Chapter 4

Baetha (Midsummer’s Day), 4404, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Sunday, 27 May 2018 Terran Standard Calendar


Baetha (Midsummer’s Day), year 1329 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Karsa Sports Complex, Karsa, Karis

If there were such things as omens, Jason had a feeling that he’d just seen a good one.

To call the match a rout was an understatement.  Routs were rare in IBL bachi because of the talent and skill level involved, but when a team loses 18-6, that is a rout.  The Paladins absolutely dismantled the Jerama Warlords in one of the most lopsided butt-whoopings the IBL had seen in several seasons.  And the score didn’t even reflect the true level of utter ownage that had taken place on that field.  The Paladins head coach had pulled her girls back at the start of the fourth division to show some mercy on the Warlords, a long-standing unwritten rule of courtesy in the IBL, the gentleladies’ contract, else the score would have been utterly humiliating.  The teams continued to play hard in the fourth division—this was IBL bachi and pride was on the line here—but the Paladins passed up multiple obvious scoring opportunities while continuing to play stout defense.  They weren’t running up the score, but they also weren’t allowing the Warlords to get back into the game, either.  Any time the Warlords scored, the Paladins came back and played full-out offense to get that point back.  And the Warlords could not stop them.

Needless to say, that put the entire upcoming season in a very positive light.  If the Paladins could whip last year’s Division VIII champions up and down the pitch, it sent a message that this year, the Paladins were for real.  And it made it that much sweeter because it was the Warlords that beat the Paladins in the first round of the playoffs last season, so it was sweet, sweet revenge to come back and curbstomp them in the first match of the new season.


From a technical standpoint, it was everything that Jyslin and Frinia hoped.  The new free agents and draftees had the ideal skillsets to plug right into their head coach’s system seamlessly, and played like a team.  They’d passed up on the biggest available free agents except for Laela Feralle because they didn’t think they’d be good fits with the head coach’s system, and while many in the IBL punditry had done a little head-scratching over Jyslin and Frinia’s strategy pursuing what most felt was D League-level talent in free agency …well, they weren’t scratching their heads anymore.  Not after that.  The head office had identified the best available players to work with their coach, and as a football player, Jason completely understood that methodology.  One team’s third string cut bait was another team’s star player because of the systems they used and the player’s skillset.


 So, while Dahnai started off the day almost overbearingly annoying, the amount of worried silence coming from her chair increased more and more as the match played out.  She was almost sulky by the end of the match, and nearly snapped at Jyslin when she asked if she was ready to go back to the summer palace for some barbecue.

That was fear…and it smelled so, so good.


But, Jason was far too busy to spend more time than necessary at the game.  He was there to see the game and hang out with his family and Dahnai, and now that that was done, he had very important work to do.  And for her part, Jyslin understood and didn’t bitch too much when he took his leave.  He had to change into armor before he was allowed to leave the skybox, and four guards escorted him back to the frigate Taskara, which was sitting on the big landing pad behind the stadium waiting for him.  He had Ryn and Dera with him from his usual complement, but instead of Shen and Suri, he had Mai and Uma from the second shift.  Shen and Suri were attending a class at the barracks, part of the Imperial Guard’s training regimen.  Captain Rambarr Kro saluted as he approached, a hulking Druvom who had very quickly raced through the ranks to achieve the equivalent rank he held in the Druvom Empire.  Druvoms were very tall, very burly humanoids who were silicon-based instead of carbon-based, like Stevaks, but they looked much more human than the Stevaki did.  Rambarr Kro looked like a stone giant from the old myths and legends, with a wide face, flat nose, and grayish skin that was as tough as synth-leather that covered very dense flesh and even denser bones.  Rambarr’s exceptionally dense body weighed as much as four Faey despite only being about two shakra taller on the average, so heavy that his armor had an inducer to take the edge off.  And with that dense cellular structure came superhuman strength. Rambarr Kro could pick up a hoverbike and throw it a good ten shakra.

Jason found it a bit odd that a being as big as a Druvom would be on a frigate, which was a very cramped ship, but he wasn’t complaining.  Command officers started their careers commanding ships with the frigates, and the fact that Rambarr might have trouble squeezing through the bridge hatch did not give him any special consideration.  “Rambarr, those Lieutenant Commander’s bars look good on you,” Jason told him, shaking his hand after returning the salute.  “Congratulations.  How’s your first KMS command?”

“It’s much like my job in the Druvom Navy before I joined the Karinnes, your Grace,” he said with a wide smile, showing off his metallic and entirely natural teeth.  “I commanded a fast attack frigate for the Navy, and now I’m doing it again for the house.”


“And you’ll kick some ass,” Jason said.  “The Navy is better off with you in it.”


“Thank you, your Grace.  The ship is prepped and ready for departure at your command,” he said, motioning for Jason to board.


Jason walked up the ramp with Rambarr behind him, and Jason noticed that he had to duck his head a little to walk down the companionway.  “I think you need a bigger ship, Captain,” he noted.


Rambarr laughed.  “I’m used to it, your Grace,” he replied as he turned sideways to let one of his crew, a willowy Shio, squeeze by him.  “Most Karinne buildings aren’t built with us Druvoms in mind.  I fit on the bridge, and that’s what matters the most.  At least after engineering installed a proper chair,” he added, which made Jason laugh.


“I can imagine, he nodded.  “I hope you fit in your quarters.”


“My bed goes from bulkhead to bulkhead, but yes, I fit.  Barely.”


Aya, never one to pass up the chance to encase Jason in bubble wrap whenever possible, had decided that since frigates were capable of ground landing on most large landing pads, and also carried two zip ships for ground to air passenger transfers if they couldn’t, that Jason would only be allowed to be carried in a frigate if he left the planet’s surface.  Corvettes could still ferry him around if he stayed in the atmosphere, but if he needed to go anywhere else, a frigate was the minimum allowed conveyance.  And in what Jason felt was silly overprotectiveness, if he was headed to Kosigi, the frigate had to run in stealth mode to further prevent a possible attack against him.  If he was going to go anywhere but Kosigi outside the atmosphere, he had to transfer to at least a battleship for the journey.   And he had to have at least one tactical battleship or tactical cruiser, four destroyers, and four frigates escorting that ship.  That was the minimum task force Aya demanded to take Jason anywhere off planet that wasn’t Kosigi, and that only applied to Karinne holdings that were connected to Karis by Stargates and were behind interdictors.  To go anywhere outside of Karinne territory, he had to have Aya’s explicit permission, and she had to arrange the security for the trip.


He was surprised she was giving him that much freedom.  Before, she wouldn’t even let him off the planet without extravagant protection, but now she seemed comfortable letting him play in the back yard without chaining him to the swingset, as it were.  So long as he stayed inside interdicted Karinne territory, she seemed content allowing him to go about his business without her meddling.


Their destination was Virga, but Jason also planned to go to Kosigi later on, so a frigate was necessary.  The Taskara had been part of the fly-by celebrating the beginning of the IBL season, so the KMS already had a frigate very close by when Aya called for a transport for Jason.  The citizenry of Karsa got to see a procession of KMS line ships do a fly-over of the stadium before the match, including the command ship Aegis, which was so low that the ship blotted out the sky when it flew over the stadium.  The Taskara had been part of a formation of frigates that took part in that aerial parade.

Rambarr Kro got him to his destination quickly and without incident, landing on the bare rock outside the MRDD facility just outside Marine Gunnery Range Delta.  The facility had been part of the Titan project, and it had been in this complex of three buildings that the artificial muscle strand technology developed for Titan mecha had been researched.  The complex had been more or less built for the task, three buildings surrounding an external test area where the muscle strands had been tested, a large plascrete pad with various large frames built that simulated the joints of a Titan mecha.  But with the Titans now in production, the research lab had been shuttered until a new project could be assigned to it…and now it had one.


Tom and Bo met Jason at the ramp after the frigate landed, and behind them was the very tall, very blue, and very bald Instructor RDX.  Ruu shaved their heads and all other body hair except their eyebrows as a social convention—at least that he’d seen—so it was a little different to see a humanoid female who was completely bald.  Ruu females often wore habits, skullcaps, or hijab-like garments over their heads that were very form-fitting and stylish, but RDX had opted to go bare-headed.  Jason stepped up to them and took RDX’s wrist in the ritual Ruu greeting.  “It’s good to see you made it, Instructor,” he said.


“I have been returned to active research for this project, your Grace, but allowed to keep my rank, so my designation has been reverted.  I am Scientist RDX for the duration of this project.”


“Scientist,” he corrected with a nod.  “Have they gotten you up to speed on the basic objective of this project?”


“They have, your Grace,” she nodded as his guards came down the ramp.  “And I’ve already been warned that there are some aspects of this project I won’t be permitted to see due to confidentiality concerns.  I fully understand my role here as a consultant, so I have no objection.”


“I’m glad that you do,” he said.  “This project is being designed based on a secret Karinne technology.  But, Scientist, you have my full permission to take all the data we can release to you that does not use that technology and try to develop your own version of the armor system using Ruu technology.  You have joint ownership of the research data.”

“I am quite happy to hear that, your Grace, for I intend to do just that,” she said.


“And we’ll help you with it, if you’ll allow us,” Jason told her.


“We’d be happy to, since one of the things we’ll also be doing is seeing if we can adapt this armor system for our Confederate allies, who don’t use our tech,” Bo agreed.  “Helping you develop the system for Ruu tech will give us a good method to try to create a Confederate version.”


“That honors the cause, Bo,” she smiled.  “And the cause is just.”


“What are your initial impressions?” Jason asked.


“My initial impression is that what your thesis proposes is definitely possible,” she replied.  “An interphasic waveform could be designed so that it actively absorbs incoming energy, which would then actively reinforce the structural integrity of the material in which the field resonates. The key is going to be finding a way to infuse it into the armored hull without disrupting the field integrity.  We won’t be able to use silicon for this, it will have to be used with an armor-quality material, something with exceptional strength and durability, and that means an alloy.  And as you know, when you start using alloys, the chemical makeup of the various metals can wreak havoc with an interphasic resonance field.  There will be no “magic harmonic” we can use, it will have to be a compound composite frequency that gets the best result, and that will not be perfectly ideal.  We will also have to find a way to isolate the interphasic field so it only infuses the armored hull, that it does not bleed into the support bulkheads and struts, which would weaken the armor effect.  I theorize that the key to this project will be finding the right interphasic composite frequency to match to the right armor material to create the strongest intended effect.”


“You were definitely the right Ruu to bring into this project, Scientist,” Jason told her with an impressed look.


“If it pleases you, your Grace, you may call me RDX.”


“And you may call me Jason, RDX,” he said with a smile and a nod.  “I’m actually not all that big on titles.  Just ask anyone who knows me.”


“That’s the truth,” Tom chuckled.


And if it pleases you thus, know that I have talent, if you wish to address me thusly, RDX sent, which was no surprise. Like the Colonists, nearly half of the Ruu exhibited psionic ability, with the vast majority of them being telepaths.


Our companions lack talent, RDX, so I’ll most likely be speaking to you most of the time.  But I would be quite happy to send to you when it doesn’t exclude our companions.

She gave him a slight smile and a nod.


Dera gave him a slight look, one that he fully understood without having to send anything.  RDX having talent just made keeping an eye on her a bit more complicated, since she could eavesdrop on the surface thoughts of the others passively…like when they were thinking a whole lot about the CMS.  But, given she was a Ruu, it might be easier to simply give her access to the CMS specs.  He’d have to look into it and discuss it with Miaari and Myri before he made a decision.  If Miaari found she could be trusted to keep that tech to herself—or at least within the Ruu—he might be inclined to share it with her.


“Did you find your quarters acceptable, RDX?” Jason asked.


“They are very nearly luxurious, Jason, and the view from my balcony is picturesque,” she answered brightly.  “I’ve already taken quite a few holos of it, and last night’s particularly lovely sunset is now the background on my workstation holodisplay.”


“I’m glad you like them,” he said.  “Now, you guys can show me around, I haven’t been here since the start of the Titan project.  I’m sure you’ve already worked out how you’re converting the buildings.”


“Yup,” Tom said.


“Are those these Titans, Jason?” RDX asked, pointing at one of the gigantic exomechs that loomed over the east building of the complex, one of two Titans standing guard at the facility.


“Yes it is, RDX, we designed and built them to counter the exomechs the Syndicate uses, which are nearly the same size,” he answered.  “We keep security at all facilities performing top secret research, so those two mecha are pulling guard duty.  We usually wouldn’t use something like that for something like standing guard, but the mecha are relatively new.  It’s giving the riggers operating them logged hours, some operating time before the war starts.”

“That makes perfect sense,” she nodded.  “You want those pilots to feel completely comfortable operating the mecha, so they need to use them.  They need to use them a lot.”


“Precisely,” he agreed.  “Now, give me the grand tour, Tom.”


It wasn’t just Titans at the facility.  There were Marine guard units stationed throughout the complex, two at every external door and standing at critical intersections in hallways inside while roving patrols roamed the complex grounds, who all snapped to attention and saluted when Jason approached them. There were also two Gladiator and two Juggernaut exomechs stationed around the complex, one of which came into view as they moved from what Tom was setting up as the main research lab to the fabrication building, where the mini-factory was located.  The third building was a warehouse, had been a storage building during the Titan project, but Tom was setting up half of its warehouse space as a secondary test facility, something indoors with lots of space for some experiments that wouldn’t fit in the main research lab.  The outside pad where the joint frames were would be converted to the large-scale test area, where they’d bring in large segments of armored hull sections and test their work, hull sections too big to fit in the warehouse.  “This place is almost perfect, Jayce,” Tom said as they came out of the warehouse, his four guards following behind him.  “The facility mainframe is more than enough for everything we’re gonna do, we have lots of space, and the mini-factory is going to make fabricating parts easy.  We’ll be able to do some quality work here.”

“That’s all I needed to hear,” Jason said with a smile.  “How’s your candidate search going?”


“I finished building the team, mostly out of 3D and MRDD,” he answered.  “A couple have to wrap up what they’re doing before they can start over here, though.  We should have thirty two researchers here with ten assisting master machinists and thirty junior machinists.  I’m pulling Luke to run the machinist team, he knows how we do things.”


“Luke’s never a bad choice when it comes to building,” Jason chuckled.


“Rook’s bringing ten Rockers to assist with the heavy lifting,” Bo added.  “He wants to test them in a construction environment, see how they do.”


“That’s not a bad idea,” Jason agreed.


“What is this Rocker?” RDX asked.

“It’s an android,” Jason answered.  “A robot.  We built them as robotic drones to assist our ground forces in the war against the Syndicate, but we’re testing them to see how useful they’ll be in non-combat roles.  I’d like to do something more with them than just stick them in a warehouse to collect dust after the war is over.”


“Ah.  I would venture a guess to say they’d be quite useful in a construction role, they would be inexhaustible laborers.”


“That’s what we’re going to find out,” Bo said.


“What’s the timetable, Tom?” Jason asked.


“We should be set up and ready to go in about two days, but we won’t have everyone here for four, so we’ll be running at full steam in five days,” he replied.  “I’ve got all the materials ordered, and we’re already taking deliveries.  We have to do a little converting to get the facilities arranged the way we want, but that’ll only take like two days. Hadjha Siyhaa’s coming over tomorrow to set up the mainframe for us, and after she’s done, we’ll be officially on the clock.  We’re gonna start the project as soon as she has the mainframe set up, and the late arrivers can just join in as they get here.  You’ll need to set up your house computer so it automatically syncs all data from your work with the database here, but I’d still much rather have you here with the team.”


“You are working as a researcher on this project, Jason?” RDX asked in surprise.


“I was an engineer long before I was the Grand Duke Karinne, RDX,” he chuckled.  “And I was the one that invented the technology that we’ll be using as a base for the armor project.  So yes, I’ll be doing some work on the project on my own and sending you my data, at least when I have the time.  I have a lot of other work to do, so for me, it’s something of an indulgence, a labor of love I practice as a hobby in what little spare time I have.”

“When you honor the cause, you find it almost impossible to leave it for another position,” RDX said with a smile.


“Believe me, if I could hand my crown to my son and go back to 3D full time, I’d do it in a heartbeat,” he said sincerely.


“Please god no, you’d drive us all completely nuts,” Bo protested, and Jason laughed when Tom slapped him on the back of the head.


“Yeah, you should be ready for that, RDX.  The scientists of 3D aren’t very…formal,” Jason said lightly.  “We’re a pretty rough and tumble bunch, and we’ll seem quite immature and maybe a little unprofessional to you, but don’t doubt for a second that they’re very good at what they do.”

“Quite the contrary, Jason, you have never seen Ruu scientists when not in the lab,” she replied with a smile.  “Sometimes a good prank breaks up the monotony and brings a little levity into things, and that is healthy for everyone.”


“I knew there was a good reason to like the Ruu,” Bo said with a grin.


“Well, you’re gonna see a lot of it,” Jason predicted.  “And be warned.  If you prank someone, they will retaliate, and their retaliation will be very creative.  You’re dealing with some of the most underhanded, sneaky, ruthless, devious, diabolical jackwagons in the galaxy here, RDX.  Fiendishness is a job requirement in 3D.”

“I look forward to seeing it applied,” RDX laughed.


“You have been warned,” Jason said in a voice of doom that made both Tom and Bo explode into laughter.


He left them to start getting things organized, boarding the frigate and heading up to Kosigi, but having it take its time getting there since he was going to be early.  While going to see Tom had been important, it wasn’t the real reason he’d left his family at the stadium, it was so he could extricate himself from them in a place and at a time that would make it easy.  It would have been much harder to disentangle himself from his wife and amu back at home, so he made sure he was removed from that temptation before it became one.  The command staff was meeting on Kosigi, and this was an important meeting.  The Syndicate would be arriving in their galaxy in 20 days, and they were having a meeting about preparation and readiness with the full command staff, about operations both with the CCM and unilateral missions and operations…and the Karinnes wouldn’t be the only ones conducting their own operations outside of the CCM.  They were holding it on Kosigi because part of the meeting was going to be visually inspecting KMS assets, so they could see just how ready they were for this war.

Jason was there both as the Grand Duke Karinne and as the representative from 3D.  He knew what they were going to be doing in the opening days of the war, what plans they had, and he’d be passing them along to the planners so they could take them into account.  They would also be officially firing the first shot in this war, as it would be a 3D toy attack that would be the opening salvo.  3D would be both operating with the KMS and CCM as a military force and doing their own thing whenever and wherever they saw an opportunity, and they weren’t going to be waiting around for someone to give them permission to do what they were doing.  Myri and Lorna wouldn’t care about that one bit, but some of the stuffier planners in the CCM’s command staff would have issue with a rogue unit like 3D just running around willy-nilly doing whatever they pleased.  Those commanders were from the civilizations that weren’t used to the kind of asymmetrical warfare in which 3D specialized.  Past experience proved that when 3D operated as a conventional military force, it failed.  But when they were allowed to do what they did best, strike in windows of opportunity and attack in just about every way except what the enemy would see coming, 3D was one of the most dangerous organizations an enemy might face.

3D did not fight fair.  In fact, 3D was infamously notorious for just how outrageously they cheated.  3D was the kind of organization that would kick you in the balls after stabbing you in the back, and they managed to get behind you because they threw sand in your eyes.  And that was what made them so dangerous.  3D didn’t believe in the nobility of a fair fight, of honor and chivalry and noble combat.  3D believed in slitting your throat while you were looking at the pretty birdie.

