“I would have preferred to know about this game, Jason,” Mesaiima said sternly.


“Your reaction had to be genuine, Mesaiima,” he told her.  “Now she knows that there are Confederate members spoiling for war and others very much against it.  She’ll see it as discord within the ruling chambers of the Confederation, and thus an opportunity she can exploit in furtherance of her own plans.  She sees what we want her to see.”

“You’re setting a trap within a trap within a trap.  That’s so Karinne,” Ethikk said, then he laughed ruefully.  “Remind me never to play you in shagwa, Jason.”

“I cheat, Ethikk,” he admitted evenly.  “Outrageously.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if you did,” he replied with a toothy grin.


They discussed the day’s topics on the nearly two hour trip back to the scout ship, the Consortium destroyer veering off after reaching the edge of the Syndicate fleet, and he landed in the landing bay.  “We’re secure aboard, Captain,” he said over gravband.  “You can start the ships back for home space.”


“We’re preparing to jump now, your Grace,” she answered over the comm.  “You and the other council members should go ahead and delink now, and we’ll get your toys home for you.”


Dahnai laughed.  “I’m keeping this,” she said, patting her chest.  “Jayce said he’ll send it to the summer palace once it gets back, and I am so gonna use it.  It’s kinda fun being this tall.”


“I almost wish I could keep mine,” Holikk agreed with a fanged smile.


“Dahnai’s summer palace is the only reason she gets to keep hers, since she’s not taking it off planet,” Jason told him.  “And I don’t love you enough to sell you property on Karis, Holikk,” he added in a deadpan voice that made Dahnai explode in laughter.


They all delinked from the bionoids, then moved from the merge room to the council chambers and endured nearly four hours of debate among the council members.  Magran wasn’t the only one a bit miffed about Jason’s outburst, but neither he nor Zaa were particularly penitent over it.  And leaders like Grran and Shakizarr appreciated the move for its potential value.  They also tested out the comm buoy that the scout ship had left behind by contacting the Syndicate fleet, and Mesaiima took the podium to address Sha Ra.


“And I take it that is the real you, Madam President?” she asked mildly.


“It is, Fleet Commander, though I don’t think I look much different this way.  Just smaller,” she said with a smile.  “It seems our comm buoy is in working order.”


“Indeed.  I will arrange it with our communication department to contact you every ten divisions and issue a status report.  Where our ships are, where they plan to go within the next ten divisions, and the estimated time they will remain at any location.  We will provide you with maximum transparency for our fleet movements, Madam President, in the interest of peace and amicable relations with your government.”

“That is most appreciated, Fleet Commander.  If it pleases both of us, we can hand this conference off to the relevant members of our diplomatic offices to organize things.”


“Of course.  However, any time it is anything important, I’ll be issuing the report myself.” 


After that, it was just rehashing everything they’d seen and heard over the sensory feeds sent into the chamber from the bionoids, so Jason didn’t really pay all that much attention to the debates.

Eventually, mercifully, they decided to call it a day.  Jason filed out of the Hall of Peace with the others, who were going to go back to their quarters for the evening, and most of them would be leaving tomorrow after the last scheduled meeting.  Dahnai was planning on staying over a few days, and Jason had talked Krirara and Kreel into staying over as well, more or less just to hang out.

But there was other business to tend.  About sunset, Jason got back home, and Yila Trefani was in his hot tub with Tim and Symone.  She’d asked him for a meeting, and had been waiting for him to finish with the council, but she certainly wasn’t bored.  Yila was an often enough visitor on the strip for her to know everyone and have quite a few friends among Jason’s inner circle…and sometimes he wasn’t sure he liked that fact too much.  Yila was very good friends with Tim and Symone, and with Zora and Sheleese.  It’s about time, Jason, she sent as he came up the steps from the landing pad behind the house, just beside the guard barracks.  How did the negotiations go?


About what you’d expect, he replied as Tim blatantly pawed Yila’s breasts, which only made her glance at him in amusement and Symone grin.

Don’t start something you can’t finish, Tim, she warned.

Oh, just think of it as giving you a reason to hang around after Jason finishes talking with you, he replied, pinching one of her nipples brazenly.


You just guaranteed that, she warned, then she stepped up and out of the tub and picked up a towel.


Rook came up the steps with Aya and Dera, carrying a small briefcase.  “Grand Duchess Trefani, good to see you again,” he greeted.


“You too, Rook.  That what I think it is?”


“Yes,” he answered, holding up the case a little

“Let’s go up to my office, Yila,” Jason prompted.

Upstairs, Jason and Rook took seats while Yila opted to stand in front of his desk to dry off, so she was scrubbing herself with her large towel while Rook spoke up.  “We’re going to need Malra in the conference, Jason,” Rook began.


“Sure,” he replied, contacting Yila’s simsense development lab over in Tamiren.  Jason put a two-sided hologram up over the desk so both of them could see whoever picked up the call.  The receptionist that answered immediately switched them to another panel, and Yila’s head simsense developer picked up the call.  Jason knew her, she was Yila’s leading expert on simsense encoding and decoding.  Malra was a cutie, a tall Faey woman with light pink hair she always wore in a topknot ponytail, to keep it from dragging the ground. It did drag the ground when she didn’t do that.  “Your Graces, Rook,” she greeted.  “It’s about time, Yila.  I’ve been waiting nearly two hours.”

“Blame Jason, not me, Malra,” she replied lightly.


“Alright, we’re all here, so what have you got?” Jason asked.


“We’ve finished the new decoder programs for the Karinne sensor mesh system,” she answered with a nod, her ponytail bobbing.  “We didn’t have to make very many changes to the base encoder/decoder algorithms we use for simsense units, so it didn’t take us very long.  Instead of encoding to or decoding from a recording, the new algorithm does it in real time with the sensor mesh.  It’s been finished for nearly a full day.  I’ve literally been waiting for you to call me back.”


“I’ve finished the desgn for a moleculartronic bionoid and have built a prototype, Jason,” Rook added.  “We’re going to use it to test Malra’s algorithm in a working unit instead of a simulator.  We could have the other software ironed out and have the moleculartronic units ready for production in a few days.  But the main reason we asked for this meeting, Jason, is we need to do that work here.  Their facility doesn’t have the diagnostic equipment to work on the bionoids”

“Not a problem.  Malra, assemble your team and get on a transport to Karis,” Jason told her.  “You need Rook’s equipment to finish the project, you got it.”


“We can be there in two hours, your Grace,” she replied confidently.


“Rook, get a tempoary facility you can use, I don’t want you doing this out of your house,” Jason chuckled.


“I’ve already done that, Jason.  Remember, you promoted this to a full project eight days ago, so I moved the project into a lab over on the Academy satellite campus.”

“See how out of the loop I am?” he asked Yila, who chuckled.


“Well, you’re getting back into the loop, because we’re going to discuss those bionoids, Jason,” Yila told him, finishing her drying and sitting in the chair in front of his desk.  “As in you and me are going to create a new company that produces and sells commercial bionoids.  We build them on Tamiri, and we split the profits fifty-fifty.  You provide the schematics and supply us with the sensor mesh systems they use, we build them, the company markets them, and we make a ton of credits.”


“That’s Kumi’s department, not mine, Yila,” Jason told her.  “But I don’t object to your idea, as long as you don’t gouge.”

“Gouge?  Why in Trelle’s silky hair would I gouge on the bionoids?” she asked.  “It’s the tertiary market based on bionoid use where I’m going to rake in my profits, Jason, and I can’t exploit that if bionoids are too expensive for people or companies to buy.  We’ll sell them all but at cost to get them out there, then pull in the credits on the extras that everyone will buy to use with the bionoids.  How much does it cost you to build a bionoid, Jason?’


“Around C20,000 for a biogenic unit,” Rook answered.  “I estimate a moleculartronic bionoid will be slightly more expensive,maybe C22,000, due to the proecessing requirements for the main computer.”

“So, to make building them profitable, I’d probably charge C25,000.  That’s a fair profit, since we’ll be splitting it fifteen hundred each, and even I’ll admit that it’s too much for most people to spend on what’s effectively a big toy.  Sure, upper middle class and rich people are going to buy them just for the fun of it, but most bionoids will be rented, and that’s where the money comes from,” she declared with a bright smile.  “Just the profit potential in bionoid-based porn will be worth selling them cheap, because that means that companies will buy bionoids to set those things up.  And even if you discout porn, there are other “experience” style businesses that can pull in money, like someone on Arctus renting a bionoid on Menoda and spending an afternoon just relaxing on the beach, able to experience the whole thing as if they were there themselves, because for all intents and purposes, they are.  Then there are things like doing sports or activities someone wouldn’t usually do, but will try out because they’re doing it through a bionoid, like the Terran cliff divers.  No sane person would try that unless they were in a bionoid.  Bionoids can do things that people can’t, and people will pay money to try those things out.  A company will make back what they paid for the bionoid within a year if they’re doing it right, and everything after that is just pure profit.”


“You’ve thought about this,” Jason noted.


“You bet your big handsome dick I have,” she replied, which made Malra chuckle over the comm.  “Me and Kumi already have quite a list of things we want to do with the bionoids, and every single one will rake in obscene profits.”