And they weren’t going to be alone in that fight.  Seeing the success of 3D, several other empires had started up or significantly beefed up shadowy pseudo-military organizations that would fight the wars off the battlefields while the militaries fought on them.  The Alliance had formed a unit of Beryan special ops specialists to do the dirty stuff, for example.  The Imperium had had their own asymmetrical warfare unit headed by Myleena before she came to the house, a division of Black Ops called the Skulkers that specialized in waging or defending against asymmetrical warfare like sabotage and guerilla attacks, which was one reason why she was sent to Terra to stop Jason.  Dahnai had significantly increased the staff and budget of the Skulkers over the last few years.  The Republic, the Empire, the Colonies, the Federation, the Collective, and the Rathii had all started their own 3D-style organizations after seeing 3D’s success. Those old members of the Confederation had seen what 3D could do from up close and personal, and they knew a smart thing when they saw it.

It was easy for many to forget that while 3D was one of the most successful scientific and technological research organizations, responsible for many important technological breakthroughs, its primary focus was to use the technology they invented for war.  They were created from the remains of the Legion, who had used the creative application of technology to fight a guerilla war against the Trillanes, and that was still who and what they were at their core.  The scientists like Eraen, Siyhaa, and Emia stood shoulder to shoulder with the fighters like Maggie, Bo, Leamon, Jenny, Tom, Luke, Mike, Temika, and the rest of the survivors of the original Legion.  Yes, the Legion fighters were some impressive scientists in their own right, trained by Myleena in the arts of engineering, but they were fighting scientists.

The Taskara landed on the central core of Kosigi and extended its ramp, and the armor-clad Jason Karinne strode down it and towards his war staff, Myri, Juma, Sioa, and Navii, with his four guards following him.  Like him, they were all in armor, as were everyone else.  The KMS was now officially on a wartime footing, and there would be no more duty uniforms as the uniform of the day.  From now until the defeat of the Syndicate, it would be Crusader armor for everyone on duty, no exceptions.  Most of the KMS would be all but living in their armor for the next several months.


“Myri,” he greeted, then kissed him on the cheek.  “We about ready?”


“The command staff is gathered in the main conference room,” she replied.  “As are the captains of all flagship-level vessels and the command staff of all four armies and the reserve militia.”


“That’s quite a crowd,” Jason mused.


“Nearly a hundred,” Juma affirmed.


“Well, let’s not keep them waiting,” he said, offering his arm to Navii, who smiled and took it.


Jason entered the conference room, and its occupants stood at attention until he reached the table.  “Be seated,” he said, and they did so.  “As all of you know, this is the initial overview briefing for our upcoming operations against the Syndicate, both attached to the CCM and for independent action.  The chiefs of staff will be presenting our strategy for the upcoming war, and afterwards, we’ll discuss it.”

And that took the better part of three hours.  Jason already knew everything Myri, Juma, and Sioa revealed as they stood at the podium in the conference room and explained their overall strategy when operating outside of the CCM, which would primarily be to attack any small Syndicate fleets that broke away from the main force and attempt to capture one of their moon-sized super-ships, so Jason didn’t pay super-close attention.  He then took Juma’s place on the podium after she explained the general tactics the Navy would use and explained 3D’s role in the upcoming war, something that his military already understood.  When he was finished, Sioa presented the ground forces overview, how the Karinne Army would handle dealing with an enemy force that no doubt had hundreds of species in it that had widely varied capabilities, as well as the Benga, who would be formidable both for their size and for their telepaths.  She also went over planetary defense, activation schedules for Karinne guard and civilian militia units to fill the gaps created by the shift of army resources offworld, which were sizable.  Over half of the lay civilian population of Karis was a member of the guard or militia, and some of them had some pretty indepth training.  He had civilians rated to pilot Wolf fighters and exomechs, so they’d be a damn effective defense in case Karis was attacked.  They’d proven that in the prior two attacks on Karis by the Consortium.

Then Miaari made her entrance.  She went over everything they knew about the Syndicate from an intelligence point of view, from the structure of their government to their military to their technology, which was on the average inferior compared to the Consortium, and roughly equal to the Confederation.

And it was to Miaari that the most curious question was directed, from the commander of the 2nd Army, Hilia Karinne.  “If they’re technologically inferior to the Consortium, and the Consortium had beings that could see all Syndicate ship movements in real time, how did they lose that war?”


“That is the most important question, and one which we cannot answer yet.  The Consortium did not know how the Syndicate was managing to defeat them despite them winning the majority of battles they fought against them.  Analysis of the records we stole from the Consortium show that while they won more battles against the Syndicate, the Syndicate won every single important battle.  The battles for the most important star systems, the battles that did the most damage to Consortium operational capabilities, those battles the Syndicate won virtually every single time.  The swiftness with which they began to push into Consortium territory increased dramatically once the Syndicate developed diffuser technology, but they were winning the war even before then, just at a much slower and much bloodier pace.  It is indeed a highly curious pattern, almost as if the Syndicate knew which battles they had to win in order to defeat the Consortium in the war.  In the smaller skirmishes and battles that had little strategic value in the long run, the Syndicate would often just abandon their engaged forces to fate, but when it was a major battle over a critical objective, the Syndicate always had numerical superiority and brought in their largest ships.”

“And we’ve taken that into account in our own planning,” Navii called.  “Miaari’s already pointed this out to us, and we’ll be ready for it if we see this kind of behavior in them.  If they don’t send reinforcements to a fight, we’ll notice it.  But if they suddenly heavily reinforce their fleets, or they devote a significant portion of their fleet to an attack, then we know that they believe that the battle is a critical one, and we will respond in kind.  The more they commit to a battle, the more we will commit in return.  If they deem a battle that important to win, however it is they determine these things, the KMS will ensure that any victories they achieve will be as costly as possible.”


“Remember that our overall strategy for the Syndicate is effectively the same as our war against the Consortium,” Myri called.  “The Syndicate may have a massive fleet, but that fleet is operating in hostile territory.  They have no reinforcements, no bases where they can drydock ships for repairs, no easy means of resupply. Our entire strategy revolves around dealing as much damage as possible to their fleet, to their ships.  Attrition, attrition, attrition,” she chanted.  “And as Admiral Navii said, when we see them willing to devote significant portions of their very limited resources, we will respond to it.  We give them no easy victories.  This is our side of the bachi pitch, so if they’re going to score a goal, we’re going to beat their strikers senseless before they get in position to take the shot.”


“And that’s what we’re for,” Jason continued.  “3D’s role in this battle plan is to wear down the Syndicate fleet, both physically and psychologically.  We will attack them relentlessly, constantly, where the attacks might be small, but they never allow the Syndicate to relax for a single second.  They don’t have the discipline of the Consortium bugs, so that kind of terror tactic is going to be much more effective against them.  And they may not take into account the fact that they can’t hide from us, and they can’t build any defenses that can keep us out.  They have no safety here, and we will drive that point home every second of every minute of every day that that fleet remains in our galaxy.”

“Can 3D be effective against moon-sized ships?” someone asked.


“We’ve had two years to plan for this,” he said with a dark, evil smile that made several people chuckle.  “Yes, we have a few ideas that will even make the captains of those super-ships constantly look over their shoulders.  We’ve developed several new toys just for the Syndicate, and they’ll be playing with them very soon.”


“The size of those ships can also be their weakness,” Navii injected.  “Imagine, if you would, if a sizable hostile force boarded the ship.  Yes, there would be tens of thousands of defenders to battle them, but in a ship that big, that massive, that hostile force could easily hold out against the defenders for a very long time, so long as they are well organized, well equipped and well supplied for a protracted siege, and well trained to know the ship they are invading.  If the invaders could secure a foothold inside the ship, it would effectively remove that ship from the Syndicate fleet.  They could not send a ship occupied by a hostile force into a battle, the risk would be too great, especially if the invading force captured assets that would make the ship a threat to its own, such as weapon batteries, munitions stockpiles,  power generation units, or computer control nodes.  In that scenario, two or three thousand Marines could conceivably remove one of their super-ships from the battle plan without the need for the Navy to destroy it.”


Several of the command staff took on thoughtful looks, and a few of them nodded in agreement.


“Thanks to the Kimdori, we’ll have detailed scans of those ships by the time they get here, including their layouts,” Jason said with a dark smile.  “So when we do invade one of their ships with boarders, those boarders will know everything they need to know about that ship.  The Marines will know which datalines to cut to disable automated security and cameras, which intersections to take over to gain tactical control of a ship section, which power conduits to break to interrupt power to sections of the ship they don’t control, and where the important ship sections and controls are that contain the critical infrastructure a ship that big needs to operate, to establish that foothold and pose a viable threat to the rest of the ship.  And that also brings us to one of the major objectives of the KMS in this war.  We will isolate, board, and capture one of those super-ships,” he declared.


“The Kimdori will already be on those ships by that time,” Miaari added.  “We have infiltrators ready to invade the Syndicate fleet, so they may conduct espionage and observation.  And as Navii pointed out, the sheer size of those ships will make it comparatively easy for those infiltrators to gain access to the ships.  When a ship is the size of a moon, the Kimdori infiltrator will undoubtedly find an access airlock and manage to get inside before their internal security can respond.  The ship is simply too big for them to guard everything.”


“The bigger something is, the easier it is for something small to get inside it undetected,” Jason said, to which Miaari nodded knowingly.


“Spiders,” someone blurted.


“That’s one of our plans in 3D, yes,” Jason affirmed.  “We’ll see how well those super-ships run when there’s a few billion spiders inside it wreaking havoc with their power and computer systems.  We’ll tackle moon-sized ships with microscopic robots, and we have a feeling that the microscopic robots are going to win that fight,” he added with a chuckle.

“That’s more or less what the KMS will be doing outside of the CCM,” Myri stated.  “Within the CCM, we’ll be doing what we’ve been doing.  Our flag-level ships will be functioning as the flagship in any task force, the battleships will be serving as the flag within the squadrons making up the fleet when a command ship is present.  Our smaller ships will be interspersed into the fleets to do what they do best, kill enemy ships, and 3D will be providing both strategic and tactical support via their weapons, toys, and gadgets to assist in the battle plan.  In ground operations, the Karinne Army will be more or less the center of the formation due to our Titans, Juggernauts, Gladiators, and individual infantry soldiers in Crusader armor, with Faey units backing up Imperial Marine units, interspersed into the army units of other species to provide telepathic defense against Benga mindstrikers.  The Imperial Marines will mainly be executing that role, but when there aren’t enough Marine companies to provide full protection, Karinne Army and Marine units will be pulled to perform that task.  Lorna’s put together a solid battle plan that utilizes everyone’s ships and ground forces to maximum effect, exploiting the known weaknesses of the Syndicate forces that the Kimdori discovered for us, and while we’re operating in CCM task forces, we’ll be following it.”


“Indeed,” Navii agreed.  “She truly understands the strengths and weaknesses of the ships that make up the CCM fleet, and she knows how to deploy them with the greatest effectiveness.”


That got a rumble of assent.  Everyone in that room respected Lorna’s abilities.  She had proved herself many times over as the most effective commander the CCM had.


That reminded Jason to get with Aya about the summit being held on Terra just before the Syndicate arrived, where no doubt the rulers would be in a conference just like this listening to Lorna explain the CCM battle plan to them…or try.  Most rulers weren’t very good strategists, so Jason hoped that she didn’t try to explain everything. If he had his way, he’d only let Lorna brief those rulers with a clue about military strategy and tactics, like Grran, Shakizarr, and Mejik To of the Dardrik.  Now those three, they would fully understand and appreciate Lorna’s briefing.  Everyone else needed to just put their dicks back in their underwear and let the military specialists do their jobs without them thinking they knew better.

That was an idea.  Jason was of a mind to invite a few of the more enlightened rulers when it came to military operations to a private dinner…that Lorna would just happen to be attending.  Lorna was Jyslin’s aunt, after all, so it wouldn’t be a stretch that she’d have dinner with her family while they were on Terra.  That would give her a chance to be more detailed, and give those rulers the chance to ask questions without riling up the rest of the council.


“I’d say we’ve covered just about everything,” Myri said.  “Does anyone have any questions?”


There were a few questions, mainly from the ship captains concerning CCM operations, that Jason didn’t pay much attention to since they were mainly procedural.  Once that was wrapped up, Myri stood up.  “Alright, we’re finished here.   Everyone return to your ships or your headquarters and continue preparations.  Troop transport and ship deployment schedules are already posted, and I don’t think they’re going to change.  Palla, Haema, Salira, we have a cruiser standing by to return you to your ships at Terra.”

Jason rejoined his guards, and they escorted him in the direction of the landing pad where the Taskara was still sitting, waiting for him.  How did it go? Mai asked him.


That’s not the meeting that concerns me, he answered.  I’m more worried about the final council summit on Terra.


Why is that?


I have this bad feeling that some ruler is going to suddenly decide that he knows better than the command staff, he answered.  There’s a whole lot of silly arrogant pride that’s gonna be sitting in that room.


I have a slightly different one, Jason.  Have they decided who is going to be handling negotiations with the Syndicate commander? Ryn asked.  The entire council can’t do it.  Someone has to speak for the council.

He glanced at her.  They wisely deferred that duty to Lorna and the CCM.  They felt that it would be best if it was a negotiation between military officers, given the Syndicate invasion fleet is a military operation.  I can live with that, since it would give the Syndicate the idea that they’re worth more than they actually are if a member of the council was the one that conducted the initial negotiation.  One of the CCM command staff with a lot of experience in diplomacy can get the point across much better than just about anyone in the council can.


That point being?


Turn around and go home or die, he replied pugnaciously.  It holds much more weight when it’s a military commander that says it than a politician.

Ryn nodded as they approached the Taskara, coming out of the main administration building on the core and approaching the landing pad, which had been enlarged to allow frigates to easily land.  The ship and its crew got him back down to Karis in barely half an hour, landing at the summer palace and waiting for him as he got off the ship alone.  The “party” was still in full swing, with Dahnai hosting the Highborn Grand Duchesses, Jyslin, Symone and Tim, and their kids.  Dahnai had again found a reason to bring Saelle and her younger kids along—she almost never went anywhere without Saelle anymore—all of them gathered around a table set out on the pool deck, and dressed in typical pool attire…none.  The only clothing represented in the whole gathering was the bikini bottoms that Semoya Dorrane had on, at least that Jason could see.  She’d brought the Highborns over after the game to discuss the Syndicate, something no doubt going on in every government in the Confederation…just probably much more clothed.  The only reason Jason was there was to pick up Jyslin, Tim and Symone, and the kids.  His wife and amu dozei were ignoring the conference of Highborns and playing in the pool with Sirri, Rann, and Shya, while the toddlers were being carefully watched as they played in a sandbox not far from the pool deck.

“Aren’t you a little overdressed, Jason?” Carissa asked him.


Jason rapped his armored knuckles on his breastplate.  “This is war, Carissa, and I’m not just the Grand Duke of the house on paper.  When the time comes, I’ll be fighting right alongside the soldiers of the house, in my own way.  Besides, I need armor to be around this lot without cameras around,” he added, which made most of them laugh.  “You ladies made any progress?”


“We’re not discussing things that need progress,” Emae replied.  “We’re just discussing the possible consequences to the Imperium after the war.  How things might change within the Imperium and within the Confederation.”


“I’m sure it’s something you’ve discussed with your advisors,” Semoya added.


“Things are a bit less complicated for us.”


“Don’t be so patronizing, Jason,” Ardalla Koyanne said bluntly.

“What?  I’m not being patronizing, Ardalla,” he protested.  “It’s the truth.  We try to keep ourselves as much out of the business of others as possible.  When the war’s over, we go right back to what we were doing before all this shit started.”


“And what is that, Jason?” Semoya asked lightly.


“None of your business,” he replied in a voice that made her laugh.  “We don’t get in your business, you don’t get in ours.  That way, we’re both happy.”

“I did want to ask something,” Jiiva Ivanne, the oldest member of the Highborns, spoke up.  “Are you pulling the bridges out of Imperium territory for the war?  Being able to route cargo around Draconis has made things much more efficient.”


“You’re just happy to avoid the Stargate usage fees, Jiiva,” Dahnai accused.


“We’re still paying fees, Dahnai,” she returned.  “Just not to only you.”


“No, we don’t have any plans to pull the bridges out of Imperium territory,” Jason told her.  “We have bridges already built and set aside for the military operation.”  He chuckled.  “You should have seen some of the faces of the others in the council when Dahnai added the Imperium into the bridge placement schedule.  They couldn’t understand why you’d want them.”


“Because Stargates are too expensive to link systems anywhere but to a central hub,” Anya said simply.  “The bridges let the systems directly connect to each other, and that has cut way down on the traffic around Draconis and sped up cargo deliveries to all my house operations, since we can ship cargo directly to the destination now.”


“Much as I miss the revenue, I do have to admit, it’s really cut down on the congestion and cargo bottleneck problems around Draconis,” Dahnai said ruefully.  “And the Stargates do still see enough use to justify keeping them running.”


“And how much of your house Navies are you committing to the CCM?” Jason asked abruptly.


“Only about a quarter,” Dahnai answered.  “We’ll be relying on the house navies to provide defense of the Imperium while the INS and selected elite house assets are engaged with the Syndicate.  Each house will be guarding its territory, and contributing to a coalition of reserve house forces at Draconis for rapid response to any threatened system, and that should be enough to dissuade the Syndicate from attacking Imperial territory.  Given we build the Stargates, we present the most tempting target for invasion.”


“We should have more than enough fleet held back in our home territory to discourage any attack, and the combined house assets at Draconis combined with the planetary defense systems the Karinnes helped us develop should be more than enough to repel anything but them sending their entire fleet at us,” Emae said.  “That’s providing the Syndicate finds a way past the interdictors, the way the Hrathari did.”


“We’ll have the detailed analysis of the Syndicate ships in a few days, once the Kimdori finish the scans,” Jason told them.  “Then we’ll know if they can.  It takes a low-tech approach to get past the interdictors, old fashioned FTL tech, and we just don’t know yet if the Syndicate engines are capable of FTL.  Until then, we assume that they can, and plan accordingly.”


“Always the wise thing to do,” Jiiva nodded.


“You’re not afraid they’ll find a way to jump through the interdictors?” Carissa asked.


“They can’t,” he replied, almost smugly.  “We know enough about their tech to know that they simply can’t do it.  Excuse me if I don’t explain how we know that, but we do.  They could theoretically jump outbound the way everyone else can, but they can’t jump in.”


“And that’s the most important direction, at least from our point of view,” Dahnai chuckled.


“I do hope that the CCM intends to use the interdictors offensively, the way they did against the Consortium?” Emae asked.


“Of course they are,” Jason smiled.  “If we see an opportunity where we can trap their fleet behind interdiction, we’ll jump all over it.”


“You’ll have one, when the Syndicate fleet first arrives,” Carissa reasoned, then she laughed at Jason’s evil smile.  “But of course you’ve already thought of that.”


“We have a plan,” he said lightly.  “In fact, it’s already been deployed.  With the fleet inbound, we calculated their route, and we set up an armada of interdictors in a formation so that they only way they can jump out is to go back the way they came, and we can close the neck of the bottle with fifteen interdictors. That’ll make them travel for months to get back to where they can jump.”