“As long as half those profits are ours, why should I argue?”


“Your half comes from the bionoids,” Jason,” she corrected.  “When it comes to the tertiary business, we’re going to be competing.”


“Not really, we don’t have much interest in starting stuff like that off the planet,” Jason shrugged.  “But you’re not cornering the market on tertiary businesses, Yila.”


“I don’t have to, I’m in a position to get them up and running first, so I’ll already be established once others realize the profit potential and start their own,” she answered easily.  “And those businesses will be buying those bionoids from us, so we still profit off them.  Sale, maintenance, upgrades,” she said, ticking her fingers.  “All profit.  It’s just like the simsense market.  Even our competitors are making us money, because we own the patents.  The bionoid using companies will still be earning us money, because they’re buying those bionoids from us.”

“Works for me,” Jason said.  “Rook, you have plans for a moleculartronic bionoid ready to release?”


“That’s what is in here,” he replied, patting the case.  “The complete template schematic for building a moleculartronic bionoid from scratch, all the way down to the components.  Well, everything except the sensor mesh system.  Yila will need to take this to her factory so they can get the retooling process started.  We have to supply the sensor mesh system, and I’ve already arranged that with Trenirk.  While the mesh system we’ll be supplying isn’t biogenic,we’re the only manufacturer with the specialized equipment required to produce them.”

“I do have one more demand, Jason,” Yila smiled.  “I want a biogenic bionoid just like Kumi’s, and I’ll leave mine in Kumi’s house when I’m not using it.  I know you won’t let me take it off planet.”


“That’s up to him, not me,” Jason said, pointing at Rook.  “This is his project, and what you’re asking for is something outside the development budget.  If he builds it, it’s on his personal time and you have to pay for it.”

“I already have everything I need to produce a bionoid that is a perfect copy of you, your Grace, and it doesn’t require me to do anything.  I’ll just upload your specs into my factory, and ten hours later, the bionoid comes off the assembly line.  As I said, it’s C20,000 for the unit.”

“Pocket change.  Just give me an account to send it to, and it’ll be there as soon as I make the withdraw order.  So, I expect mine to be ready tomorrow morning,” she said with a smile.


“We’re going to need at least ten moleculartronic bionoid units to do our testing, Rook,” Malra warned.

“I got your message, Malra.  I have the other nine in production now, they should be ready in about three hours.  So, right about the time we get your team settled in over at my lab, the test units should be delivered.  We can get in a little work before it gets too late.  It’s late afternoon over here.”

“Outstanding,” Malra said with an eager smile.  “And it’s only mid-morning here, so we’ll be good for some several hours of work if you don’t mind working some late hours.”


“I don’t get tired, Malra, so I’ll be fine,” Rook told her.


“Sounds like you have everything under control, then,” Jason surmised.  “How long do you think it’ll take to certify them, Rook?”


“If things go smoothly, three days,” he replied.  “That’s taking into account the fact that nothing ever goes exactly right.  I’m budgeting in a good 15 hours to tracking down problems with the software/hardware interface.”

“Good plan,” Malra chuckled.  “We’ve already done about ninety percent of the work, your Grace.  Now we just need to make sure our algorithm works with your sensor mesh system in a fully functional unit.  As Rook said, if we don’t run into any major conflicts, we should have this wrapped up in a few days.”


“Sounds good,” Jason said.  “Yila, I don’t think I have to say this, but you don’t start producing them until they certify them,” he warned as he pointed at Rook.  “So you sit on those templates until they tell you you’re good to go.”


“I’ll have the factory retool to produce then wait for the call,” she nodded.  “I can’t start producing them until they assure me the software is final anyway.  I don’t want to waste money having to reprogram bionoids we already built.”


“Then I think we’re done here,” Jason said.


“I do believe we are,” Yila agreed.  “Kumi will have to tell you what her plans are with the bionoids, Jason.”


“Yeah, I’ll have her come to my office first thing in the morning,” he said, making a note of it and sending it to Chirk with his gestalt.  “Now, if you’ll excuse me, Krirara and Kreel should be here any time now.”


“We should be there in two hours, your Graces, Rook,” Malra announced, then her hologram winked out.


“Yes, and I have a little appointment with Tim,” Yila said in a predatory manner, standing up and throwing her towel over her shoulders.  “It’s a good thing he’s here for me to play with.  Nothing makes me hornier than the idea of making a fortune.”

“You are so hopeless,” he accused, which made her laugh delightedly.


He went from talking business with Yila to talking a different kind of business with Krirara and Kreel once they got to the strip, the three of them relaxing at the outside table, enjoying the Karisian sunset with some good food, good Makati ale, and more serious conversation than normal for these informal gatherings.  They discussed the two days of meetings with the Syndicate, each of them describing what they saw, what they noticed, and then discussing their observations as Krirara held Bethany and Jason held Siyae, Amber sitting on the table near Kreel to keep an eye on the girls, and also to shamelessly beg for a little attention from Kreel.  Amber adored both Kreel and Krirara.  What all three of them agreed upon was the fact that the Syndicate wasn’t going to go quietly.  “I think I do have one beef with you, Jayce,” Kreel said after finishing the last of his ale.

What?

“Zaa must be showing you things she’s not showing us, as usual.  You got pretty specific with that rant.”


“If you want to get an early look at the report she’s compiling for the council, just ask her,” Jason answered, tickling Siyae’s sides and making her giggle.  “She’s been moving pretty fast.  She’s even made contact with one of the corporations that make up the Syndicate, her scouts posing as business agents.”

“That I have,” Zaa called as she strode towards the table.  “Cousin, I have news.”


“Denmother, you didn’t tell me you were coming.”


“I wasn’t planning on it,” she replied as she reached the table, and then picked up Siyae almost as soon as the little girl held her hands out to Zaa.  “My children have managed to achieve insertion into the Syndicate fleet,” she announced.  “Two successfully boarded their shuttles and were taken up to their flagship.  One has managed to take over the identity of a low-ranking Benga officer in engineering, and the other has taken the identity of an enlisted working in communications.  From those two positions, they can gather intelligence about the Syndicate fleet from the inside.”


“Awesome work, Denmother,” Kreel said.  “So they’re on the biggest ship?”


She nodded, bouncing Siyae a little bit in her arms as the toddler dug her fingers into the white fur just under her collarbones.  “The remaining infiltrators are going to attempt to gain access to different ships through the scouting parties they’re sending to the planet.”

“Sooooo, since you’re here, Denmother, maybe you can explain to us some of what your scouts have found over in Andromeda,” Kreel suggested.


“What I have is not yet complete, Kreel,” she replied.  “But I should be presenting a report to the council in the next few days.  I think you can wait until then, can you not?”


“I guess so.”


“That is the other thing I came to discuss with you, cousin.  I’ve asked the rest of the council to remain on Karis.  When I present that report, it will be in person, not over galactic crypto.”


“Well, I guess I don’t have an objection, if some of them are willing to rough it here on Karis a while longer,” he replied.  “Sovial can keep the gavel until we formally adjourn.  But we’re not meeting daily.  They can just hang around until you’re ready to give your report.  I’m sure they can keep themselves busy until then.”


“You thnk Ayama, Surin, and Seido will get ticked if we stay over here for a few days, Jayce?  It’s more fun to be on the strip.”

“Nah.  And make sure you’re extra pissy and demanding while you’re here, Ayama needs the practice after all that time she took off,” he said with a slightly malicious smile.


Krirara chuckled.  “You always lose these little fights with Ayama, Jason,” she reminded him.


“That’s why I keep trying.  When I finally do win, it’ll be all that much sweeter,” he replied, which made Kreel laugh.


“Yeah well, I’ll let you fight with her, Jayce,” Kreel said.  “I don’t want sand in my oatmeal again.”


Krirara burst out laughing, and Zaa chuckled.  “That’s what makes it such a dangerous game, Kreel,” she warned.  “Never aggravate the woman who cooks your meals.”


Zaa joined them at the table and talked a while, but ultimately she had Jason come up to his office with her.  She put the office in secure mode before he sat down, then came up to the desk and stood before it.  “So, what secret secrets did you have in mind, Denmother?” he asked, speaking in Kimdori.  Kimdori was necessary when they used that secure mode.


“I have made the decision to equip as many Kimdori ships as possible with the translight drives while we wait for the Syndicate to make their move,” she declared.  “Thanks to Myleena’s team, we have a drive section we’re building on homeworld and upgrading our ships.  I’ve ordered the fleet to only use them exactly as Myleena has outlined while she continues her tests.  Even with them being experimental, what Myleena has worked out so far makes them useful.”


“I did the same, two days ago,” he told her.  “Right now, every KMS ship not assigned to the CCM is on the board for a refit.  It’s mainly bottlenecked by us having to wait for the factories to crank them out.  And I had Myri take all our command ships off the board to get a drive into them.  Lorna didn’t even bitch about it,” he chuckled dryly.  “She thinks we’re installing them as an additional defense for the command ships when they use their GRAF cannons, so she supports it.  I’ve got the other seven of them in Kosigi right now being upgraded.”