“That must have taken a lot of interdictors,” Semoya mused.


“Three hundred and fifty-three,” Jason nodded.  “It encloses a volume of about fifteen cubic parsecs inside an interdiction envelope, as it were, with Kimdori SCM satellites arrayed so their sensors won’t detect the interdiction as they come inbound and drop out of space before entering the bottleneck, or when they’re inside the trap.  They won’t find out about the interdiction until they try to jump through it, and by then it’ll be too late.  They can jump around inside their prison as much as they want, but they’ll be looking at a very long trip to get out.  And with the negotiation, it actually helps us more by stalling them, giving the interdictors forming the gate of the cage trap  time to expand in logarithmic mode, where every second that goes by will mean days of extra travel time to get out.  So, even if the negotiations fail, they still serve a valuable purpose by holding the Syndicate inside the trap as long as possible before they realize it is a trap. And once we have them trapped inside, we can start pounding them with 3D toys from a position of relative safety for our forces.”

“That’s wickedly cunning, Jason,” Marae Enalle said with an impressed smile.


“Thank you, that’s what we’re here for,” he replied easily.  “Being jackasses is what we do in 3D.”

That made nearly everyone at the table laugh except for Haela Trillane, who was the new Grand Duchess after Maeri was forced to abdicate in disgrace.  Haela was a bit of a surprise appointment, the youngest daughter of Maeri’s youngest sister who had been 14th in line for the house throne, which bypassed Maeri’s own siblings and daughters.  But the simple fact of the matter was, after the giant hole Maeri and her branch of the Trillane family had dug for the House Trillane, it was decided by the entire Trillane family that a fresh face with no connection to Maeri should be put on the throne to try to get the house back into the good graces of the Siann.  Haela had absolutely nothing to do with anything Trillane had done since the whole Terra debacle, since she’d been in school on Makan at the time.  Maeri’s two sisters, three brothers, and her four daughters and two sons had all been part of the house’s system when the Trillanes tried to break away from the Imperium, so that made them all potentially toxic.  Haela was really the only choice, as the only Trillane princess that had nothing to do with that disaster yet had the intelligence and skill to perform as the Grand Duchess.  She was very young, only 31 years old and only just graduated from the Makan Academy last year, and Jason could admit that she was kinda cute.  But, her family had a hell of a lot to answer for…and he supposed that was why she was now sitting on the house throne.


And he could admit, she’d done fairly well over the last seven months that she’d been the Grand Duchess.  Her first—and wisest—act was to make peace with the Urumi, fully understanding that the tenacity of the Brood Queen when it came to pursuing a blood debt was something she would be insane to dismiss or ignore.  She had settled that account quickly and with some honest humility, fully satisfying the Urumi’s outrage with reparations and penance, to the point where the Brood Queen considered the matter with the Trillanes to be settled business.  Haela was now working to restore the honor of the Trillanes within the Imperium, but that would be a long road to walk…but she fully understood that.  It would be years before Dahnai trusted the Trillanes again, but Haela was doing what she needed to do to regain that trust.


The very fact that she was sitting at that table at all was progress.


“Now, if you ladies will excuse me, I’m going to do what I came here to do.  Fetch my family,” Jason told them, glancing in the direction where Jyslin and Symone were playing with the kids, and Tim was standing by the pool, whispering in the ear of one of Dahnai’s servants.  “And get Tim home before he gets too…distracted to leave.”

All the Grand Duchesses laughed at that.  “He certainly is vigorous,” Emae noted wickedly.


Jason gave her a look.  “Not you too!”


“Hey, he’s cute, and he certainly has some impressive equipment hanging between his legs,” she said with a smirk.  “And I wanted to see how much of his talk was just talk.”


“And what’s the prognosis, Emae?” Semoya asked.


“He can back up his boasting,” she answered, which made most of the table giggle like schoolgirls.


Jason sighed in exasperation, which made Emae burst into laughter.


“Somedays I think I should have him neutered,” Jason complained.


“He’s a man doing what a man does, Jason.  At least what Faey women want a man to do,” Emae said with a sly smile.  “I wish my husband was more like Tim.  His wildness is almost intoxicating.”


“Meh,” Jason grunted, which made them all laugh brightly.  “I’ll talk to you ladies later.”


“Have a safe trip, babes,” Dahnai said, then they laughed again.


Let’s go, guys, we’re going home, Jason sent openly across the pool deck.  I’ll go get the babies and get them on the ship.


Aww, we’re having fun! Sirri protested.


Well then, come back with us and spend the night on the strip, silly girl, Jyslin chided.  I don’t think Dahnai will mind.


No I won’t.  If you want to spend more time with your sister and her husband, I’m fine with it, Sirri.  Just make sure you’re back at the palace in the morning.  We have some important things to do before we go back to Draconis tomorrow.

And with that, they had an extra passenger when Jason rounded up the kids and helped Dahnai’s nannies get them on the frigate, keeping them in the entry bay for the belly boarding ramp into which the boarding ramp opened.  On a frigate, there really wasn’t anywhere else to put them except the landing bay, and they wouldn’t be entering that on foot unless they were making a water landing.  When docking to a wharf while in the water, the landing bay doubled as the entry bay for foot traffic via the extending docking ramp.  For ground landings, people boarded using the ramp that lowered from the belly of the ship.  Sirri hadn’t bothered putting anything on, just throwing a towel over her shoulders, sitting beside Shya in a row of seats along the wall bare-ass naked for the 20 minute trip back to the strip.  Jason was almost relieved to get home, to go up to the room and get out of his armor and come back down wearing nothing but a pair of shorts, showing off a body that he’d worked very hard to get back into shape over the last year or so.  He came out onto the deck to see that Sirri and the kids had replaced the pool with the ocean, splashing and playing in the breaking waves with guards watching them casually, including a Gladiator standing at each end of the beach, just inside the fence, with an Imperial Guard inside serving as the rigger.  Aya had gone to full wartime security mode, and that included exomechs present on the strip to provide additional protection.  Tim was over in the house, putting Terry back down in his crib after the trip over, and Symone had Jyslin all but pinned against the picnic table, her hands glued to Jyslin’s butt and rubbing her breasts all over Jyslin’s chest as she kissed and nibbled at her neck, trying to get Jyslin’s motor running.  C’mon baby, let’s go upstairs, Symone purred at her, her thought absolutely charged with sexual desire.  Just you and me, sexy beast, doing all the things we love to do when we’re alone.

It was almost impossible for Jyslin to resist when Symone was doing that, so she took Symone’s hand and dragged her towards Symone’s deck door, then was ended up being dragged inside herself when they got there.  Jason just had to chuckle and marvel at how much Symone was never going to change.  The woman had a one track mind…which, he supposed, was a part of her charm.  And it said a lot about the amu bond between them that Jyslin was so comfortable with the relationship she had with Symone, yet she had absolutely no attraction to any other woman.  Jyslin would even carry on with Symone on in public now, though she drew the line at doing anything blatantly sexual in public spaces…which the deck was not, but Jyslin must be looking for something horizontal for what she had in mind.  Jyslin would be a little frisky in the open areas of the strip, but she wouldn’t act like that outside the strip, outside of what she considered to be intimate personal space for her, her family, and her closest friends.  But then again, she wouldn’t carry on in public spaces with Jason or Tim either, it had nothing to do with her relationship with her amu dozei.  She was a girl that preferred to do her conquering behind a closed door, and she wasn’t alone.  Though Faey had a very open society when it came to sexual behavior, with there being no laws against having sex in public and sex and sexual innuendo being laced into nearly every aspect of Faey culture and society, even children’s shows, many individual Faey preferred to have sex in private.  It was the Faey version of modesty, and those who were like that were considered modest, reserved people.  Dahnai was another of those kinds of Faey.  She was as hot-blooded as any Faey woman—actually, she was way more hot-blooded than most Faey women—but she was almost adamantly insistent that she had sex in private and without the guards present.  It was the one thing she felt she had the right to do without having an audience, and she jealously guarded that hard-won conciliation from her guards.

A far cry from Dahnai’s mother, who was best known for having sex on her throne in front of the entire Siann during open court and for her monthly “new moon parties,” which were nothing more than orgies attended by the nobles of the Siann.  That Dahnai would be so different from her mother was actually rather surprising…but then again, Dahnai wasn’t really raised by her mother, she was raised by her foster mother.

But at least they weren’t Sha’i-ree, he supposed with a wry smile.  Sha’i-ree could even make a Faey woman blush.


Jason decided to blow off paperwork and relax on the beach with a growing number of kids, who were coming out to hang out with Sirri when they realized she was here.  Sirri was very popular among the older kids on the strip, was friends with everyone and loved the freedom that came with being on Karis, loved having the chance to be the 12 year old girl that she was.  Which, in Faey society, meant playing sports, hanging out with her friends, and talking about boys.  Sirri hadn’t started puberty yet, but boys were already on her mind.  And that was an indication that puberty was right around the corner for her.  Jason more or less ignored the boy talk as he played catch with Rann and Danelle, tossing a baseball back and forth as they talked a project they had to do for art class.  It was nice to hear something so mundane after the last few days, filled with dreadfully important conferences and meetings and reports, and further reinforced in his mind just what they were fighting for.


Family.  Freedom.  Home.  Happiness.

Unfortunately for him, what Jyslin was doing in private with Symone wasn’t as personal or as private as it would have been if they were Terran.  Jason was getting an awful lot of sense of them—that was common when they had their ardor up, it bled through the bonds they shared with each other even if they weren’t actively sending—and that was a touch distracting to him, to the point where he completely missed Rann throwing the ball back to him, and consequently took a baseball to the left cheek.  Rann had a pretty strong arm despite being so young, so he felt that hit, and the dull crack he heard echo in his ear told him that it had done more damage than just giving him a bruise.  He’d heard that sound once before, when he fractured the orbital socket of his right eye in high school during a football game.  He’d made an interception, got hit hard enough to knock his helmet off and was hit again right in the head by an offensive lineman.  It had broken the orbital bone and given him a concussion, and he’d been out for nearly four months and missed the rest of the season.  Just about all activity on the beach stopped as the guards rushed towards him, him leaning over with both hands over his profusely bleeding nose.

Songa! Mai’s sending boomed across the strip.  We have an emergency!  Jason’s injured!


It’s not an emergency, you worry warts, Jason chided, but he could feel the blood just pouring out of his nose.


Are you okay, Dad? Rann asked, anguish laced through this thought.


Just a bloody nose, pips, and it was my fault, so don’t you kick yourself.  I wasn’t paying attention, and got what I deserved, he replied reassuringly.  You’re getting some velocity behind the ball, I’m impressed.  So is my nose.

Rann laughed nervously.


Despite Jason reassuring everyone that he was just fine, Songa wasn’t quite so casual.  She took one look at his face and immediately had him hustled into an ambulance and rushed to the annex, then he spent nearly an hour in the chair in Songa’s private exam room while Songa repaired a broken cheekbone and nasal cavity, which was why his nose was bleeding so badly.  And that was the beauty of Faey medicine, she could fix in an hour what would have taken months to heal naturally.  But it wasn’t entirely pleasant.  Having bone repaired by a bone fuser was not fun for the patient, and effectively having his skull repaired made it even more uncomfortable, to the point where Songa put him out when it came time to repair his nasal cavity.


Really, dear, can you do anything without needing me to be nearby? Songa chided after she turned off the sleep inducer and woke him up, making him hold still as she used a probe she literally had stuck up his nose.  It wasn’t a pleasant feeling, that was for sure.


Accidents happen, silly, he told her.


Oh really?  I should give you  a full exam to find out how you could miss something like a baseball coming right at your nose.


Blame Jys and Symone for that, he sent dryly.  They can be very distracting.

Songa looked down at him, then burst out laughing.  I take it they were upstairs?

Yup, he answered evenly.


Then you should know better than to do anything potentially dangerous with them distracting you, dear, she winked.


Playing catch with Rann wasn’t that dangerous until a couple of months ago, when he decided to start practicing to play organized baseball.  His arm is really developing, Jason sent, pride staining his thought.  He wants to play in junior little league next year, when he’s old enough, so he’s been practicing.

I’m sure he’ll enjoy it, she replied as all five CBIMs and Coma manifested in the room.   “He’s almost done, ladies, Cylan,” she told them.  “The bone’s repaired, and I’m sealing up the damaged flesh and tissue now.”


“That’s good to hear, doctor,” Cybi answered.  “Perhaps this is a good time to talk about the spider project.”

“I’m against using the Grand Duke as a test subject,” Songa replied.


“What project?  The medical nanites?” Jason asked.

“Yes, dear,” she answered, and Jason had to resist the urge to sneeze when the probe irritated his nasal passage.  “We’re in the final phase of testing of permanent medical spiders, DNA-matched to the recipient so the body’s immune system doesn’t attack them.  If you’d have had the spiders in your bloodstream, they could have stopped the bleeding within two minutes of your injury.  We hope to have fully tested medical spiders in use by the start of the war and injected into our Naval and Army personnel.  They could save quite a few lives by acting as immediate medical response to traumatic injury.”


“That sounds promising,” Jason said.  “So, they’re not like the spiders you use for surgery?”


“No, dear, they stay in your body at all times, and can self-repair, even issue an order for more spiders to be built for the host as needed to maintain their numbers,” she answered.  “They’re controlled by the interface or gestalt and run on broadcast power.  So far, the testing has been very promising, since they’re keeping their hosts in perfect physical health beyond responding to injury.”


“That almost sounds like too much of a good thing, dear,” Jason noted.  “If the spiders are in there killing all the microbes, the host body won’t learn how to repel them on their own.”


“That’s why they don’t do that,” Songa told him.  “They only actively augment the body’s immune system when an infection exceeds the health-threatening microbial count, for that very reason.  But they do many small things that keep a host’s body in peak physical condition while they observe and monitor the body and its systems looking for malignant conditions and anomalies.  The spiders don’t just stay dormant until an injury happens, they’re quite busy helping the host’s body in its day to day processes, without interfering with them.  If the host body became dependent on the spiders, it could be deadly if they’re removed or stop working.”


“I’m glad you saw that trap and didn’t walk into it,” Jason told her.  “And hurry up, I need to sneeze so bad.”


Songa laughed softly.  “Just another few seconds, dear,” she promised.  And true to her word, she withdrew the probe a short moment later, which gave Jason the freedom to sneeze several times.

“That sounds like the spiders we use,” Jason mused.  “They do repairs and maintenance from the inside.”


“We consulted a great deal with both Rook and Myleena as we developed the medical spiders,” Songa nodded.


“Sounds pretty cool, dear.  Send me a report, now I’m curious.”


“Certainly.  And you’re done, dear.  Go straight to the cafeteria and eat the meal I’m ordering for you, drink at least four glasses of water, then we’re both free to go home.”


“Sure thing, doc, I was hungry before I got beaned,” he said as he stood up.


Songa stayed in her office to do some paperwork, waiting for Jason to finish his medically prescribed meal, then she rode back with him on the corvette that came to pick him up.  He returned to the beach about three hours after the beaning, enduring a fair amount of teasing from the girls, to the point where he chased Sheleese down the beach with a bachi stick when she wouldn’t give over on it.

After things calmed down, and after dinner, Jason had a very relaxing evening that was almost Terran in its domesticity; standing at the rail with Tim, Mike, and Luke, the four Terran men on the strip, drinking beer and talking about work and sports.  The four of them were something of a small minority, nearly a fraternity on the strip, with the only other men living on the strip permanently being Vell and Surin.  And that, in a way, seemed curious to Jason, that none of the single girls on the strip had married, even though they had plenty of boyfriends to chase down and wring a commitment out of them.  Meya seemed the most likely candidate given how much she dated Jenn—he practically lived in her house—but none of the other available girls seemed inclined to marriage.  They certainly had their share of men, it was almost a joke among the guards about the constant stream of handsome young men coming in and out of the gate leading outside, but not one of them had married since moving to the strip.


A few of them, Jason could sort of understand…Yana, Aura, and Zora.  Yana still had her crush on Jason, and that prevented her from seriously looking for a husband.  Aura was, in her own way, still trying to come to terms over the loss of her husband years ago, and wasn’t ready yet for another lifetime commitment.  Yana, like Aura, was perfectly content with the current arrangement where Jason was an on-again, off-again boyfriend of sorts, there when they needed attention and affection and keeping his distance when they didn’t.  Zora was still stinging from her divorce, and Jason doubted that she’d seriously think about finding another husband for a couple more years.  Myri and Myra were too involved in their jobs, Myleena even more so, Kumi was too wild to ever marry, and he’d pity the man that was dumb enough to marry her.  Lyn and Bryn were too wrapped up in their twin bond to let a man in…and if they ever did, they’d both marry the same man (which was legal for identical twins in Faey society).  Maya was already married, obviously, so she didn’t count.  But Min, Sheleese, and Ilia, they should have been married by now.  Despite being the dominant sex in their society, the primary instinctive goal of just about any Faey woman was to form a pair bond, to marry.

Four Terran men living in a Faey society, and it was a curious spectrum of how it had affected them.  Mike had barely been affected at all, mainly since he was married to Temika and she had some very strong Terran views, but to be honest, Mike shared most of them.  Mike could easily cheat on Temika, but he didn’t.  About the only way he and Temika had conformed to Faey customs was that they were willing to go nude on the beach, but they would never do it anywhere else.  Jason and Luke represented the middle ground, both of them were married to Faey and had changed in some ways, but held onto their Terran societal norms in others.  Tim represented the shameless sell-out, the man who had completely adopted Faey society…mainly for the free and easy sex.  Yet despite that, Mike didn’t hold that against Tim, nor did Tim harp on Mike to take advantage of the availability of very beautiful and very willing women.  And telepathy didn’t have the impact that a sociologist might think.  Despite both of them being telepaths, and even being amu dozei, Jason and Tim had adopted very different outlooks concerning how they fit into Faey society.  And Mike and Luke had also found different ways to fit in despite not being telepaths, though both were married to telepaths.


After nearly half an hour talking about baseball and bachi, they worked themselves around to work, as Jason leaned back, elbows on the rail behind him, and watched the setting sun behind them paint beautiful colors across the Karsa Sea, as Kosigi peeked over the water at the horizon.  “They have you on the new project too, Mike?” Tim asked before taking another drink of his beer.  Guinness, imported all the way from Terra.  And in something of a tradition among them, when they hung out and talked, they spoke English.  Really, it was about the only time Jason spoke English anymore.  Faey was more or less the official language of the House Karinne.


“Yeah, some of the stuff we’re gonna be doing is pretty large scale, so Luke needs muscle,” Mike said lightly, flexing his gigantic bicep a little.  Mike still lifted weights, and if anything, was reaching Conan the Barbarian levels of muscle.


“Lot of the work we’ll be doing is on large-scale hull sections,” Luke said.  “It’s gonna take some manhandling to get them in place even with the hovercranes, and nobody manhandles in the shop like Mike.”


“Dunno, Rook, probably outdoes him,” Tim chuckled.


“Rook doesn’t count, he’s a robot,” Mike replied, almost primly.  “I just finished reading the specs on it.  Sounds like we can figure it out, and pretty quick.”

“What’s that Ruu like?” Tim asked.


“She’s not as stuffy as I thought she might be,” Mike said.


Luke laughed.  “Yeah.  I was expecting a bald blue Siyhaa without horns, but she’s actually fairly laid back.  And holy shit, is she smart.”


“Amen to that,” Mike nodded.  “She memorized the entire initial experiment parameter file after reading it once.”


“A lot of Ruu have photographic memories, Mike,” Jason said absently.  “Did Miaari start vetting her?” he asked Tim.


“Yeah, she’s actually done, she just hasn’t sent you the report yet.  She said she’s trustworthy to reveal Karinne tech to her.  So, you’re gonna let her see the specs for the CMS?”


“May as well, most likely she’ll figure it out by herself anyway.  And it may move the project along.  She knows more about interphasic field theory than anyone I researched, and the more she knows about how it’s going to be used, the better chance we have of finding something viable.”

“I’ll leave the science to the scientists,” Mike said easily.  “I’m there to build stuff.”


“Says the guy a semester away from graduating with an engineering degree,” Luke teased.


“Says the guy that has his degree,” Mike retorted.  “Dunno why Tom put you on the project as the lead machinist, you should be on it as a researcher.”


“Cause I’m still a better builder than I am a tinkerer,” he replied.  “So you may as well give up on takin’ my office, Mike.  I’m still the head of the build team no matter what pieces of paper are hangin’ on the wall behind my desk..”


“Yeah, fuck you too, Luke,” Mike snorted, which made the others laugh.


“So, how’s life in Miaari’s office, Tim?” Luke asked.


“Majorly busy the last few weeks,” he answered.  “Right now we’re working on the scan data the spy probes are sending back about the Syndicate fleet.  There’s so fuckin’ many of ‘em, it’s gonna take us days to go through all the data just to where we can build a basic overview of what we’re dealing with.”

“Answer the simplest question, then.  What kind of weapons are they packin’?” Luke asked.


“A mix from what we’ve seen, but most of their heaviest weapons are Torsion-based,” he answered.  “Which means they’ll be in for a shock the first time they come up against the KMS,” he added with a dark chuckle.  “Maybe the entire CCM, depending on how fast the others can refit.  Most of the ships have some pretty average shields, but have some tough armor.  It’s a form of shocked Adamantium interlaced with binary strands of ionized Telvestium.  We ran some sims, and it’s surprisingly…well, springy.”


“Springy?”


“It bends,” he replied.  “It’ll bend before it breaks, which means it’ll do pretty well against rail weaponry and weapons that use a lot of kinetic energy, like explosive missile warheads.  The sims we ran shows that the armor is soft, that you could put your hand on it and bend it like plastic, but the further you bend it, the stronger it gets.  It can stand up to explosive missile tech fairly well, no doubt designed cause of the Consortium’s hardon for missiles, but it doesn’t hold up against energy weapons quite so much.  Various forms of ion and plasma particularly, they ionically decouple the Telvestium strands and make it lose its resilience.  So plasma and ion weapons will make it lose its, well, pliability.  Plus, you know how plasma affects Adamantium, so that’ll be the weapon of choice against them.  But, the super-ships, they use a different kind of armor,” he added.  “I guess they can’t mass produce that pliable Adamantium enough to armor the big ships.  They rely on layers and layers and layers of different armor materials, making the outer hull like a giant fuckin’ jawbreaker, a multi-layered armored casing holding the rest of the ship.  Seriously, on the biggest one, we counted 163 different layers of armor, mostly carbidium, unrefined Adamantium, and a form of molecularly altered elbrium, just layer on layer on layer.  The average armor thickness on the biggest ship is nearly 100 feet, 100 feet of pure armor before you even get to the hull.  I mean, think about it.  The carapace on the Tiann is only about three feet thick on the average.”

“The carapace on the Tiann is compressed Neutronium,” Mike countered.  “Like a millimeter-thick sliver of it can stop an MPAC.  Three feet is almost overkill.”


Tim laughed.  “Remember what Kumi did when she found out how much that carapace was gonna cost?” he said, grinning at Jason.  “I’m surprised you don’t have a scar on your ass, Jayce.”

“That’s actually not a bad idea,” Jason mused, scratching his cheek, which made the others burst out laughing.  “Their armor,” he explained, which calmed them down a bit.  “Each metal has different properties that make it more effective against certain forms of weaponry.  By stacking layers on top of layers, it turns the hulls into like freakin’ Wolverine’s skeleton.  Unbreakable and nearly indestructible.  As long as they build layers with metals that won’t chemically react to each other, it would be pretty effective.  The layer weak to a certain type of weapon will get penetrated, but the one under it won’t.  And even if you concentrate fire in one spot, the layers means that you have to pound on the armor with different weapons for a long time to finally breach it, and all the while the super-ship is beating the shit out of you with its arsenal.  Sounds like the armor is designed to slow down any threat rather than completely stop it, give the ship enough time to bring all that firepower to bear to wipe out the threat.  Bend but don’t break, like a football defense in the red zone.”


“CCM ships won’t wipe easily,” Luke chuckled.  “Even without the Torsion weapons, lots of them have ion weapons, or can build them, and that’ll handle the smaller ships.  We have the GRAF cannons for the big ships,” he said with an evil grin.

“Even the GRAF is gonna have to work to penetrate 100 feet of armor,” Jason said thoughtfully.  “They’ll have to fire it at full power to go through that much armor, and that means it’s gonna be a nearly three minute cycle time.  If they send multiple super-ships, the GRAF won’t be able to fire fast enough to take them out before they threaten the command ship, and you know they can’t fire the GRAF if the enemy can hit the barrel while it’s charged, it’ll blow the command ship to hell and back.  But the Teryon rail slugs, the next-gen Teryon heavy pulse cannons, now those are gonna punch holes in those ships like Swiss cheese.”

“Sounds like the mark II battleships are gonna see some front line action,” Luke speculated.

“That’s what we built them for,” Jason shrugged.  “They were built to be super-ship killers, so we don’t have to commit the command ships to an engagement to threaten the super-ships.  And we have 52 of them, so I think we have enough.”


“So, can a Faey join this little party?” Jenn asked in pretty good English as he approached.  Jenn was a very handsome Faey, with black hair and the kind of face that would be plastered all over billboards—and that was exactly what Jenn did before moving to Karis, he was a model.  He was nude, which wasn’t unusual at all for the beach, showing off that model’s body.  And for a Faey man, that meant that he was very well endowed.  For a professional male model, that was probably the single most important feature he could have.  Jenn had a very affable personality that made him very much liked by just about everyone on the strip.  He was modest and unassuming despite being a famous supermodel in the Imperium before moving to Karis, really down to earth, and didn’t take himself, his looks, or his fame all that seriously.

“You’re a guy, so I guess,” Mike said lightly.  “This is the Karsa chapter of the He-Man woman hater’s club, Jenn.  Guys only.”


Jenn laughed, taking a beer offered to him by Tim.  “Thanks.”


“Seein’ Meya again?”


“More like trying to get away from her,” he said with a face that made the others laugh.  “Shit, guys, I never knew she could be so clingy.  She never seemed the type to me.”


“She likes you.  That was your first mistake,” Jason drawled, which made Jenn laugh.  “It’s not like you have to go far to get home anyway.  Shit, dude, your house is right over there,” he added with a point towards Aura’s house.  Jenn’s house was right on the other side of the fence, and because of that fact combined with his looks and affable personality, he was one of the most frequent visitors on the strip.  He was also the father of five of the children on the strip.  He’d fathered children by Myri, Kumi, Ilia, Yana, and Maya, part of the overall plan that the strip girls have three children by three different Generations to expand the gene pool.  The neighborhood just outside the strip was dominated by the Generations, with a large number of higher-ranking members of the government and KMS, like Yeri, Trenirk, Jerim, and Bunvar.  But given the houses around the strip weren’t mansions, Jason had made sure that the neighborhood was filled with upper middle-class houses, most of the really rich and self-important Karisians lived over on the south side of Karsa, on Stardust Beach.  Jason made sure that anyone that wanted to pretend to be important by living close to him had to at least pretend to be middle class, by living in middle class houses.


“So how’s life in big business, Jenn?” Luke asked.


“Same old same old,” he replied easily.  Jenn had moved on from modeling, and was now the Chief Operating Executive and on the board of directors at KMC, Karinne Metals Corporation. It was one of Kumi’s shell companies that bought and sold raw ores and refined metals, but primarily sold the metals that the Karinnes could replicate but others couldn’t to outside empires.  It was a real company, it just didn’t do much business outside of acting as a proxy for the house, and Jenn had wisely prepared for life after modeling by earning the Terran equivalent of a Master’s degree in business administration, the proverbial MBA, so he was no figurehead.  He had real responsibility at KMC, and he took his job seriously.


Jenn had another job, though.  As a Generation, he was a member of the KMS reserves and could be called upon to fight from a merge, as he had when Karis was attacked.  And since he and his twin sister Jezzi had the strongest merge with Cyra, that was where he’d be if Karis was threatened.  That meant that he had a lot of real combat training, so he could understand military operations and operate inside of them during battle.  Jenn was a Major in the Karinne Army Reserves, and that rank wasn’t ceremonial.

“We closed a deal with the Crai for tungsten yesterday, at half a point over market average.  They were willing to pay extra for quick delivery, and we have the tungsten already replicated, it was just waiting to be sold.  Kumi negotiated the terms, now we have to do all the paperwork and arrange the shipments,” Jenn continued, which explained in a nutshell what KMC did that had nothing to do with Kumi.


“Nice, so another big bonus,” Mike teased.


Jenn laughed.  “I wish,” he replied.  “But I did get a little extravagant. I bought a new skimmer yesterday.”


“Cool, what did you get?” Jason asked.


“A KSV 40,” he answered.


“Nice, dude, nice,” Tim congratulated.  “You get all the bells and whistles?”


“Of course I did, what do I look like, a peasant?” he retorted, which made Tim laugh as Jenn took a healthy swig of his beer.  “I got the full executive package with the space cruising option, so it can get me just about anywhere.  It even has heaters in the seats.  That added about twenty thousand credits to the deal, but I figured what the hell,” he shrugged.  “You only live once.”


“I’m sure you can afford it,” Jason chuckled.


“I didn’t buy it to have it sit on the landing pad for people to admire,” he replied.  “I intend to use that bad boy.  Me and Meya are going to go over to Kirga tomorrow and visit the Painted Spires nature preserve.  The holos of that place make me really want to see it live, see if the holos are the best it offers or if they’re just the candles on the cake.”


“Trust me, you’ll be glad you went, just take your hiking shoes. Or a hoverbike,” Jason said.  “Just mind they don’t allow hoverbikes to operate under a thousand shakra over the park.  They don’t want anyone crashing into one of the rock spires.”


“Yeah, that’d hurt,” Jenn observed lightly.  “I could always take my armor and just use it to fly around.  I have flight pods for it.”

“Meya can’t get at you if you’re in your armor,” Tim noted with a wicked little smile, which made Jenn laugh.


“That’s just another reason to wear it,” he said cheekily, then took another drink.  “Gotta make ‘em work for it, boys.  That’s how Faey men do things.”


“We’re not Faey, Jenn.  Our strategy is to wear them out to the point where they don’t come looking for it unless they’re well rested,” Tim said with an outrageous grin.


“That’s your strategy,” Mike corrected.  “Mine is survival.”


They all laughed. “Dude, that’s why you never marry a woman that can throw a punch,” Tim teased.  “I bet Temika could coldcock just about anyone.”


“Okay, you just went past my English vocabulary there, Tim,” Jenn said.


“Coldcock means to knock unconscious, usually with one punch,” Jason supplied.


Jenn laughed.  “She does look pretty strong,” he noted.


“She is,” all four of them replied in unison, which made Jenn erupt into laughter.


 A camera pod zoomed over, and Cyra manifested a hologram from it.  “Jason, Myleena needs to see you,” she replied.  “She has the initial data from Project F compiled.”

“Awesome, I’ve been waiting for that.  Where is she?”


“On Skeyai Island.  Current security protocols require you to meet her face to face.”

“Yup.  Do me a favor and warn Aya, that’ll give me time to go get on my armor while she calls in a corvette.”


“Certainly.”

All five CBIMs and Coma were in the warehouse when Jason arrived, along with several researchers on Myleena’s team.  They’d been doing initial testing of the drive on both ships for the last few days, restricting it to short jumps and keeping it out in empty intergalactic space, far away from anything they could even remotely get close enough to crash into.  The sheer speed of the drive made any kind of pinpoint jump exercise extremely dangerous, even with the refined navigation algorithms, so they were taking no chances.  Myleena, Emia, and one of the Kimdori scientists were gathered around a holotable, discussing a graph put up over the table, when he came in.  “Alright, I’m here, Myli,” Jason said.  “What have you got?”

“Quite a bit,” she replied as she turned around.


“Good or bad?”


“Both,” she replied, “at least from a purist point of view.”


“Alright, let’s start with the bad.”


“The biggest item on the bad list is something of a doozy,” she replied, turning again and bringing up a holo of a hyperspace jump engine in cross section, one of the technical drawings in their manuals.  “We just did another inspection on the destroyer, Jayce, and we’ve found a problem.”


“Not too much of a surprise.”


“Well, this is a big problem,” she grunted, pointing at the drawing.  “The Terynium cores in the engine are deteriorating at an accelerated rate.  And it’s fast.”


“Ouch,” he grunted, looking at the drawing.  “At what rate?”


“Going on the rate of decay we’ve calculated, the core in the Trailblazer will be too unstable to use after another combined 83 minutes of operation,” she replied.  “From just an initial impression, something about the translight state is accelerating the natural decay of Terynium back into to its raw state and escaping back into hyperspace, creating a swiss cheese effect in the core, to use a Terran saying.”  Terynium didn’t stay refined once they refined it, it slowly decayed back into its natural, unrefined state, and escaped back into hyperspace.  That was something they were used to, and everything they built using Terynium was designed so the Terynium elements could be removed and replaced once it decayed beyond usability.  The average life cycle of a hyperspace comm unit was about 120 years, but the life cycle of a hyperspace jump engine core was only about seven years.  The more Terynium present, the faster it decayed as the Terynium reacted to itself.  From what Myleena was saying, the translight state was drastically accelerating the natural decay of the Terynium in the jump engines.

“Well, we’re dealing with brand new shit here, Myli,” Jason sighed.  “So, you’re positive the translight state is decaying the cores?”


“It has to be,” she replied.  “The cores in regular engines aren’t decaying.  I had them pull the core out of a destroyer and check it just as a control.  That core was forged at the same time as the one in the Trailblazer.”


“Good thinking.  What are your initial thoughts?”


“I think we might be able to work around it,” she said, bringing up a power curve graph, one he recognized as the Translight Curve.  “I’ve ordered the Legion to continue testing, but they’re going to reduce the power to the translight drive and see if that changes the decay rate of the core.  We’ve been operating them at the top end of the curve, because we weren’t sure if we could get the ship into translight mode at a lower power,” she said, tapping the top of the graph’s curve.  “But we have enough data now to show that we can reduce power and still get into a translight state.  We have a good array of data, enough to work out some mathematical models for applied power versus state integrity.  Reducing power to the translight drive will slow the ship down, but if it slows down the core decay, it’ll be worth it.  Replacing those cores after three hours of engine uptime is gonna get prohibitively expensive real fast, babes.  Even if we had enough Terynium to replace the cores as fast as they decay.”

“Alright.  So, we continue testing and see how using different power levels affects the core?”


“Exactly,” she nodded.  “I want to see if the core decay is a constant or is based on the power applied to the drive.  If it’s constant, it’s not gonna make this engine as useful as we thought it was.  But if the decay rate isn’t linear, we might be able to find a sweet spot that gets the ship around at translight speed without burning out the cores.  It won’t be getting to Andromeda in five minutes, but if we can get there in like two hours, that’s still fuckin’ awesome.”


“Sounds like a good approach,” Jason nodded.  “When will you have some preliminary results?”


“In about ten minutes, Jason,” Emia replied.  “We can measure core decay without cracking open the engines, now that we know what we’re looking for.  We tweaked the internal engine sensors to recognize and measure core decay, and the Legion should be sending that telemetry back to us over BG1 as soon as they finish their test jumps.”


“Good deal,” he told her.  “What else is on the bad list?”


“It isn’t only the Terynium cores showing detrimental effects exposed to the translight state,” the Kimdori scientist, Emrirr, stated.  He was a gray-furred Kimdori about Jason’s height, a little slender, with longer and shaggier fur than average for a Kimdori.  “We’ve seen some stress in the molecular structure of the main support bulkheads, keel, and main spars in the ship.  The translight state is putting some physical stresses on the ship, cousin, beyond the usual stress applied by hyperspace.”


“Can we fix it?”


“I think we can,” Myleena nodded.  “We reinforce those parts of the ship, maybe replace the main support bulkheads and main load spars with armor-quality metal.  If the ship can’t handle the stress, we just build a tougher ship.”

Jason chuckled.  “Alright, that sounds easy enough,” he said.  “How does it look from a refit situation?”


“It will take some work, but we can do the upgrades to the superstructure without completely taking the ships apart,” Cybi answered.


“Alright.  What else is on the bad list?”


“We’ve found that some equipment won’t operate in a translight state,” Myleena said.  “We found out the hard way that if you try to run a replicator while the ship’s in translight mode, either in normal space or hyperspace, it makes the replicator melt.  Literally.”


Jason laughed.  “So, we flag that one under incompatible equipment and just make sure nobody uses a replicator in translight mode,” he said.  “But I guess it’s not a surprise that subatomic physical behavior would change in a translight state.  After all, the translight state has its own physical rules.”


“Indeed.  We might do a study when all this is done, try to document the changes and why a replicator melts,” Emia said absently.


“Next item on the bad list?”


“We’ve found that running at translight mode creates, well, shockwaves in hyperspace, probably due to the sheer speed involved,” Myleena said, bringing up another holo, this one a graphical model showing what almost looked like a sonic boom.  “While they don’t affect the ship itself, the math suggests that any other ship close to it will be affected by the hyperspace flux.  If this model sim is right, a larger ship could very well knock a smaller one out of hyperspace, and since it’s going at translight speed in hyperspace, we’re honestly not sure what would happen to a ship that drops into normal space in a translight state.  The computer algorithm that governs the drive isn’t set up to deal with that much flux.  The effect is even worse in intergalactic space, probably due to the fact that it’s so flat and unaffected by gravity.  We’re going to do some more study before we test out jumping both ships at the same time in formation, until we’re more certain what will happen if they do.”

“So, we either upgrade the governing algorithm or we don’t bunch up ships together to jump in formation,” Jason mused.  “Have the hyperspace experts studied this shockwave effect to see if it has any lasting detrimental effects on hyperspace itself?”

“Good question, cousin,” Emrirr said with a nod.  “We have them working on it now.”


Jason flashed him a quick smile.  “And let me guess, reducing speed in the translight state will reduce this shockwave effect?”


“Correct, cousin,” he nodded.  “So for ships jumping in formation, they may be going slower anyway, just so they can stay in formation.”


“Like Myli said, two hours to Andromeda is still pretty fuckin’ awesome,” he said, giving her a grin.  “Next on the bad list?”


“That’s the bad list,” Myleena told him with a smiled.