“A wise thing to do,” she agreed.  “And that brings us to the real reason I’m here.  Cousin, I would like us to form a small expeditionary force and send them to Andromeda, including establishing a more permanent base of operations than the converted battleship we are using now,” she told him.

“That’s almost insane, Zaa,” he protested.  “If they capture our base—“


“I think I have found a way around that, cousin,” she said, putting a finger on her memory band.  A hologram appeared in front of the desk between them, a star chart of Andromeda.  Zaa had it zoom in, and zoom in, and zoom in, until it came to a stop at a four star system deep in the galaxy.  “This is system RX3-4564-8576-9992,” she said.  “This is an exceptionally rare quadrary supergiant system, cousin.  Four blue supergiants in a stable complex orbit, and with a system of 46 planets and nearly 3,200 moons.  It is, by far, one of the largest star systems my children have ever discovered.  Its location close to the core renders all Consortium and Syndicate sensors incapable of scanning the system in any way but sending a sensor ship to do so locally, and the system is twenty sectors from the closest inhabited system.  The radiation levels in the system are lethal to any but us and the Jakkans, and on the very limit of a Generation’s radiation resistance.”

“And how does this system matter, Denmother?”


“You’re an engineer with a great deal of education in astrophysics, Jason,” she said patiently.  “What does that education tell you about this system?”


He looked at it, then brought up the overview of the system, containing the basic astrocartography data.  It was truly rare, four blue supergiants, the largest class of stars known to science, in a very close formation.  All four orbited a fixed point at various distances, and the complex gravitational pull between the four of them and the speed at which they orbited the fixed point made the entire thing stable.  The planets in the system created a system that was nearly an entire light year in diameter, that was how powerful the gravity well of the four stars was, almost like small black hole.  But unlike a black hole, that gravity well consisted of four gravity sources that were in high-velocity orbital motion.  The gravity well of four supergiants that were moving with high velocity…fuck.  That had to be absolutely insane—


The gravity well!


He gave Zaa an impressed look.  “That is cunning, cousin,” he said.  A gravity well that intense, that powerful, and with the gravity field caused by four massive gravity generators moving at high velocity introcing a rhythmic “frequency” of natural gravity waves, it would create an oscillation in the gravity field, and that would extend into hyperspace itself and introduce a massive amount of flux into hyperspace..  That would knock any ship out of hyperspace, even a KMS ship.  The flux was just too much even for their engines to handle.  The system was a natural interdictor, and about ten times more powerful than their artificfial ones!   it would render hyperspace jump engines useless.  He did the math in his gestalt, and the oscillating gravity well created a natural interdiction effect nearly 12 light years beyond the system for a KMS or Kimdori ship and 27 light years for about any other ship, making hyperspace so unstable that no ship had engines capable of managing the constant flux to traverse it.  But the important statistic there was that Syndicate engines wouldn’t even be able to come within 27 light years of the planet.

The oscillating gravity field wouldn’t just affect hyperspace, either.  It would wreak havoc with virtually all gravband comm systems, overloading the gravity wave carrier system they used for comm, and would also cripple anything that used spatial technology, including grav drives.  A standard grav engine would overload trying to move anywhere inside .6 light years from the four stars, and the translation engines they and the Kimdori used would be useless within .116 light years.  All spatial power plants would need additional shielding to operate within the effect, or the oscillation would cause them to execute emergency shutdowns else their cores would breach.


Fuck, from what he knew of Syndicate tech, their ships wouldn’t even be able to operate within .55657 light years of the four stars, the modulating gravity field would blow out their engines and cripple their fusion plants.  Zaa had found a system that had conditions so hostile that their ships couldn’t come within half a light year of it.  It was even hostile to their ships, would require them to refit them to operate in those conditions…but the difference was, KMS and Kimdori ships could operate in that system, where Syndicate and Consortium ships could not.  The ships would have to be specially rigged to deal with those conditions, but they could work there. 

The effect wasn’t a threat to living things, but was definitely a threat to gravband and spatial tech, which was very sensitive to this kind of effect. 

The system had 46 planets, 44 gas giants and two icy terrestrial planets at the far end of the system, and over 3,000 moons.  The Kimdori had discovered five moons in the system that were habitable, all orbiting the same gas giant, planet 21…almost like the 18 habitable moons in RJ-44, Janja being one of them.  The planet orbited the four stars at a distance of .262 light years from the starts…and it was just the 21st planet of 46.  The outermost planet orbited at .488 light years and had a “year” that lasted nearly 57,000 years.  The five habitable moons were behind the incredibly powerful magnetic field of its gas giant planet and themselves had magnetic fields to protect them against the radiation emitting from the gas giant itself.  Long range scans suggested that all five moons had ecosystems but no technologically advanced sentient species.