“Ooh, so we’re getting to the good list.  Hit me.”


“Outside of the replicators and shields, we haven’t had any other real issues with incompatible equipment.  We’ve found we can’t raise shields in a translight state, but just about everything else works.  We haven’t actively fired the weapons in the translight state, but we’re not going to.  Those weapons have no reason to fire in translight mode, there’s nothing for them to shoot at but other Karinne ships.  Besides, most weapons don’t work in hyperspace anyway except pulse weaponry, phased weapons like MPACS and multiphased ion weapons, and Kimdori stream weaponry.  Hyperspace physics don’t support most forms of three dimensional energy, and missiles and other physical weapons drop out of hyperspace the instant they leave the ship unless they’re equipped with jump engines.”

“I can support that,” he nodded.  “I couldn’t imagine any targeting computer being able to aim the weapons anyway.”


“Thus far, Doctor Songa has found no medical issues with the crew being exposed to the translight state or being in close proximity to the engines while they’re in translight mode,” Emia continued.  “It seems the engines and the state itself are safe.  So far, anyway.”


“That’s always a good thing,” Jason chuckled.


“The biggest thing on the good list is that we’ve found out that we can jump directly into hyperspace while in FTL translight mode in normal space,” Myleena told him.  “The entry into hyperspace is a whole lot rougher than usual, but they can do it.  I’ve ordered the ships to jump only at safe jump speed as standard operating procedure, to save the wear and tear on the ships, but the ships can directly jump into hyperspace while in FTL mode in normal space if they have to, like if there’s an emergency and they’re in a bloody fucking hurry to get somewhere now, or Trelle forbid, they’re executing a retreat from a lost battle and they’re being pursued.  That way they don’t have to reduce to jump speed and leave themselves open until they get into hyperspace.”


“That’s awesome!” Jason said exuberantly.  “Straight to hyperspace without stopping?”


“As long as they’re moving at a certain FTL speed or slower, yes,” Emia nodded.  “And as Myli said, it puts a lot of stress on the ships to do it.  I rode on the Trailblazer when it did it, Jason, and it was like being trapped in one of those old fashioned Terran clothes dryers while it was running.”


Jason laughed.  “That’s what jump restraints are for, but for them to have the capability, that’s a good thing.  Like you said, we’d best make sure that’s only done under emergency conditions, if the entry is that rough.”


“It’s rough, alright,” Myleena nodded in agreement.


“The Legion is back in normal space and uploading its diagnostics telemetry,” Cylan announced, and all of them, even the holograms of the computers, crowded around the holotable as Myleena brought up the data.  “Here’s the decay report,” she said, pointing.  She then gave a gleeful squeal and jumped into the air, nearly startling the others.  “It’s not a constant!  It’s logarithmic!  Oh fuck yes, best possible scenario, people!  We lucked out fuckin’ big time!”


Logarithmic…that meant that instead of decaying at a linear rate, the decay rate was exponential, increasing by exponential amounts as the strength of the translight field increased.  Before Myleena even said a word, he could see from that graph that by reducing the speed of the translight drive, it would slow the decay rate down to almost negligible levels, within the normal life cycle of a Terynium jump engine core.  They’d be replacing the core due to the effect of Terynium being in normal space before the decay reached a point where the core had to be replaced due to translight damage.  Then they just re-process what was left and add replacement Terynium to form a new core, and boom, new core ready for installation.

“If this decay curve is constant regardless of the size of the ship drive and core, then reducing the ship’s operational speed to five hundred light years per second reduces the decay rate to virtual nil, within the service lifespan of a Terynium jump engine core,” Cyvanne observed, sliding her holographic finger along the curve.  “If I’m reading this data right, anyway.”


“I reach the same result in my own calculations, Cyvanne,” Cynna agreed.  “That is the proverbial sweet spot.  Five hundred light years a second.”

“That would make the trip to Andromeda take about 84 minutes, give or take 40 seconds, without damaging the engines,” Jason mused after his gestalt did the math for him.  “So, an hour and a half or so to Andromeda, and inside the galaxy, the ships can cross the entire galaxy in about 6 minutes at this speed.  That’s not 20 seconds, but it’s still an order of magnitude faster than what anyone else can even come close to doing.  As for trips to Andromeda, eh, an hour and a half is way fuckin’ better than five years,” he added, then he laughed.


“But the ships will still be capable of a five minute jump in an emergency situation,” Cybi added.  “It would just damage the engines to do it.  Part of the process of defining the operational limits of the engines, I suppose,” she said lightly.  “We’ve defined the safe operational maximum speed, but also have determined the maximum unsafe speed.”

“We haven’t found the upper speed limit yet, Cybi,” Myleena told her.  “There’s still some room at the top of the translight curve, we just didn’t go there because our models said it could be unstable.  We might get it to go even faster, at the risk of blowing up the engines,” she said with a whimsical smile at Jason.


“I’m taking that out of your paycheck if it happens, woman,” he warned.


“We need to validate our hypothesis,” Cybi declared.  “We need to do more testing on both ships, find out if the core decay curve is constant between core classes, due to the increasing decay rate of Terynium when it is in large quantities, and test our proposed solution to make sure it actually works.”

“Yeah.  Cybi, tell the crew on the Trailblazer to step it up, we need the ship back up so we can test the decay rate and make sure it matches the Legion data.”

“Then it sounds like I’m about to be kicked out,” Jason noted, which made Myleena laugh and nod at him.  “Cybi can tell me the results of the testing.  Coma, I want you to run some sims based on the data we have, see if it’s feasible to install the translight drive on the Tianne, including the effect of the translight state on the core.  Your ship has the biggest core, so it’ll be the most affected.  Nobody knows your ship like you do, you’re best suited to run the sims.”


“I have already been doing such work, Jason.  I’ll have a courier send you the data I have so far.  But to summarize it, given what we know, a translight drive would function if installed in my ship.  It would be considerably larger than the drives on other ships by proportion, but it would function.  We’ll need more data before I can determine the effect of the translight state on the core.”

“Send it to me when you figure it out,” he said.  “And yeah, send me the data you already have, I want to take a look at it.  I’m curious to see how the translight state changes depending on the size of the ship.”

“My data is simulated, thus far not validated,  but we feel confident it is very close to correct,” she warned.


“Remember to keep it in your office or your lab,” Cybi warned.


“I will,” he replied, almost insolently.  “Sheesh, you think I don’t know the security protocols I helped write?  Push off, woman.  But, what I want you CBIMs to do is put your processing power together and answer a very important question.”


“What is that, Jason?”

“Navii wants to know if it would be possible to refit our current ships to translight drives using the jump engines already installed in them.  In other words, we just install the translight section of the drive and make the changes to the existing engines to make it work.  It would dramatically speed up the refit process, as well as drastically reduce the cost.”


“We can study the problem and have an answer for you and Navii in a couple of days.  But mind, that answer might change as we test the engines and potentially change their design,” Cybi answered.


“I’m aware of that.  But Navii does make a good point.  Just installing the translight section of the drive and upgrading the existing jump engines would be faster, easier, and cheaper than replacing everything.”


“It might very well be possible, Cyra speculated.  “But we’ll have to do more indepth research before we know for sure.”

“That’s why I asked,” he nodded.  “So, I’ll get out of your hair now and head home.  Don’t stay up too late, guys, it’s already 23:00.  Try to get some rest, will ya?”


“I’ll be home after we get the Trailblazer back online and have it do enough jumps to test the decay rate, then test our solution,” Myleena replied.


In the corvette, Jason sat at the tactical station at considered what he’d just learned.  The drives couldn’t safely go as fast as they’d been pushing them, they were damaging the engines at that speed, but still, the safe speed they calculated was still just…just fucking insane.  84 minutes, 27 seconds to the edge of Andromeda from Karis, if they held with the maximum safe speed of 500 light years per second.


Even that number just seemed nuts.  Five hundred light years a second.  It seemed utterly ludicrous.  He could almost imagine Rick Moranis in his Dark Helmet costume standing at the helm of a ship about to go translight, screaming “ludicrous speed, GO!!!” and that thought made him chuckle softly to himself.


“They’ve gone plaid!”

Silly memories of cheesy yet hilarious Mel Brooks movies notwithstanding, he almost felt like a caveman who was just handed a pulse rifle and told to go hunting using it.  These engines, they were beyond a quantum leap compared to modern technology.  It was like going straight from an abacus to a supercomputer, like from a yak-pulled cart to a Formula 1 race car.  These engines represented the ultimate expression of propulsion science, something capable of practical travel between galaxies…fuck, practical travel through the universe.  They just needed one ship to tow one Stargate to another galaxy, link it, and that galaxy just became completely accessible to anyone they allowed to use that Stargate.

The responsibility of it…to know that through their actions, they could unleash warlike civilizations like the Faey, the Urumi, the Skaa, the Verutans on not just their own galaxy, but every galaxy in the cluster, fuck, that was a sobering thought.  Just like he’d told the command staff and his cabinet when he briefed them on Project F, they held such incredible power in their hands now, it could be a crime of universal proportions if they misused it.


He wasn’t sure exactly when he gave the order, or even if he did give the order, but his corvette was landing outside the Parri village about an hour after leaving Skeyai island.  He found in himself a need to seek some advice, and he knew of no one better to give it to him than the Parri shaman.  Despite the late hour, she met him at the ramp, rising up onto her hind legs and swallowing up his armored hands in her hand-paws.  “It is good to see you again, Jason Karinne,” she said in her husky voice.  “What brings you to the village at this hour?”


“Just passing by, shaman,” he lied, and she smiled knowingly at him for saying it.  “I was hoping to share some tea with you before heading home.”


“My fire always welcomes you, Jason Karinne.  Tea for our guest,” she called in her gentle yet commanding voice as she turned and dropped down to all fours, and started walking back towards the huts of her village.


It was rather nice to sit in the cool night air, hearing the squeaking of the Imbrian bloodbats in the tree branches high overhead, one of the transplant species introduced to Karis to build a working ecosystem, and enjoy some of the Parri’s delicious oye bark tea with one of his most trusted advisors.  She was contentedly silent, allowing him to get around to what he was here for in his own time, and he didn’t make her wait too long before he broached the subject.  “You’ve asked me in the past about negative emotions,” he began.  “Fear.  Hate.  Anger.”


“Yes.”


“How about doubt?” he asked.  “Would you consider that a negative emotion?”

“In some ways.  But, doubt also provides value by making one who is uncertain carefully consider a course of action before he commits to it,” she answered.  “It is when doubt prevents the proper path that it becomes negative.  But such things only happen to those who lack confidence in themselves.  And you, Jason Karinne, do not suffer that weakness.  You have the strength to face your doubt and move down the path you set for yourself, even if you are wrong.”


“And sometimes, that can be a bad thing,” he said, swirling the tea around in the hand-carved simple wooden cup in which they served it.


“Even when we are wrong, Jason Karinne, it can be a good thing.”


“Not about this,” he grunted, then he blew out his breath and looked at the Parri.  “Our science has come across something…I don’t know how to explain it.  It’s something miraculous.  It will change everything, shaman.  Everything.  And I almost feel afraid of it.”


“That is why you are a good leader,” she told him.  “You should fear the power you wield, Jason Karinne.”


“I don’t fear the power for what we may do with it,” he told her.  “I fear how the power might corrupt those who come after us.  It would be like us suddenly becoming as mighty over the rest of the galaxy as you are over this fire,” he said, motioning.  “Though the fire seeks to escape your control, you keep it completely imprisoned within this firepit, and you dictate its life and death.  You can end it with a bucket of water, or watch it slowly starve to death by denying it fuel.  You fully accept this power and use it wisely, but will the cub just allowed to come out of the hut be able to do the same?   He might unleash the fire from the firepit and burn down the entire village in his desire to play with the flames.  I…I feel uneasy,” he sighed.  “I trust the people of my house to treat this miracle with respect and carry the burden it represents wisely, but we won’t be here forever.  How will our children handle this power?  Our children’s children?  Will it turn them away from the path of love?  Will the House of Karinne become the loveless ones, and be reviled by the entire universe until the end of time?  Am I unleashing a monster upon the world, and that monster is us?”

“If it worries you so, Jason Karinne, perhaps the answer is to deny this miracle to all, including yourself.  There is nothing saying that all knowledge must be used.  Or that all knowledge is good.”


“I wish I could,” he sighed.  “This miracle is the answer to our conflict with the loveless ones, shaman.  This miracle will end the threat they pose forever without destroying them, and without forcing us to fight a war that might last generations before it comes to an end.  It will convince them to leave us alone, leave us alone for good, which I think is a humane and compassionate way to end the conflict between us.  We need this miracle, yet I fear what may become of us after I unleash it upon the universe.  We Terrans have an old myth something like this situation called Pandora’s Box, which myth said held all the darkness and evil of the world within it.  I feel like I have my hand on that box, and am about to open the lid.”

“Truly, a vexing situation,” she said after a moment.  “The question you should ask yourself, Jason Karinne, is not how well you trust those who come after you, but how well you trust those here now to teach them how to properly respect the responsibility that this miracle sets upon them.  And if I remember that old story correctly, did not Pandora find hope deep within the box after all the evils and sins fled?”

He gave her a surprised look.


“There is wisdom to be found wherever you have the inclination to look, Jason Karinne,” she said mildly.  “Even when you see only darkness before you, there is always hope.  And hope is one of the greatest things in the universe, for it is boundless.  It will be as strong as the heart that holds deeply to it, Jason Karinne, and your heart is strong.”


“But how strong is everyone else’s?” he asked.


“That depends upon you,” she replied.  “You are the light of this world, Jason Karinne.  I have told you this before.  It is why the loveless ones tried to extinguish your light, for they knew it would cast this entire world into darkness.  If your illumination banishes the darkness, it will chase away the shadows from even those far down the road of time from you.  It is up to you to rise high into the sky and cast down the light of your love upon your people, and upon your descendants.  A beacon of light in the night will show those lost and seeking shelter the path home, Jason Karinne,” she said gently.  “If this miracle carries a great darkness within it, a potential for evil, then it is up to you and those whom you trust to banish that darkness with the light of your love.”

“So, you’re saying that the evil that this miracle may do falls upon me to prevent.”


“You are the ruler of this world.  Was it ever anyone else’s responsibility but yours?”


“I suppose not,” he sighed, setting down his half-empty cup and leaning back on his armored hands.  “Sometimes I hate this job.”


She gave him a compassionate, but amused, look.  “Answer me truthfully, Jason Karinne.  Would you allow another to shoulder this burden?”


“Not yet, Rann’s not ready,” he said in a low growl after a moment.  “So, either I’m remembered as one of the people who ushered in a new age of peace, or I’ll be singled out as the villain that destroyed it,” he reasoned.  “All based on how well I teach my children to respect the power this miracle will give them, and how well they teach their children after I’m gone.”


The shaman nodded quietly.


“You certainly don’t ask much from me, do you?” he told her, which made her chuckle huskily.


“The trees believe in you, Jason Karinne.  And so do I,” she told him simply.


“Well, I appreciate your confidence.  I just wish I shared it,” he replied.  “You wouldn’t happen to have a deep and introspective question about doubt that will make everything seem much less muddled after I answer it, would you?”


She laughed earnestly.  “I have no question that you have not already answered, deep in your heart, Jason Karinne.  You do not need my counsel.  You only need a sympathetic ear,” she told him.  “You know what you must do.  You simply feel that it overwhelms you, and need someone to tell you that you are right.  Well, you are right,” she declared easily.  “There.  Does that make you feel better?”


He laughed.  “I guess so, a little bit,” he replied. “And I can always count on you to listen to my troubles, shaman.  You should start billing me for these therapy sessions.”

“It is never a burden to help those we love, Jason Karinne.  It is a privilege,” she answered.  “Now tell me, how are your babies?  Do you have any new pictures of them to show?”


“I always have pictures of my babies to show off,” he told her with a smile, scooting over to sit beside her.  That quickly, the visit went from a serious one to a social one, as Jason showed the shaman a series of pics saved in his gestalt of not only his babies, but all the new babies on the strip, then they spent nearly an hour just talking.  Jason happened to be good friends with the shaman, and often their visits were little more than gossip or catching up.

It was nearly midnight by the time Jason finally boarded the corvette, no doubt thankfully for the crew, and Jason could admit, he did feel much better about things as the ship lifted off from the hard-packed dirt pad and turned towards the east-southeast, back towards Karsa.  Maybe she was right, maybe he did just need a sympathetic ear, someone he trusted to listen to him and assure him that he was doing the right thing.  In the years he had known the Parri, he had never once felt that their advice was bad.  And if their advice to him now was to move forward, that he could keep the House of Karinne from being consumed by the power these engines would give them, then he would do so.  He would still worry, he would still have doubt, but he would show faith in those who had invested so much faith into him.


They had believed in him by joining the house and coming to Karis.  He would now show faith in them that they would honor the house by treating this newfound power with the respect it was due.
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KMS Legion, orbiting star S2M-1478-1771-3963

For once, he wasn’t all that surprised that Aya wasn’t pitching a complete and total fit over him doing something dangerous, because this time, she got to be there with him.


He wasn’t going to be anywhere else, not today.  Not for this.  Today the House of Karinne was going to make history, and he and Jyslin wanted to be a part of it.  He wasn’t going to just sit in his office and observe it over holos, she wasn’t going to hear about it when she got home from the front office, they were going to be on the ship, they were going to be part of that history.


When the Legion dropped back into normal space just outside another galaxy, he and his beloved wife were going to be on the bridge to look at the view with their own eyes and witness that history.


They had carefully chosen the galaxy the Faey and Karinnes referred to as Alybdis, but which the Terran astronomers referred to as the Large Magellanic Cloud, which was the largest of the satellite galaxies surrounding the Milky Way and the fourth largest galaxy in the galactic cluster.  The location of the galaxy would allow them to approach it at a tangent to its outer edge without much trouble, then enter the galaxy under standard jump engines.  The galaxy was 162.76 kilo-light years (or 162.76kly in astronomical shorthand) from their current location, the outermost star in the rim sector in the radial “spoke” holding Karis’ sector, and thus the ideal jumping-off point to get there.  The ship would cruise for an estimated five minutes, 26.217732666667 seconds to reach the edge of the galaxy in tangent with their current location, at a distance that would require approximately 30 minutes of hyperspace jump time to reach the outermost star of the galaxy.

They were doing it that way for a reason.  The sheer speed of the translight drive made any kind of pinpoint navigation into unknown territory prohibitively dangerous…though suicidal was a much better term for it.  It would even be dangerous inside their home galaxy until they refined their navigation algorithms, but it was sheer insanity to try to jump inside an uncharted galaxy when coming in at that speed.  A picosecond off coming out of hyperspace might mean them crashing into a star.  So, much as Myleena’s return to the Milky Way after the first successful test of the engine, the Legion would jump close to its destination in translight mode, then adjust their course and come in the rest of the way under normal jump engines.


And their destination was on the tactical display to the right of the forward view, a hyperspace telescope image of star A2XX-1483-3555-9019.  It was a red dwarf on the very rim of the irregular galaxy, the closest star to their arrival point which was on the left edge of Alybdis as viewed from the Milky Way, a small, dim red star that had two planets orbiting it.