Incredible.  Absolutely incredible.  That deep into the galaxy, in the region where the core radiation was lethal to well over 99% of known life, life had somehow found a way to establish itself.  It was an oasis of life in one of the harshest and most inhospitable environments Andromeda could present.


Five habitable moons inside a natural fortress.  It all but screamed forward base of operations.  Everything about the system made it hostile to any attempt for the Syndicate to get assets into the system, from its location deep in Andromeda to the natural interdiction effect created by its four suns to their ships being incapable of even coming within half a light year of the four stars at the center.  Their sensors couldn’t find it.  If they did find it, it would take them 27 years to reach it.  Even if they reached it, the radiation levels in the system would make it lethal to all but a very few species of known life, meaning that the loss of power or the loss of shields would kill everyone in the ship…and that was exactly what would happen when they got within .55657 light years of the system center, and the oscillating gravity well burned out their engines and made their power plants shut down, which would drop their radiation shields and kill everyone in the ship.

“We’ve already moved our station into the system,” Zaa told him.  “It is perfect for us, cousin.  They cannot see it.  They cannot scan it with long range sensors due to its proximity to the galactic core.  They cannot even get a sensor ship close enough to the system to get detailed scans.  It is a natural fortress, hiding us and preventing them from getting in, where we can get in and out as we please.  And even if they do get in, we can put the Stargate completely out of reach of them by placing it at the fixed point between the four stars.”

“It would melt, Zaa.  Fuck, it would vaporize.”


“We can do there what we did with the quasar,” she told him.  “We can shield the area enough to protect the Stargate and all ships moving in and out of it.”


“But why even bother with a Stargate, Denmother?  A ship couldn’t leave the shielding area unless it has a translight drive, and if it has a drive, it doesn’t need a Stargate.  Only a ship with a drive can even move around in the system, because it puts the ship in the translight state, and that protects it from the radiation while it’s moving.  Ships couldn’t even go fifty kathra outside the shielded area without being melted to slag unless it had mlitary grade shields…and that makes it a moot point, since ships with shields that strong will have a drive on them in the first place.”


“Not everything has a drive in it, cousin, mainly our heavy cargo ships,” she answered.  “We need a way to move large amounts of cargo quickly to turn this system into a staging area for prosecuting an offensive against the Syndicate, and a Stargate is the answer.  It will also allow us to quickly evacuate everything if necessary.  Besides, we need a solid foothold in their galaxy, and this is our best option.  It is perfect.  Even if they know it is there, they have no way to reach it.”


“Unless they dig up some FTL tech out of their archives and install it on an attack fleet,” he warned.

“If we do things right, cousin, they’ll have no way to find us,” she told him.


“But it still comes down to them capturing our base.”


“Again, I think we have found a way around it, cousin.  And that is this.”


The hologram changed, and it showed one of the Syndicate super-ships, one of their moon-sized spherical ships that reminded Jason of the Death Star from Star Wars.  But this ship clearly wasn’t one of their actively commissioned ships.  It had a gigantic breach in the hull that had to be 100 kathra across, a hole that went completely through the ship, like some titanic bead or pearl from a necklace that came loose from the string.  It almost looked like what their simulations said a GRAF cannon would do to one of those ships, just one with a beam diameter of 100 kathra.  The hole went directly through the center of the ship, almost perfectly so, and a zoom in showed that the edges of that ghastly wound showed signs that the metal and materials had been melted…that made it more like a stellar collector weapon.   Something truly horrifying had been fired at that ship, something that had burned and melted a hole completely through a ship with a diameter larger than Draconis’ smallest moon, and most likely killed the entire crew almost instantly from the flash-heating throughout the ship being struck by that weapon would have caused.  His mind almost shuddered at the thought of what might have caused that damage.

“Our current base isn’t the only drifting debris from battles from the distant past floating through their galaxy, cousin,” Zaa told him.  “One of our scout ships encountered this abandoned hulk six hours ago.  Scans indicate it has been adrift for nearly a thousand years.  Like our base, it was a casualty of one of the many battles between the Consortium and Syndicate that was either lost in the chaos of war, forgotten, or deliberately abandoned.  We salvage this ship, cousin, and we both repair it and upgrade it to make it a viable vessel.  We even turn this catastrophic damage to our advantage by turning it into an internal docking bay.  The hole is large enough for a KMS battleship to enter the breach, so we just build a docking unit inside.  It will be a mobile base, holding our entire advance force.  Our scans indicate that this ship had a capacity to hold some 120,000 crew and passengers, which makes it a mobile base of operations that can house, supply, maintain, and protect our entire expeditionary fleet within it.  And thus we will have the capability to move it if the Syndicate finds a way into the system.  The ship has jump engines in it, cousin.  If we could repair those and install a drive section into the ship, we can get it back here, convert it, then send it back to serve as our forward command post.  That is why I want the Stargate sent, cousin.  We get the ship back to the system, send over what we need to repair the jump engines, install a drive, then get it back to Karis.  Then we refit the ship and send it back to serve as a mobile forward base.  In the meantime, we keep our drive-capable ships in the system and use it as a forward base.  We use the Stargate to get what we need out there to repair the ship’s jump engines and install a drive, then we get it back here and refit the ship for our needs.  We can even dissasemble the Stargate into its four arc sections and carry it in the ship for the return journey.”

“Or,” Jason said, tapping his finger against his chin, “we build a Stargate big enough for it to pass through.”


“Jason, I’m not sure that’s possible,” she said.  “You know the science behind the gates.  To create a wormhole that large, it would take an insane amount of energy.”


“It’s difficult, but it’s possible,” he told her.  “KSTC already did the math when I asked them about how big a gate we could build, and if your scans are right, we can build one big enough to get this ship through.  It would be a mammoth undertaking, though.  It would be the biggest pair of gates ever built, and it would be packed with enough power plants for the gate to have the same energy signature as a dwarf star while it’s operating.”


“How long would it take them to build two of them?”


“About four or five months,” he replied.  “In the meantime, we could go get this derelict and tow it back to that system and start working on it.  And when the time comes, we take the gate out there, link it, then get the ship through.  Then we take it right back apart and bring it back.  I’m not going to risk leaving something that important that deep in hostile territory, Denmother.  I know you think this system is a fortress, but my KMS proved with the nebula in the PR sector that no fortress is impregnable.  We got in there and took out the Consortium HQ, so I’m not going to think that the Syndicate couldn’t find a way to get to that Stargate.  They will find a way, Denmother.  The prize is too enticing.”

She gave him a long look, then nodded.  “I disagree with you, but I do not fault you your caution, cousin,” she told him.  “We will need to equip some heavy cargo freighters with drives, so we can get a large amount of equipment out there quickly.”


“Project F already designed drives for our KT-2K freighters,” he told her.  “They did it because they realized that if a ship’s drive failed out in the middle of the universe, they may need a big freighter to carry a new drive section in to replace it.  So they designed a drive for a cargo freighter big enough to carry the drive section of a command ship.”


“That was wise,” Zaa said with an approving nod.  “When can they have them ready?”


“They already did,” he replied.  “I have three KT-2K freighters with drives installed, but the crews aren’t trained yet.  We can’t use civilian crews on a ship with a top secret engine, so some Navy girls are training on the freighter so they can operate it.  When they get certified, I’ll put the freighters on the board.”

“Then we should use that as our timeline,” she offered.  “When the freighters are ready, we begin the operation to salvage this ship.  We’ll need almost every drive-capable ship both of us have to tow it into the system, then we can start studying it while we wait for the gate to be built.  Then we take the gate out, assemble it, link it back here, and get the ship through.  Does that sound like a good plan?”


“Sounds good to me,” he agreed.


“Hold on, friends, your plan won’t work,” Cybi interrupted, manifesting a hologram in the office.  “The sihps can’t tow the salvage into the system you’ve chosen.  Remember, friends, that it is the volume of the ship that matters when it is being towed in a translight state, not its mass.  The towing ships have the engine power to tow it in hyperpsace, but they don’t have the combined volume to get the salvage ship into a translight state for mode one travel.”

“She’s right,” Jason said, then he literally smacked himself on the forehead.  “I can’t believe I forgot that!”


“There is a soluition,” she said, waving her silvery hand and putting up a new hologram beside the original, a chart she drew on the spot.  “The ship is intact outside of this hole.  We install some singularity plants in it for power and install Hrathari translight drives in it, since we have no intention of getting this ship into mode three.  We contact Hrathin and buy 38 of his Class X4 drives from him, and we install them in these locations on the ship,” she instructed, causing a bunch of blinking dots to appear.  “Together, they will create an aggregate field translight state sufficient to get the ship into mode one.  We tow the ship to the edge of the natural interdiction effect around the system, then a crew brings the ship in the rest of the way in mode one.”

“That’s brilliant,” Jason said.


“Naturally.  It’s my plan, after all,” Cybi said airily, which made Jason laugh despite himself.  “I just accessed the Hrathari Quartermaster system, and they have more than enough drives available in their inventory.  All you need do is contact Hrathin and arrange to buy them, Jason.”