Curiously enough, that star was closer to their current location than the stars on the rim of the Milky Way on the far side of the galaxy, closer by around 18,000 light years.  But, while it was theoretically closer than the far side of the galaxy, the Flat Space Effect made traveling to the other side of the home galaxy much faster than trying to reach Alybdis.  Under normal jump engines, reaching the far side of the galaxy would take about three hours.  To reach Alybdis, it would take five months.


As Jason suspected, this wasn’t the first true instance where someone from their galaxy left it.  He suspected the Kimdori had reached the Magnum Dwarf Stellar Supercluster, a large group of stars outside the galaxy that had once been part of the Ilviros galaxy but had been pulled out of it by the gravity of the Milky Way to form a cluster of stars in intergalactic space between Ilviros and the Milky Way.  The Magnum formation was actually closer to Karis than the center of the galaxy, and because of that, it made it reachable by the Kimdori and their real-time jump engines even with the Flat Space Effect slowing them down a long, long time ago.  And since it was reachable, the Kimdori, being the curious creatures they were, reached it.  They’d reached it about 970 years ago, but found nothing of interest at all out there.  No life, very few terrestrial solar systems, just stars and orbiting iceballs and supergiants.


But the Magnum formation wasn’t a true galaxy, it was just a cluster of a few million stars outside the galaxy.  They had also visited two stars in the formation the Faey called the Strands of Trelle, or what the Terrans called the Monocerus Ring, a halo-like string of stars outside the galaxy that were pulled from the Velaris Wanderer galaxy as it orbited the Milky Way.  They were like the Ort Cloud that surrounded the Terran star, a distant ring of stars well outside the galactic rim, the stars a great distance from each other and wrapping around the galaxy three times.  They were close enough to the galaxy for the Flat Space Effect to be minimal, making them only moderately inconvenient to visit.

Formations like the Strands of Trelle were why they were being so very cautious with this translight drive.  Even the tiniest navigation error could cause the ship to drop out of hyperspace inside a rogue star or undetected cosmic anomaly like free neutron star or roaming black hole out in intergalactic space.  That was why they’d chosen their arrival point very carefully to minimize that danger, choosing an arrival point that was fairly well known to their astrocartographers as being empty.  The risk was compounded by the fact that the Alybdis galaxy was irregular, just a ball of stars with no defined shape, and that made the borders of its rim hard to define even with the powerful hyperspace telescopes they had available to them.

Miya Foralle took her chair, crossing her legs demurely as the bridge crew completed their preparations, and Myleena and Emia sat at the engineering station behind the captain’s chair and prepared the translight drive.  Jason and Jyslin were standing beside her chair, and Aya, Dera, Ryn, Shen, and Suri were standing around the edges of the bridge.  They would get to be witnesses to this history.


“Navigation,” Miya called.


“We have the destination coordinates locked, sir,” the young Faey woman replied, looking back over her shoulder nervously.  “Both the primary and secondary nav computers agree, our jump solution is viable.  We’re ready to jump at your command.”


“Myli, are the engines ready?”


“We’re running the last check now, Captain,” Myleena answered.


This is both scary and exciting, Jyslin sent, gripping his hand.  Are you sure these things are safe?


This is the 76th jump for the Legion, hon, but it will be the longest it’s attempted so far, he assured her.


It’s just a little daunting, knowing that if the drive craps out on us, we’re like months away from rescue.

That’s why we have two ships with the drives.  If the Legion’s engines go down, the Trailblazer can come get us.


Well, that’s something, she sent, gripping his hand again.  And I gotta say, Miya’s pretty calm about this.


She’s been captain for all these tests, so she has reason to feel confident.  She’s been here for all of them, he answered.


“Alright, the translight drive is ready to go, Captain,” Myleena announced.  “We can jump whenever you’re ready.”


“Navigator, begin jump operations.  Set the countdown for thirty seconds, jump at countdown zero.”  All hands, thirty seconds to translight, thirty seconds to translight, she sent across the ship.  “Engineering, cut power to all replicators.”


“Aye sir.  All replicators are showing offline,” Emia answered.


“Then begin countdown, navigator.”


“Aye, sir.  Thirty seconds to jump and counting down,” the navigator called out.


Is it like a regular jump? Jyslin asked.


Don’t ask me, this is my first translight jump too, he replied with a smile. But Myli says that you don’t feel anything different, though she did say the view from the external cameras is pretty wild, because of the translight effect.  Since we’re inside the effect, everything we see is even more distorted than usual when looking out into hyperspace.  She says there’s this thing she calls the translight echo, where the ship’s image is reflected off the border of the translight effect like a mirror, but it’s like a funhouse mirror.  She says sometimes, you even see ghost images of the ship in front or behind, which is caused when we pass through natural quantum vibrations in hyperspace.  The images are of the ship in the past or future, like a window in time…just time like a fraction of a picosecond in the past or future. 


Neat.


“Five seconds,” the navigator called.


“Here we go your Graces!” Miya barked.


“One.  Jump!”


The ship lurched under their feet, and they were in hyperspace.  Just as Myleena described, the forward view showed the interior “wall” of the translight effect, letting them see through it like looking through a visible energy shield, and the hyperspace outside the effect swirled around them in a spiral as they raced through it at translight speed.  He saw one of those echoes Myleena described within seconds, a shimmering image of the Legion as if they were looking at it from the stern about 1,000 shakra ahead of them, but the ghostly, insubstantial image faded almost as quickly as it appeared.


“Speed, navigator?” Miya asked calmly.


“We are at cruising speed, sir,” she answered.  “Five hundred light years per second.  We are on course and the engines are stable.  All power curves nominal.”


“Very good.  Maintain course and speed.”


“Aye, sir.”


Jason and Jyslin watched in awed silence as the ship traveled at insane speeds, a graph to the left of the forward display showing their current position and how they were quickly leaving the Milky Way behind.  The irregular ball of Alybdis crept into the upper right corner of the navigation chart as their home galaxy began to fall off the bottom of the holo, as they entered the region of space more and more affected by the Flat Space Effect, but the distance to Alybdis didn’t increase as they moved deeper into flat space because of the translight state.  It was hard for Jason to quantify how it felt to be on a ship traveling between two galaxies, and he was on the ship watching it happen, watching them travel from the Milky Way to a point just outside Alybdis in a matter of minutes.


But minutes was all it took.  Exactly on time, the ship dropped back into normal space, the front viewscreen flaring with bright white light before the black emptiness of intergalactic space swallowed it up.  The navigation chart showed them just off the edge of Alybdis, the icon of the ship blinking green, indicating that it had arrived at its planned point.


“We are safely back in normal space, Captain,” the navigator called.  “Engines are resetting to mode zero.  We are within the margin of error in our jump solution.”


Margin of error? Jyslin asked privately, her expression fearful.


The engines just go too fast for the ship to land on a dime, as the Terrans say, love, he explained.  So the arrival point has a margin of error.  That’s why we’re not jumping directly into Alybdis.  We’ll enter the galaxy under standard jump engines, where we do have pinpoint accuracy.


Okay.  That makes sense, and that makes me feel a whole lot better.

“Secure for normal space operations,” she called, then she sent across the ship.  Secure for normal space operations.  We jump the second leg of our course in thirty minutes.  Thirty minutes.  “Launch the probes,” Miya barked.


“Navigation probes away, sir,” the navigator called.  “They’re in hyperspace and en route to the destination star.”


What are those for?


To get some detailed scans of our arrival point.  They’ll feed that data back as we cruise in on jump engines, and allow us to come out of hyperspace in a safe place.  Remember, this area isn’t charted, so we’re more or less charting it on our way in. Half the reason we’re gonna sit out here for a little while is to give the probes the chance to get there first and survey our arrival point, so we have time to go over the data they send back before we get there.

Ah.  Clever.


You can thank Myli for that, he told her.


“How are the engines, ladies?” Miya asked, looking back at Myleena and Emia.


“Just fine, Captain,” Myleena answered.  “All power outputs are normal and we have no warning indicators on the board.  The engines are good for operation in any mode.”


“Let’s get some uptime on them in mode one,” Miya said.  “Navigation, make for our destination, mode one, speed thirty.”


“Aye sir, setting course 171 mark 28, translight mode one, speed thirty,” the navigator said, turning her head slightly.  Thirty  referred to a speed of 30 light years per hour, which wasn’t the maximum speed the drive was capable of in mode one.  The max speed was 54 light years per hour, but to avoid stressing the engines, they’d set a maximum non-emergency speed of 30 light years per hour.  Jason felt the ship turn, then the forward view flared with bright light.  The light faded, and it almost looked like they were in a tunnel of energy, ribbons and wisps of light flowing by the ship, which were light photons and light waves in normal space that they were blowing past at 30 light years an hour.


The darker streaks were from matter, dust, molecules, some stray hydrogen atoms, maybe a couple of micro-meteors whizzing about in intergalactic space, but they were unable to interact with the ship due to the translight state.  They wrapped around the translight bubble and returned to their original position and velocity vector after they passed, which removed the threat of colliding with them at a speed that would cause the ship to just obliterate if it even hit a speck of dust.  The translight bubble surrounding the ship acted like the deflector array from the old Star Trek shows, but the translight effect only nudged smaller things out of its way, because of the mass of the ship.  The ship had an order of magnitude more mass than the speck of dust, so the speck of dust got pushed aside when the translight effect went past it.  If they flew directly into a planet, however, the ship would slam right into it, and be reduced to subatomic particles in a picosecond.  The translight effect couldn’t scoot aside something with more effective mass than the ship’s phantom mass.  The ship had “phantom mass” in real space as defined by Einstein’s Relativity theory, as expressed by the equation PM=(MV)^2, where PM was the phantom mass, M was the ship’s mass and V was the ship’s FTL velocity vector as expressed in light years per hour.  At 30 light years an hour, the Legion had the square of its mass multiplied by thirty in phantom mass, and that was a fucking lot of mass, enough to push even a large asteroid out of the way.  And when the ship passed, the asteroid returned to its original position and vector as if the ship had never interacted with it in the first place.  Also, while the ship had a massive amount of phantom mass, the real physical universe outside the translight bubble saw no mass, meaning the ship had absolutely no effect on gravity or the spatial fabric…which was how mass it pushed aside would return to their original position and vector after the ship went by.  It was one of those curious little paradoxes when one started dealing with alternate state physics.  The ship’s phantom mass was what mattered when it came down to who was going to move when the translight bubble encountered outside mass, but the universe didn’t think the ship existed at all when it came to how the ship affected gravitational fields and the spatial curve.

Translight physics were fun.


But, the good news in that scenario was that the hyperspace probes preceding them along their course were mapping their approach vector, and would warn them if there was something in their path large enough to threaten the ship, so they’d see any potentially dangerous hazard in front of them before they reached it and change course to avoid it.  The ship could turn in mode one translight, albeit very slowly, but that slow turn would usually be enough to avoid a dangerous object in their path.  After all, a course correction of a millionth of a degree at thirty light years an hour would shift them hundreds of thousands of kathra in real space, and that made it easy to course correct around potentially dangerous objects like large meteors.   “We are in mode one, captain, speed thirty.  Estimated time of arrival, 37 years, six months, 12 days,” she added, rather cheekily as she glanced back at them.


“Well, that will give us plenty of time to scan the arrival point,” Miya said lightly.  “Astrocartography, start your scans of the galactic rim.  Let’s get some good navigation data while we’re waiting for the probes to get far enough ahead of us.”


“Aye sir,” the astrocartography officer on the bridge called.  “We’re starting our long distance scans now.”


“You enjoying yourself, Jys?” Myleena asked.


“Oh yeah, this is way better than watching the team practice,” she replied eagerly.  “I have so many questions, I’m almost afraid to talk.”


“Well, we got half an hour, so let ‘er rip,” she winked in reply.


Jason listened as Jyslin asked a ton of questions about the drives, getting to learn everything about them now that she’d been included in the small circle that knew about the drives, and she kept it up right until they made their second jump.  They cruised in under standard jump engines for nearly 20 minutes, as Jyslin kept asking questions, then the ship dropped into normal space.  A small red star was in their viewscreen, and they were at standard jump distance to the largest of its two planets, which orbited very close to its parent star.  So close that one year on the planet was only 12 days.


“Welcome to the Alybdis galaxy, ladies and gentlemen,” Miya announced over ship’s intercom, which caused a huge cheer to rise up from just about the entire ship.  “We are 24 minutes out from our destination planet, where we will conduct scientific scans, visit the planet surface and lay a wreath commemorating our visit, and launch navigation probes to further scan the interior of the galaxy before returning home.  Conn out.”


“Wow.  We’re—wow,” Jyslin breathed, looking at the planet in the viewscreen, which was magnified to allow them to see its barren surface.  It was a planet like the Terran moon, barren and without an atmosphere, but its surface temperatures were easily within safe tolerance even without an E-suit or armor.  Of course, the airless vacuum would kill anyone without one, but an unlucky visitor to the surface without protection wouldn’t be dying of the cold or heat, they’d be dying of vacuum exposure and asphyxiation.


“What’s the planet like, Astrocartography?” Jason asked curiously.


“The planet is about half the size of Karis,” the officer replied, looking back at him.  “It has no atmosphere, so we’ll be visiting the surface in armor.  The planet orbits at a distance of 24 million kathra from the star, has an orbital year of 11.63 standard days, and has a rotational velocity of 31.323 hours per local day.  Surface temperatures everywhere but the polar regions are within life-sustaining tolerance, but the planet has no magnetic field, so exposure without armor or a radiation-proof E-suit will have to be minimized.”


“No magnetic field, that explains why it has no atmosphere,” Jyslin mused.  “It got blown away by the solar wind.”

“Most likely,” Jason agreed.


The ship entered orbit around the planet, and Jason was one of the lucky ones in the KV-130 personnel dropship that went down to the planet’s surface.  He wasn’t the first one to set foot on a planet in another galaxy, that was Myleena—her engines, her honor—but Jason got to be third, behind Miya.  Jyslin came down behind him, and Emia was behind her, followed by about 60 others, members of Project F and the ship’s command crew as camera pods recorded the event for posterity.  Jason knelt down and ran his armored fingers through the dry alien soil of this exogalactic planet, feeling its texture thanks to the sensor mesh in his gauntlets.  The soil was sandy, gritty, which told him that there was an atmosphere on this planet before it was stripped away by the star’s solar wind, since it was wind and water action that produced this kind of fine sandy soil.  If it was produced by multiple meteor strikes, it would be more like a handful of tiny glassy pellets, or a fine powder

“There used to be water here, and an atmosphere,” Myleena noted, her voice coming in over local gravband, picking up a weathered sedimentary rock.  “Look.”


“Yup, that looks like a rock you’d find in a riverbed,” Jason agreed.  “This is what Mars would have eventually looked like had the Surrales not terraformed it.  A planet with weathered rocks and soil without an atmosphere to further weather it.”


“Incredible,” Miya breathed, picking up another rounded rock.  “I think I’m going to keep this.”


“After microbiology makes sure it’s safe, Captain,” the project team doctor called.  “Everyone remember that, everything here has to go through bioscans, and we’ll have to go through decontamination when we get back to the ship.  There might be microbes living in the soil, and our handheld equipment may not be able to detect it.”


“It’s warm enough,” Jason said, looking up at the red star in the very curious sky.  On the horizon, as one looked away from the Alybdis galaxy, there was nothing but blackness, but looking towards the galaxy showed other stars.  That was because this star was sitting on the very rim of its galaxy, and this planet was currently outward from the galaxy in its orbital track around the star.  When it was inward, the night sky would be full of stars, but when it was where it was now, outward, the night sky would be nothing but utter blackness.  “And there are some microbes that can survive in a vacuum.” 


“I can scan the rock right now, Captain, but it won’t be conclusive,” the doctor said, offering his hand for it.  She handed it to him, and he set it down on the ground and passed his sensor unit over it very slowly.


Can you believe this, love?  We’re in another galaxy, Jyslin sent in wonder, looking around.  Since she was wearing her helmet with the large faceplate, he could see the child-like awe on her face.

I know, it’s almost too much to believe, he agreed.  To think that everything past that star is completely unknown to us, just waiting for us to explore it, to learn about it.  Now I know how the Kimdori feel.

Jyslin laughed.  When we give them the drives, we may never see them again.  They may depopulate Kimdori Prime in their mad rush to go explore.


I can’t disagree with that, he laughed in agreement.  Denmother will have to fight to keep enough Kimdori on their homeworld to keep it from falling into ruin.  And the ones getting left behind won’t be happy about it.

They stayed on the surface for nearly two hours.  The large group ranged out a bit and explored the flat plain selected as their landing site—so they could easily keep visual sight on each other and the ship—and looked around.  Miya found what had to have been a streambed at one time, filled with rounded, smoothed rocks, and Jyslin found a piece of obsidian, volcanic glass, in a small crater in the loose, sandy soil that hinted that it landed there after being ejected from a crater formed by a meteor strike.  Without weathering effects, the obsidian and the small pockmark it made in the soil had been unaltered since the obsidian landed, which might have been millions of years ago, or might have been last week, there was no way to easily tell.  The medical team found no microbes in the soil, making this a sterile area, but that didn’t mean that they’d get out of having to decontaminate.  There might be forms of life their scanners didn’t pick up, or wouldn’t see as life, so they would take no chances.  All their samples would be sealed both to prevent contamination by the ship’s internal atmosphere and also to keep anything their scans might of missed inside the sample containers, and the souvenirs everyone was picking up would be bagged, tagged, and given to the finders once they were thoroughly investigated to make sure they were safe.  That meant that Miya would eventually get her rock, and Jyslin would get her piece of obsidian.  Jason picked up a few mementos for himself, the kids, Miaari, Kiaari, Kemaari, Jinaami, and Zaa, ending up with nearly 20 konn of some pretty rocks, several of them multicolored, and even a fairly large piece of quartz crystal he found in the streambed. That was going on his desk back at the White House.

Just before they left, they gathered for the wreath laying.  Myleena did the honors, taking the large wreath, made of synthetic materials and artificial meys so it would stand up to exposure to the solar wind, and set it on its stand set up not far from the dropship.  Under the wreath was an inscription in Faey, [Placed In The Cause of Science and the Hope for Peace Among All Beings.  Placed by the Crew of the KMS Legion of the House of Karinne, 7 Kiraa 4404.]  They took several holopics of the wreath, of various people standing beside it in different combinations, and then they were done.  They all piled back into the dropship after stowing their samples, which would keep the exobiology and exogeology people on the ship happy for months, and the pilots lifted off and headed back for the ship.

But it wasn’t as easy as just landing and disembarking.  They landed in a special hazmat bay on the ship and then underwent nearly an hour of decontamination, where every square tikra of their external armor surface and joints were thoroughly cleaned, scanned, cleaned again, then scanned again.  Then they took off the armor and went through another round of decontamination just in case something on the surface of the armor got onto them while they were taking it off.  When Jason finally walked out of the decon bay, he felt almost like cheese raked over a grater a few times.  And as soon as he walked out, Aya held up the breastplate of his second suit of armor they’d brought, so he went from armored to naked and right back to armored.  He returned to the bridge with Miya, Myleena, Emia, and Jyslin., and as soon as they were there, Miya was back to all business.  “Report,” she called.


“All ship operations are normal, Captain,” her exo, Commander Halia Shelanne, answered.  “Astrocartography is nearly finished with their local scans, and all hyperspace probes are on their way back to the ship.  We should have all probes back on board in ten minutes.  Scans are nearly complete.”


“Anything interesting to report?”


“We’ve located some unusual energy fluctuations at a star on the far side of the sector,” her sensor officer replied.  “It might be indicative of a low technology civilization.”


“Life?”


“We think so, sir,” she answered.  “We’re detecting some unusual EM signatures.  They might be old style EM transmissions, like what the Terrans use for on-planet communications.”

“That’s pre-spacefaring,” Miya mused.  “No offense, Jason,” she added lightly.


“None taken, you insufferable arrogant Faey bitch,” he replied playfully, which made her laugh.  So did half the bridge crew.


“How far is that star from our current location?”


“A little over eight minutes by standard jump engines, sir,” the navigator answered.  “We have detailed scans of the space between here and there.  It would be a safe jump.”


“Not today,” Miya said.  “We’re not here to investigate possible alien life, and this mission has very specific objectives.  Maybe the next time we come here we’ll go take a look, but not this time.  Navigator, go ahead plot a jump out far enough into deep space to safely jump back to Arrival Point Delta in mode three.”


“Aye sir,” she replied.



“Comm two, upload all our sensor data and operational logs back to KMS command via BG1,” she added, glancing at her bank of 10 comm officers.  “And point that possible civilization out to them for future investigation.”


“Aye sir,” came the response.


“Are we suffering any relativity delay using BG1?” Jyslin asked curiously.


“None, Jys,” Myleena answered.  “Since it’s based on biogenic commune, and that’s a form of telepathy, it transcends time and space.  Now the transmission’s content can be affected by exaggerated time dilation caused by the Flat Space Effect if the ship’s out in intergalactic space, but the actual transmissions between Karis and the ship are in real time.  Just really weird.”  She laughed.  “When we did our first test, Jason moved and sounded like he was in slow motion.”


“And you sounded like a Jhri after ten cappuccinos,” Jason retorted, which made her and Jyslin laugh.  “We installed subroutines into our comm computers that alter all incoming transmissions to make them look normal, but that does introduce a bit of a delay into it.”


“Better than hearing Mmmmyyyyyylllliiiiiiii, rrrrreeeeeeepppppooooorrrrrrrtttttt,” she said with exaggeratedly slow movements of her arms.  Jyslin laughed when Jason smacked her on her armored shoulder.


“Gotta love time dilation when it’s large enough to see a real effect,” Emia mused.


The trip back was almost routine for Miya and the crew, but quite interesting for Jason and Jyslin.  They mirrored their trip in, first jumping out away from the galaxy using standard engines, then they dropped into normal space, turned the bow of the ship towards the Milky Way, and jumped translight to a point about a half hour’s distance from Karis by standard jump engines, which was a point inside the Strands of Trelle but outside the galactic rim, in an area of empty space that was safe for the translight drive to drop into normal space.  The transit from translight to standard jump engines only took a moment, something that Jason noticed.  “Why did we jump into normal space?” he asked.  “Couldn’t we just drop into regular hyperspace and come in that way?”

“Eventually yeah, but we’re still studying the effect that method has on the drive,” Myleena answered.  “We hope that’ll be standard operating procedure, once we’re sure that doesn’t damage either section of the drive engine to do it.  Jump out in translight, that’s mode three,” she said as she looked at Jyslin, “cruise to the transition point, drop out of translight but stay in hyperspace, that’s mode two, get to your destination, drop back to normal space.”

“That’ll be so awesome,” Jyslin said.


“That does sound like the most efficient way to go about it,” Jason nodded.


“We’ll have to refine our nav computers before we can do that,” Emia added.  “As it is, they’re just not precise enough.  Half the reason we drop into normal space is so we can correct our course for the regular hyperspace segment of the trip.  As you know, you can’t really course correct in hyperspace more than just the slightest nudge in any direction, and that might not be enough to get back on course.”


“So, some major upgrades to our entire navigation system are gonna be needed to use these drives efficiently,” Jason surmised.


“Yup, and I’ve already got some people on it,” Myleena answered.  “But that’s just tweaking how the nav system does things. The computers themselves have the computing power necessary to do the job.  It’s the software that needs upgrading.”


“Not my department,” Jason declared.


“Yeah, we know how much you suck at coding,” Myleena winked.


“At least it’s not TEL.”


“I wouldn’t let you within ten kathra of that project team if it was TEL, your epic awfulness would taint the whole thing.”


“So, I take it we’re going to be setting navigation beacons to aid the nav computers?” Jyslin asked.


“Eventually yeah, but we’re not setting beacons anywhere we haven’t already explored,” Jason said.  “I don’t want an unknown civilization to stumble across the beacons.  They may consider them hostile.”


“And any beacons we do put out will only hold stock Confederate tech in them.  No way are we leaving biogenics out there for someone to find,” Myleena added.


“If you two are done kissing each other, we’re about to jump,” Miya said lightly.


That jump was about twenty minutes in standard hyperspace, and they spent that time chatting with Myleena and Emia while they watched the engine outputs on their engineering board.  Despite their staring, the engines operated perfectly, and delivered them back to Karis at standard jump distance about five hours after they left.


Five hours to make a round trip to another galaxy, three hours of which was basically glorified sightseeing  They certainly had entered a new age…the intergalactic age.  And Jason and Jyslin had had the honor and privilege to be on the first Karinne ship that achieved that feat.  “Secure for normal space operations,” Miya barked.  “Navigator, make for Kosigi, standard approach.”


“Aye sir.  Setting course 214 mark 0, one half.”

“Comm one, contact Kosigi and let them know we’re home,” Miya called.


“I already have Kosigi on the comm, sir,” she answered.  “They’ll send us approach vectors when we pass the inner marker.”


“Very good.”

It was a strange feeling entering Kosigi, knowing where they’d been and what they’d done, especially since nobody knew it but Dellin and the ops center.  There was no fanfare, no greeting ships to escort them in after the groundbreaking achievement, just Kosigi doing what Kosigi did on any given day.  Nobody knew just where they’d gone or how momentous that trip was, and if Jason had his way, no one would for a while, not even the citizens of his own house.  A secret unspoken remains a secret after all, and the more who know a secret, the less of a secret it is.  They had to keep this under tight wraps until they were ready to reveal it to the house, which would in turn reveal it to the Confederation.  Despite Miaari’s and Siyhaa’s best efforts, someone in the house would leak it to someone outside over Civnet, and then that knowledge would spread across the galaxy.  So, the dock workers and logistics crews, the pusher pilots and KMS crews on shore leave, they had no idea that the heavy cruiser passing by had just returned from a trip to Alybdis

And the crew and team members on board the Legion would say not one word about it.  They had the holopics, they had their souvenirs, or at least they would once exobiology certified them as clean and released them from quarantine, and when the time came, their accomplishment would be known.  But until that time when the house was ready to reveal that secret, a secret it would stay.  When they disembarked for some shore leave before the next test, they’d say they were just doing some testing of some upgrades, which wasn’t all that unusual in the KMS.  The Legion wasn’t the first ship yanked out of mothballs and upgraded with some new technology and then tested.

They didn’t talk about it until they were back home, back on the strip after the frigate Emaran dropped them off, and it wasn’t just Jason and Jyslin.  Aya and the guards discussed what they saw, what they experienced as Jason changed from armor to shorts and tee, and the one common observation was that the planet didn’t seem exotic, only its location was exotic.  That planet wasn’t all that amazing, but what made the experience amazing was how they got to it.  It just went to show that even different galaxies had similar physics, similar conditions, and that produced things that would seem familiar to them, even if the condition through which they came to be was far removed from what they considered normal.


Gora’s law in its ultimate expression.


I’m glad they put the sensor mesh in my armor, Dera mused.  It wouldn’t have been half as immersive if I hadn’t been able to run my fingers through the soil and feel it.


Yeah, that did make it seem much more real, much more like you were really there, Jyslin agreed as she came out of the bathroom, delightfully topless, in the act of tying her long auburn hair back into a ponytail.  She saw where Jason was looking and grinned, even waggled her bare breasts a little for his viewing pleasure.  I wonder when we can pick up our rocks.


I doubt it’ll take them more than a couple of days to clear them, Jason predicted.


Pick what up? Symone asked, sending from her house across the deck.


We went on a little trip today, Symone, Jason answered.  To a star outside the galaxy.


And you didn’t invite me?  Dick.


I’m not taking you anywhere unless you’re on a leash, he retorted, which made Jyslin burst out laughing.  Besides, we can’t take everyone on a trip like that.  If something went wrong, someone competent has to be here to keep things going until they manage to rescue us.  So, how did the qualifying tests go?


We had twelve passes, eight fails, she replied, referring to the final qualification exam for Titan riggers.  That was about average for the course, because Titans were that complex.  Only about 15% of Titan riggers passed the exam on the first attempt.  The average Titan rigger passed it on the third attempt, and a rigger could try to qualify five times before they washed out and had to retake the course from the beginning.  The next test is in eight days, so I’ll be doing some one on one instruction with the candidates for the next takir.  This is gonna be my last class before I’m put on deployment.  Why can’t they put a merge pod in the house, anyway?  I don’t want to have to go all the way out to Joint Base Alpha to drive my rig.


That’s too bad, Jason sent firmly.  What happens if you get shot down and suffer a bad case of dump shock?  You have to be where the techs and doctors can respond quickly, and that means you do your driving at Joint Base Alpha.


So much confidence in me, she all but pouted mentally.


Even Kyva’s had her rig blown out from under her, and if you don’t recall, Justin Taggart was nearly killed at the Second Battle of Karis, Jason retorted.  Even the best can get shot down, love.  Being good is not a shield of invulnerability from bad luck.


Well…I guess so.


Now stop being silly and bring Lyra and Terry over while we wait for Tim to get off work.

They settled in for a quiet evening once Tim arrived, but that only meant that work was going to hunt him down…and it was no exception.  He had to remove himself from a game of Terran Monopoly with Rann, Shya, Danelle, and Zach to answer a call from Cybi, and once he was up in his home office, Zaa walked in, which surprised him a little.  “I didn’t know you were here, Denmother.”


“I was over in Jaxtra,” she replied.  “I just received some reports, and thought it would be more efficient to just come over.”

“The scouts in Andromeda?” he asked hopefully, and when she nodded, he gave a big smile.  “I’ve been waiting for this.”


“As have I,” she replied, sitting down in the chair facing his desk.  She held up her arm, which had a memory band.  “May I access your house computer?”


“You have access.”


Seconds later, a hologram of Andromeda appeared between them, a three dimensional one that fit the entire galaxy over the desk.  “My children have finished their initial assessment of the situation in Andromeda,” she began, causing the view to zoom in a bit.  “Firstly, they’ve determined that the Syndicate controls roughly 78% of Andromeda.  The initial rough estimate is that they control nearly thirty million terrestrial systems and nearly five times that number in mining operations, deep space colonies, and other permanent settlements that don’t really qualify as planetary-scale populations.”

“That seems…I dunno, small given Andromeda is even bigger than our galaxy.  There are nearly ten times that number of charted terrestrial systems in the Milky Way.”


“I know, but we suspect that small number is due to the fact that their entire galaxy has been at war for nearly six thousand years,” she said dryly.  “It’s hard to colonize new planets or build new deep space stations when the enemy destroys them.  Then there are the atrocities, where entire planet populations are wiped out, and so on and so on.”


“Well, that’s sobering,” Jason grunted.


“Truly,” she agreed.  “The long-time border between the two empires is a gigantic wasteland of destroyed planets and debris fields from past battles, nearly five sectors across, roughly across the center of Andromeda along the edges of the core.  And the Syndicate began committing wholesale genocide against Consortium holdings they conquered to expedite the war against them, to win it faster.  After all, it is more cost efficient to wipe out a hostile civilian population than it is to try to assimilate them into your government, and the Syndicate puts profit above all else,” she told him, which made him nearly pale.  Just how many beings had died in their war?  Trillions?  Quadrillions?  “But the sheer scope of the resources that the Syndicate has at its command does become clear when you think about it.”


“Yeah.  Building one of those super-ships must be barely a fraction of the daily revenue stream for a government that controls thirty million systems.”


She nodded.  “My children have identified and located the capitol system of the Syndicate,” she said, and the hologram zoomed way in so fast that it nearly made Jason dizzy.  It focused in on a system of a blue supergiant with some 27 planets in its system, then the 8th planet in the system blinked, a planet that almost immediately made him think of Coruscant from the Star Wars movies.  It was a planet without green, a planet where buildings rose up from all available land, and land covered 82% of the planet’s surface.  What water there was there was an unhealthy-looking greenish color instead of blue.  The city covered the entire planet.  “This is E Chaio, the Syndicate capitol, home of the headquarters of all 132 mega-corporations that makes up the Board of Directors.  That is their governing body,” she explained.  “It is a corporate plutocracy, where the CEO of one of those megacorps has a seat on the Board, which makes all decisions.  My children have acquired penetration of E Chaio’s local communication grid, holding their low-priority and civilian communications, and their public domain computer network, much like our Civnet.”

“Well, now I know where to send the toys,” Jason mused, which made her chuckle huskily.


“We’ve done a bit more than that.  Jason, my children managed to make an appointment to confer with one of the lower ranking executives within one of the megacorps,” she said with a slight smile.  “They have no idea who made the appointment, they think it was a meeting to discuss the sale of a moon in one of Andromeda’s rim sectors.  They used that deception to learn a great deal about Syndicate government culture and gain access to the megacorp’s computer.”


Jason laughed.  “Seriously?  They made an appointment?”


“It wasn’t as difficult as you might think,” she said dryly.  “But we’ll come back to that information in a bit.  My children have analyzed what data they’ve gathered so far, and from what they can see, the Syndicate is carrying out its prosecution of the war.  Virtually their entire military arsenal, some three million vessels, is pushing the Consortium’s back against the wall,” she explained, and the map shifted to show Consortium territory, which was a small wedge of sectors directly facing the Milky Way.  That was why they were able to launch so many ships towards their galaxy, and why the Syndicate had had to cross hostile territory to get their expeditionary fleet to the Milky Way.  “The Consortium is trying to hold them along this line while they concentrate all possible ships and vessels here, in this system, preparing to evacuate Andromeda and come to our galaxy.  From what my children have observed, the Consortium will be defeated within six years.  The transmissions they’ve intercepted, since we cracked Consortium codes, hint that the Consortium is discussing formal surrender to the Syndicate to save those they cannot evacuate, seeking to join the Board as the 133rd corporation, to become part of their system, while the refugees start over here in our galaxy and rebuild.  That would give the Syndicate complete control of the entire galaxy of Andromeda, and all the resources it contains.”


“And they’ll use that to boil out of Andromeda and invade all the satellite galaxies around it, as well as send forces over here, since we’re the second largest galaxy in the cluster,” Jason growled.  “We have the most resources for them to exploit.”


“Correct, cousin,” she nodded.  “The Consortium kept them contained and engaged for six thousand years, but now the Syndicate has defeated their ancient foe, and the only direction in which they can look to continue their quest to possess wealth is to start invading other galaxies.  Their greed is truly staggering in its scope.  They don’t wish to conquer the Milky Way so much as they desire to own it.  Purely for the wealth.  My sociologists theorize that they may stay contained in Andromeda for perhaps sixty to seventy more years, until they completely disburse the spoils of Consortium territory to their member corporations and complete the assimilation process.  But without anything left to acquire, to own, in Andromeda, they will start looking to possess that which lies outside their galaxy.  And most of my experts agree, they will start with us.  We are the largest galaxy they can reach, and we represent viable material worth in the empires and technology they know exist here, and our galaxy is the logical staging point for the invasion of all the satellite galaxies around us, since we lie at the center of the galactic formation on this side of the cluster.  They will come for us, and they will not stop until they own us the way they own Andromeda.  They don’t have to waste years and resources searching for valuable planets to conquer when they already know where quite a few are.”

“Over here,” Jason grunted.


She nodded.  “We are the most lucrative target, even though we aren’t the closest, because they know there is much here worth owning.  The fact that we defeated the Consortium expedition tells them we have technology, we have assets, and that makes us valuable.”

“Well, we know where they are now, so we can do something about that,” Jason said blandly.  “We’ll have to teach them why the Terrans call greed one of the seven deadly sins.”


She grinned at him.


“Speaking of which, how much equipment did the scouts receive from you?  We sent them a pretty big package yesterday, I haven’t read a report yet on how much made it to the other side in one piece.”


“A substantial amount, both probes and other surveillance equipment, and a large percentage of your 3D weaponry survived the transit, nearly 43% of what you sent.  Enough to make a few very impressive points.”


“Let’s not tip them off that we can hit them until we can make it hurt,” he said.  “Just blowing up a couple of freighters somewhere doesn’t have the same impact as shutting down all ship movements in an entire sector.  What we need most right now is more information.”

“And my children will get it for us,” Zaa said confidently.  “Now, as to that appointment.  My children managed to learn a great deal about how the megacorp runs by enticing their contact into gossip.  It as much as we suspected, a corporate culture that is as ruthless within as it is without.  Assassinations among executives are not uncommon, for killing one’s supervisor is seen as a viable means to climb the corporate ladder.  So long as they don’t catch you, that is.  A successful assassination shows that you have skill and potential, and is rewarded with promotion.  Failed assassinations result in termination,” she said dryly.  “We managed to gain entry into their computer network through that appointment.  The executive sent my children a computer passcode to a public domain archive to review the moon’s file, and they used that to gain penetration into their system.  Their public domain archives are connected to their secure systems, and my children had little trouble hacking into their system.”

“Well done!” Jason said with a laugh.  “What have they got so far?”


“They’ll send that information later, once they have time to explore the megacorp’s mainframe,” she answered.  “As for us, my children are setting up a temporary base of operations close to Andromeda’s core, deep enough that the radiation masks it from long range sensors and poses a lethal threat to anything that might come after them,” she said, and the hologram of Andromeda zoomed in, then blinked over a star system very close to the center of the galaxy.  It was well within the Kimdori’s resistance to radiation, that point where the radiation ripped their bodies apart from the pure energy radiation.  It was at that point that no radiation resistant species could withstand it.  “They have salvaged an intact battleship from the debris fields of the many battles between the two empires to be able to fashion a temporary outpost.  The ship is a an old Syndicate battleship nearly completely intact, my children report that the Syndicate crew was killed by depressurization and loss of life support, and the battleship drifted out of the battle area without being destroyed.  My children placed a stealth field generator within it to hide it from sensors, towed it to the destination system, and placed it in orbit around the planet.  They report they have just finished installing sufficient equipment to turn it into an orbital base and installed sufficient infrastructure to make the battleship a viable orbital space station.  They have power, life support, and communications back to homeworld, but did not repair any of the ship’s technology, just in case they might inadvertently activate a homing beacon or stumble across some other device that alerts the Syndicate that the battleship has been commandeered. In fact, they are gutting it of all Syndicate technology both to remove that threat and also to study the technology.  So, Jason, we now have a permanent base of operations within Andromeda, in a location where the radiation of the galactic core hides it from long range sensors, the SCM unit hides it from any possible high-sensitivity sensor sweeps, and the core radiation makes the entire system lethal to other forms of known life except Jakkans, Kimdori, and Generations.  It is just within your radiation tolerance limit.  They may never think to look for anything in a place where nothing can survive, a tactic we have successfully used many times over here.”