“I think we have a plan, cousin,” Zaa declared.


“Fuckin’ A we do,” he agreed.  “Cybi, go tell Myri about this and have her start arranging a salvage team, with specific orders that everything they install in the salvage ship be equipped with a self destruct, just in case the Syndicate notices what we’re doing and tries to capture the ship after we’ve already done work on it.  Have Kumi buy the drives we need from Hrathin, and tell Juma to get those freighters on the board as fast as she can.  And call KSTC and have them start working on the design for the mega-gate.  We need them to start building them as soon as they can.”


“We can tow the ship to the inside edge of the interdiction effect around the system before we do any work on it, putting the system on one side and the galactic core on the other between Syndicate long range scanners,” Zaa offered.  “I’ll have my children set up some radiation shields to deflect the core radiation and SCM units to prevent long range scans.  When that’s ready, we gather up every ship with a drive and have them tow the salvage ship to the work area.  We inspect and study the ship while waiting for the gates to be built, then we coordinate the installation of the drives on the salvage ship so we finish just as the Stargates are ready.  Then we simply take the gate over, assemble it, link it, send the ship through, then disassemble it and bring it back.”

“A very prudent course of action, Denmother,” Cybi told her.


“It will work,” Jason agreed.  “Cybi, it’s your baby.  You handle it personally, so I don’t have to worry about it.”


“I’ll take care of it, Jason,” she assured him.  “I will coordinate things with Denmother, Myri, Jelissa over at KSTC, and Myleena.”

“And that’s why I gave it to you, that way you get to deal with all their whining.”


“I’m going to tell them you said that,” she warned.


“Go for it, I’m not afraid of those weenies,” he retorted, which made Zaa laugh.


“While I’m here, you should know that Aliki just finished her military training,” Zaa informed, referring to one of the Generations.  “She passed her Titan qualification exam on the third try.  She also asked if she could train more with Symone’s unit.  She’s become enamored with the rigs, it seems.”

“She’s more than welcome to,  I never say no when a Generation wants more military training,” Jason answered.


“You continue your plan to use Generations offensively on a battlefield?” Zaa asked.


He nodded.  “I don’t know why, but I just have this feeling that the CCM is going to need us,” he said.  “There’s only five of us—well, six of us now that have full military training.  Me, Myli, Jenn, Jezzi, Kaili, and now Aliki.  Seven more, and we’ll have a full squad of Generations in gestalt-equipped rigs, while Kaili sits up in the Tianne and uses her merge with Coma.”


“You know that Aya will never allow you into combat.”

“What Aya doesn’t know won’t hurt me, at least until after it’s over,” he replied, which made her chuckle.  “This is too important, Denmother, too important for anyone to sit behind a desk and pretend they’re so special that they have no duty to do everything they can.  This is about survival at its most basic level.  We either repel the Syndicate, or we become their slaves.  Our lives would effectively be over.  And I’m not risking that, even if I have to get into a Titan or a Wolf and fight it out on the front lines,” he declared adamantly.  “I’ll do whatever it takes to protect us from the Andromedans.”


“Well, I cannot fault your conviction, cousin,” she told him.  “But in your case, you are best serving the house, the KMS, and the CCM by staying behind your desk.  Should you fall, it would bring about the end of the House of Karinne.  You are too valuable to risk your life on the front lines.”


“We’ll agreed to disagree about that, Denmother,” he said bluntly.  “If I just sat behind my desk and let other people die for me, knowing I could have helped them, I’d never be able to live with myself.”

“Honor is a good thing, cousin, until it clouds your vision,” she warned.


“Don’t worry, Denmother.  One of my most important duties is keeping him out of trouble,” Cybi told her, pointing at Jason.


“Well, you do a piss poor job of it,” Jason accused.


“I’m following Aya’s lead, Jason.  I don’t save you from trouble you make for yourself,” she replied sweetly.  “And that’s most of the trouble you get yourself into.”

Zaa laughed.  “That is beyond true,” she agreed, giving Jason a smile.


“Oh, get out of here, both of you,” he retorted, making a shooing motion.  “I have better things to do than sit here and endure your blathering.”


“Blathering?  You need to stop studying obscure Kimdori vocabulary,” Zaa told him.


“Hey, if I have to make you call up the dictionary in your memory band, then you learned something,” he answered her as she stood up.  “You want to stay for dinner, Denmother?  It should be ready any time now.”


“Afraid not, cousin, I have too much to do,” she answered.  “I’ll pass your answer back to the council and to Yeri.”

“Well, get the report ready so I can kick them all off the planet,” he told her.  “I’ll enjoy that.”


“I’m sure you will, cousin.”