“Clever,” Jason said with a nod.  “You need to give the KMS the coordinates so we can send them some equipment via wormhole.”


“I’ve already done so, before I came to see you,” she nodded.


“Good deal,” he said.  “And it was damn smart of them to put it on a salvaged battleship.  That makes the whole thing mobile, as long as the three scout ships can tow it.  And since they towed it there, they obviously can.”


“That is exactly why they used it,” she agreed.  “They report that there is little of use within the battleship, but they are studying the technology present within it if only for the value of the knowledge.  The ship is roughly six thousand years old, so its systems and equipment are extremely low-tech by current standards.  However, it is worth studying just to see what they used to use.”


“I bet the engines in it are barely viable.”


“Yes, with a relativity delay so bad that they were barely faster than FTL drives,” she affirmed.  “But it does tell us that six thousand years ago, they had hyperspace jump engine technology.  And that is valuable information.”


“True enough.  But still, well done, Zaa.  With a permanent base over there, someplace we can stockpile equipment, but something we can move if necessary, it gives us options.  The scouts don’t have to carry everything on their ships.”

“We should consider something, cousin.  We should upgrade a ship with CMS to a translight drive so it can deliver critical supplies and equipment to our forward outpost, guaranteeing that it arrives, as well as securing a means by which we can evacuate my children from Andromeda if it becomes needful.  It would also give us the ability to get infiltrators and Gamekeepers into Andromeda to begin working our way into their organizations, specialists with skills that our forward scouts lack.”


“That’s…a damn good idea.”  He looked to the side, and a flat hologram appeared to the side of his desk showing Dellin’s face.  “Dellin.”


“Yes, Jason?”


“Did they finish building the new drive for the frigate?” he stressed.


“I—hold on.”  He touched his interface, then nodded.  “It’s finished and ready for installation.”


“Then have them install it immediately,” he ordered.  “I want that ship operational as soon as possible.  I’ll tell Myli I want the ship activated, so she’ll get with Juma and get a crew assembled for it.”


“I’ll send down the orders to the refit dock,” he answered.  “But it’ll have to wait.  They’re in the last stages of installing the drive on the Aurora  I think they’ll be done with it be tomorrow morning.”


“Can the destroyer be fitted with a CMS?” Zaa asked.


Jason shook his head.  “It’s too big.  Scout ships are the largest ships that can run a CMS, which are about the same size as frigates, and that’s way smaller than destroyers,” he answered.  “Dellin, go down there personally and kick people in the ass until they get the destroyer finished, then have them get that frigate in there and start the refit the instant the destroyer is off the dock.  In fact, have them start prepping the frigate for the refit while it’s waiting for the dock to open up.  I want that frigate operational yesterday.”


“I’ll take care of it, Jason,” Dellin assured him.


“Good man.  Send me status reports by the hour until the frigate’s done.”


“I will.”  Then the hologram winked out.


“I’m curious why a CMS has a size restriction.”


“Power,” he answered.  “I could install a CMS on a destroyer, but the CMS would drain so much power from the ship to run it that it would have to take the engines offline, and that kinda defeats the purpose of having it.  That’s why frigates can’t raise their shields or fire their weapons with the CMS running, the CMS drains way too much power.”


“Ah.”


“What else have you got, Denmother?”


“Just more pestering about the status of the translight drive testing,” she smiled.  “We are extremely eager to get them, Jason.”


“So are we, Denmother, but let’s give Myli the time and space she needs to make sure we don’t blow up our entire fleets by accident after upgrading,” he replied, which made her chuckle.  “What we should do is bring in some Kimdori ship classes and have the CBIMs design engines for them based on the current data, then start testing them.  Since you’ll be using them too, we should be testing them on more than KMS ships.”


“That is a very good idea,” Zaa agreed.  “I will send the newest ship of each class in our inventory to Kosigi for the upgrades.”


“Cybi,” he called, and immediately, her hologram manifested in the room.  “Were you listening?”


“When am I not listening, Jason?” she asked winsomely.


“Then you know what we want you to do.”


“I’ll get the CBIMs to donate processing power for the task immediately,” she nodded.  “We should have a design for a standard Kimdori destroyer class vessel ready for initial assessment in approximately ten hours. If the design passes inspection, it will depend on Trenirk as to how fast it can be built.”

“That’s my girl,” Jason smiled. 


“Flirting will get you nowhere with me, Jason.  I don’t even have a physical body,” she winked, then her hologram winked out.


“Hmm, there’s an idea,” he mused.  Maybe she should have one.  She’d be just as capable of merging to it as Jason was the bionoid in his workshop.  That way, she could use that swimming pool at her facility.


“What?” Zaa asked.


“Giving Cybi a physical body.”


“Jason.  That is Tim levels of debased perversion.”


He burst into helpless laughter.  “Not for that, just so she could have some fun with it.  You know, experience sensations based on more than what her hologram can interact with, from a unit calibrated to provide sensory data based on real bodies.  Be able to walk around without attracting attention and interact with people who don’t know she’s a CBIM.”


“Ah.  That makes much more sense.”


“I’ll talk to Rook about it.  I’m sure he has some designs for a female bionoid.”


It turned out, Rook did in fact have design specs for a female bionoid.  Jason had to resort to a little subterfuge to talk to him about it, though, because he wanted it to be a surprise for Cybi.  He sent Rook a hand-written letter, written outside of any holocam, which would let Cybi see it, and he responded by coming over to the house that evening after dinner, a few hours after Zaa returned to Kimdori Prime.  He sat down in the lounger beside Jason’s as he enjoyed the late evening breeze, and after Jason made sure that there were no camera pods around, he broached the idea.

“It won’t surprise her, Jason, since I’ve discussed bionoid surrogates with them already,” Rook warned.  “We just haven’t built any.”

“Well, I want you to build them, one for each of them, as well as one for Coma,” he replied.  “Cybi’s, Cylan’s, and Coma’s will be easiest, since her face is something she’s not going to change, Coma has a different face unique from the others, and Cylan identifies as male. But Cyra and Cynna will need a little physical customization so they’re not just duplicates of Cybi,” he mused.  “Cyvanne, well, she’ll just be stuck with whatever you build for her, since she changes her appearance so often.  I think not only would it be educational for them to have bionoids, they might enjoy the sensation of having a physical body that is all theirs.  Bionoids built specifically for them, set up so only they can merge to them, something that makes them feel unique.  And, something they can use to walk around Karsa without being so recognizable.”


“I can do that, easily,” Rook assured him.  “And I can have Cybi’s bionoid ready by morning.  I have the specs for a female bionoid body uploaded to my manufacturing unit already.  I’ll alter the specs to most closely match the appearance and physical measurements Cybi uses for her hologram.”

“Who got you on about female bionoids, anyway?”


“Kumi.  She wanted a bionoid after she heard about yours.”

“Fuckin’ Kumi,” he sighed, which made Rook chuckle.  “Did you build it for her?”


“Of course, it gave me plenty to do overnight last takir.  But I made her pay for it, both the materials and my time.  She’s not a 3D member, I can’t just write that off as lab work.  It cost her 25,000 credits between the materials and my fee.  Bionoid materials aren’t cheap, and neither is my time.”

Jason burst out laughing.  “That’ll make the others think before they start pestering you,” he grinned.  “And let me guess, if Kumi wanted it, it’s, ah, fully operational.”


“You know Kumi well,” Rook said gravely, which made Jason laugh again.  “She sees it as a big experiment, she wants to see just how complete the experience is.  Plus, she thinks that surrogate sex is the next big thing in simsense porn, since she has control over what goes on instead of simply experiencing a recorded simsense.  Merge to a bionoid capable of the full sensory spectrum and built with fully functional genitalia, have your fun the way you want to have fun with a male bionoid designed to be as handsome as possible, maybe or maybe not driven by a man, go about your business when you’re done.  And the owner of the surrogate bodies gets a nice big fee for the service.  She related that even at 25,000 credits a bionoid, she could make them pay for themselves inside two years.  Everything after that would be pure profit.”

“Good god, that woman is even more disgusting than Tim,” Jason complained, which made Rook laugh.


“Come by Project G tomorrow morning, I’ll unveil it then.”

“Sure.”


It was nice to actually drop a surprise on Cybi.


Somehow, Rook had done it.  He’d built the body and got it over to the research facility on Virga without Cybi finding out—that was impressive—so when he called for Cybi to manifest a hologram just after Jason arrived, she looked honestly curious when he removed the sheet covering the bionoid, which was laying on a work table in a corner of the research lab.  It was nude, but unlike the pseudo-nude holograms Cybi used, this one had full detail, with nipples, pubic hair, and labia just barely visible from Jason’s vantage point.  It looked exactly like Cybi’s hologram given material form, except the skin was Faey blue and the eyes were a very lovely shade of violet, as the original Sora Karinne’s had been.  The only way the bionoid diverged from Sora was the color of the hair, which Rook had made so long that it would reach her ankles when she was standing…no doubt to allow her to style it as she pleased.  Rook had gone for the hologram’s silver hair color over Sora’s original hair color.  “What is this?  A bionoid based on Sora Karinne?”

“It’s your bionoid,” Jason told her.  “Rook built it for you last night.”


“It’s much like Jason’s, Cybi, capable of full sensory experience as if you had a flesh and blood body,” Rook told her.  “And like his, it can imitate certain biological processes to appear alive.  This unit is even capable of simulating urination,” he said evenly.  “My most recent upgrade.  I’d appreciate it if you test it for me, I may add it to my and Jason’s bionoids with future upgrades.  And like Jason’s bionoid, your bionoid is armed with monomolecular blades and tetryon wave weapons in the arms, for self defense.”

“But why build this for me?” she asked.

“So you can actually swim in your swimming pool, silly,” Jason told her.  “Plus, I thought you might like the idea of being able to walk down the streets of Karsa without everyone knowing who you are.”

She gave him a look, then touched her upper chest with her fingertips.  “I am truly touched that you would think of me, Jason,” she told him with a smile.  “It is a thoughtful and lovely gift, and yes, I think I would very much like to know what it is like to swim in my pool.”

“Well, woman?  The biogenic unit’s online.  Jump into it and take it for a test drive.”


She smiled, then almost immediately, the bionoid’s violet eyes blinked and lost that glassy mechanical stare, focusing and becoming lucid, taking on awareness.  It sat up smoothly, easily, belying the mechanical strength hiding inside that very Faey-like exterior, and it again touched its fingertips to its chest—her chest.  “It’s…it’s very different from my sensory scanners, and even from the Rockers and other bionoids I’ve controlled as part of Rook’s experiments,” she noted, looking at Jason.  “You look different through simulated eyes, Jason.”


“Hopefully I’m not ugly,” he smiled, which made her laugh.


“No, of course not.  It’s just a much different level of detail, and my sense of depth perception is different, that’s all,” she said, swinging her legs over the edge of the table.  She stood up gracefully, solidly, and Jason noticed that Rook hadn’t skimped on making the body as real as possible, for the bionoid’s breasts jiggled slightly from the movement.  She moved to and fro, testing her balance and the range of motion of the bionoid, then stepped well away from him and Rook and extended the monomolecular blades in both arms, testing their operation.  She retracted them quickly, then tested the tetryon wave weapons by extending the crystals in the heels of the palms of the hands briefly before retracting them.  “This is quite interesting.  I’ve never processed sensory data quite like this before.”


“The level of detail is impressive, Rook,” she said through her hologram as her hologram studied the bionoid.  “If I didn’t know it was a bionoid, I would think it was a living Faey.”


“That’s the objective of this branch of the bionoid project, Cybi, to create as lifelike a bionoid as possible.  Each bionoid built and tested refines the process and produces better results.”

“I hope you like it,” Jason said.

“I do,” she said, stepping back over to them and putting a hand on his shoulder, then she slid her fingers up and down his armor.  “This feels much different to fingers than it does to my hologram.  Interesting,” she said, pursing her lips as she traced her fingers over the house crest on his shoulder.


“I made sure the body has the same buoyancy as a flesh body for the purposes of swimming, and the experience should be virtually the same as if the bionoid were a flesh and blood body,” Rook supplied.  “The lungs within will do well simulating changes of buoyancy when the bionoid holds its breath for an even more natural experience.  But since you can’t drown, you don’t have to worry about potential danger as you learn to swim the natural way.”

She laughed.  “Yes, that’s a good thing,” she agreed.


“You do need one thing,” Jason said, touching his cheek as he looked the bionoid up and down.


“What is that?”


“Clothes.”


She smiled at him.  “Not on this planet I don’t.  This is perfectly acceptable for walking down the streets of Karsa,” she said, motioning at her unclad form.


“Well, your opinion will change the first time you walk across a hot sidewalk without shoes.  Even without a pain response, you will feel the discomfort.  That’s the bionoid’s way of telling you you’re doing something that’s not a good idea.”


She gave him a curious look, then chuckled softly.  “Now that is a point.  And I suppose, it might be fun to try out wearing clothes, just for the experience of it.  It would give me something to spend my money on,” she mused.


“Just don’t go nuts, I don’t want to come into your facility to do a PMI and find piles of clothes stuffed into every closet and strewn all over the core room,” Jason said dryly, which made her laugh.  “So, why don’t you ride with me back to Karsa and go have a little fun?” he offered.  “You can drop in on Jyslin over at the front office and shock the hell out of her.  She has no idea we built you a bionoid.”


Cybi’s bionoid body laughed brightly.  “Oh, I must do that!” she said with an evil smile.


“You can borrow some of my clothes in the office to wear for your shopping trip,” Jason said.  “I have a whole dresser full of clothes, but they’re not your size.  The shirt, that won’t matter that much, but you won’t really fit very well in any of my pants, they’re men’s pants.  You won’t find them very comfortable,” he speculated, looking at the bionoid assessively.  “I’m sure Chirk can dig up some pants and shoes for you, that Kizzik can find almost anything you ask her for.  She’s gonna need an interface, Rook.  We have any spare ones laying around here?”


“I don’t think so, but I can go look.”

“I don’t need one.”


“Yes, but if you’re not wearing one, you’re gonna attract attention.  Everyone here wears an interface, Cybi, except Rook.  And it’s pretty clear just looking at him why he doesn’t.”


She laughed.  “That’s true,” she admitted.  “I’ll arrange to have one delivered to your office and I’ll pick it up when I arrive.”

“Sounds like a plan,” he said, then he was a bit surprised when she gave him a hug, which he felt thanks to the sensory mesh in his armor, felt that her simulated flesh was warm to the touch, like a flesh body.  He chuckled and patted her on the back, and it felt just like real skin covering real flesh.  He even felt the ridge of her spine through his armored fingers.


“Thank you, Jason.  Your gift is very thoughtful.”


“You’re welcome, Cybi.  Damn, Rook, you did a great job,” he said, sliding a finger up her backbone.  “Even her vertebrae feel natural.”


“Thank you,” he said modestly.


“Now get ready to build five more.”


Rook laughed, and so did Cybi.  “The others are already pestering the hell out of him, as you’d say it, Jason, even Coma,” Cybi smiled as she looked up at him.  “He might shut off his biogenic link at this point.”


Jason burst out laughing, and patted Cybi on the back again.  “We planned for this.  As soon as the others work out how they want their bionoids to look, I’ll have the specs uploaded to the main facility and Rook can have the factory build them, that way they can get them faster.”


“That’s a very good idea,” Rook agreed.  “They can build all five inside two hours, where I can only build one every ten hours or so.”

“And to save the factory a lot of heartburn, Cyvanne only gets one bionoid, so she’d better pick a look and be ready to stick with it for a while.”


“That is entirely unfair, Jason!” Cyvanne complained through the nearby console.


“I can design a more modular bionoid for you, Cyvanne, one with a detachable faceplate and removable scalp so you can change your appearance and hair,” Rook promised.  “But you may have to wait until tomorrow to get it.  I can’t do the design changes right now.  I am at work, and the bionoid design is a leisure activity.”


“That sounds intriguing.  Let’s discuss that idea, Rook, and by the time you have time to do the designing, we’ll have some solid ideas to make changing the bionoid’s appearance easy.  I’m more than happy to wait, if it means I get exactly what I want.”

“We’ve created a monster,” Jason predicted, which made Cybi laugh.  “Now, let’s get you to Karsa so you can go on your shopping spree.  And what were you saying yesterday about you not having a body?” he asked, patting Cybi on the rear playfully, which made her laugh again and slap him on the shoulder.


“That was not an invitation,” she retorted, which made him laugh.

Cybi was quite distracted as they rode back to Karsa on the Marine corvette Honor, touching almost everything, looking around, even smelling things, comparing how different her sensory perception was in a bionoid compared to her usual scanners…which was probably much less precise, and that what made it so interesting to her.  Everything looked different, felt different, even smelled different to her, and she was exploring those differences.  Chirk really came through when they got back to the office, taking one of Jason’s own Paladins tee shirts from the dresser in the small bedroom off his office and coming up with a pair of unsized memory fabric shorts, the one size fits all variety that started out the size of a toddler’s shorts but would stretch to fit anyone for a snug fit that wasn’t too tight, and then slowly return to its original size once taken off.  They had to pull the size of Cybi’s feet from Rook’s specs and get someone to deliver a pair of shoes for her, however, and Cybi opted for Terran sneakers, which arrived at the same time as the interface she ordered from storage.  When she put it all on, she looked entirely normal, like any Faey woman that might be walking around Karsa at that moment.  There was absolutely nothing about her that betrayed the fact that she was a bionoid, not a flesh and blood person.  She had Jason tie her hair back into a high ponytail that still reached her calves, and admired her clothes in the mirror in his bathroom as Jason ordered a government hovercar from the inventory for her to use.  She was more than capable of driving it, or operating any vehicle or mecha on the planet, for that matter.  It was very easy for her, she’d just take control of its computer and operate it by remote.  Since nothing had physical controls anywhere on Karis, it was her way of emulating an interface.


And it wasn’t like she was limited by the bionoid in any way.  She was still a CBIM, capable of playing in her bionoid while running the entire planet by herself, if she had to.  Multitasking was what she was born to do.


“You almost look like a tourist,” Jason told her when she came out of the bathroom.  She laughed and twirled around, almost showing off for him, then came up to the desk.  He laughed when she manifested a hologram and floated around her bionoid as it turned this way and that for the hologram, looking at it from the outside using her sensors, then gave a nod of approval.


“I think I’m going to enjoy this,” she said through the hologram, then she looked at Jason with the bionoid and winked.  “But don’t think it’s going to distract me so much I can’t do my job, Jason.”

“I know, rub the fact that you’re capable of a few zillion operations a second in my face,” he drawled, which made her smile lightly.  “Now go have fun.  And save a holorecording of Jyslin’s reaction when you drop in on her.”


“I will,” she smiled through the bionoid, then it walked out of the office, leaving her hologram behind.  She sat demurely on the edge of his desk, her favorite place, and Jason sat down and gave a chuckle.


“Well, that was a good way to start the day,” he said.  “Now let me plow through my inbox. And I think I’m going to have a long talk with Kumi about her utter depravity,” he added dryly.


Cybi laughed brightly.  “Good luck fighting that losing battle, Jason,” she said lightly.  “The only way you’re going to change her is if you spay her.”

“You say that like it’s not a viable option,” he grunted, which made Cybi laugh harder.
