Chapter 10
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Raira, 7 Shiaa, year 1329 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


The White House, Karsa, Karis

The Syndicate fleet at Oasis was now officially out of this war.

Jason looked at the representing hologram with more than a little relief, as a small dot representing the Backgammon was moving quickly out of the system, leaving behind it an interdicted bubble of space nearly five light years wide. The trap was set outside the system, and itself encompassed two layers of interdictors set up in a double shell configuration with a void space between them.  The inner shell was six interdictors set up across the three axes set so their interdiction fields ended about 3.2 light hours from the Oasis system, which was just outside the most distant planet orbiting the star.  The inner shell of interdiction was about two light years in diameter, the interdictor field reaching a light year beyond the unit in every direction.  It wasn’t two light years across everywhere, it narrowed down to around 1.6 light years at the edges where the interdiction fields intersected, but that was still sixteen months of sublight travel to get past the effect.  The outer shell was 68 interdictors and had a similar configuration, with the interdiction field anywhere from two light years to 1.33 light years across depending on where it was, and there was a void of uninterdicted space between the two shells that was about .7 light years across on the average.


It was similar to the system in place at Karis, which had been altered after the climactic battle with the Consortium so the entire interdiction field was not outbound, which would have let the Consortium escape.  They had reconfigured the Karis interdiction system as a two-shell system with a void between them, just with two interdictors at the center, one a primary and the other a backup.  The Karis system created an interdiction field about 3.5 light years in radius non the average, with three light years of interdicted space with a half light year of uninterdicted space between them.


Just nine minutes ago, the last possible route out of the interdiction field was sealed, and with that, the Backgammon shut down its interdictor and jumped out, trapping the majority of the enemy’s invasion fleet a week outside the galactic rim.  And they weren’t getting out unless Jason let them out.

But that was a small favor right now.  The war was raging into its third day, and there were 126 different sorties on the board today, which would attack Syndicate task forces all over the galaxy.  Since they’d destroyed the two largest task forces, removing the immediate threat they posed, now Lorna was going after the smallest, picking off the stragglers and small numbers of ships that had jumped in together, cutting down on the number of ships that could rendezvous and form large, dangerous fleets inside the galaxy by destroying any ship or small squadron they could with minimal danger to the CCM.  The thinking was that the other ships would have gathered where those two largest task forces were located, so the CCM destroyed those first, and now they were going after the smaller squadrons now that the task forces they had the greatest chance to join had been destroyed.

And Jason was out of it for at least two days.  Jason heavily suspected that Aya had made some ugly threats to Myri and Juma, because the Storm Riders were officially off the board until the eight members of the company that were currently suffering from dump shock comas recovered.  Granted, that did put Tara down eight riggers, nearly a quarter of her company, but they had reservists that could take those eight spots.  Tara wasn’t that happy about it either, from what Jason heard.  There weren’t many company commanders that had the tits to threaten to punch Juma in the nose if she didn’t put them back on active status.  But, that was what made Tara so lovable.  She was spunky.


But, he couldn’t deny that being grounded for a couple of days was going to let him catch up on the paperwork.  He sat behind his desk in a tee shirt and jeans as he worked through his inbox, but he wasn’t alone in the office today.  Dera and Ryn were keeping a casual eye on Aran and Sora, who had almost threatened mutiny if Jason didn’t honor the schedule and bring them to work with him today.  The kids weren’t doing anything all that productive, though.  They were playing a racing game using toy hover-racers, sitting on the couch and merged to their racers as they zoomed around a track they’d set down on the floor, turning merging practice into a game.  But, the presence of the kids in the office did cause him to do all his business over the biogenic network via a private link.  Not because he didn’t want to expose his kids to the reality of being a ruler, but because he didn’t want them to repeat anything they heard back to the other kids on the strip.


All his older kids were fully aware of what was going on, exactly what a war was, and it meant that the mommies and daddies of kids they knew were not going to come home one night.  He felt it a bit callous of himself to be very thankful that hadn’t happened to his kids yet, but there had been fatalities, and that meant that somewhere on this planet right now, there was a child crying because her mother or father was never coming home.  And there was very little Jason could do to make that right.

In a way, he knew how that felt.  When they lost Clem and Ruthie, Luke’s entire family, Reggie and Julie and Paul and Irwin, Steve, and so many others in the attack on Chesapeake, it truly did feel like he’d lost family.  He’d lived with those people for a long time, had built something with them, and then in just a few swift moments, they were all dead and everything they had built was gone.

And that was never going to happen again.


The war was still raging.  There were at that very moment 31 different operations going on against Syndicate squadrons and task forces, involving 216 KMS vessels, including six flag-level ships.  Every big ship except the Trelle’s Gift was going to fight today, which Dellin estimated would take nearly 10 days to repair given how much damage it sustained.  The Tianne was currently fighting against a Syndicate task force of 26 ships, two of them super-ships, supported by a task force of 38 CCM vessels, including the carrier Brian Fox.  He was almost tempted to tap into the telemetry feeds to see what was going on, but that wasn’t his business. Besides, it would just make him worry needlessly.

The kids were just settling back in after a trip to the Parri village, where he, Miaari, and the shaman had discussed what Jason felt had to be a small group of scientists among the enemy who were trying to defect, and what was more important, had withheld critical information from the fleet commander—Sha Ra—which had led to the Syndicate’s main fleet being trapped inside an interdiction bubble.  The biggest thing they took out of the meeting was that Miaari was going to send that up to Zaa, who would try to have her infiltrators find out just who it was in the fleet that wanted to defect, and once they knew who and how many, what they could do to help them pull it off.  If it was their scientists as Jason suspected, it meant that hey could get their hands on a lot of data about Andromeda and the Syndicate fleet without having to dredge it out of Syndicate computers or lift it off unwitting or unwilling subjects.  He’d discussed that further with Myri and the girls down in the command center, and had just gotten back up to the office to catch up on the paperwork he’d been putting off the last few days.  Even though they were in the middle of a war, the paperwork never stopped.

There was some good news.  The super-ship the boarding party had captured was already at Q3XD-19, because they’d gotten the power back on in the ship and jumped it there under its own power.  There were four intact super-ships and three damaged ones in orbit around planet four, with three of the damaged ships already at Skirasis and with inspection teams starting the long process of studying the ships.  The disembarkation operation was underway, with steady streams of both Syndicate and KMS freighters, dropships, and transports moving crew and equipment down to the surface.  The island they’d chosen to hold them was a fairly nice place, he noticed on the report, in the planet’s tropical belt with a climate much like Hawaii back on Terra, where the temperature almost never went above or below a comfortable range.  The island itself was fairly flat and almost completely dominated by grassland—well, small, soft, fuzzy ferns that looked like grass from a distance—with indigenous animal life that wouldn’t be much of a threat to the Syndicate.  The planet didn’t have an animal on it larger than a large dog…anywhere.  And the vast majority of the life on the planet lived in the ocean, with only about 2% of its species living on land, and virtually all of that were small herbivorous invertebrates and carnivores that preyed on the herbivores.  Astrocartography noted that the star and planet system there was very young in a cosmic sense, barely over two billion years old, so the life on the planet hadn’t evolved complex macro organisms yet.  There were no trees on the entire planet above water, the largest woody plant were bamboo-like stalked plants that only grew to be about seven shakra tall, not far over Jason’s head.  But there were some pretty damn big kelp-like plants in the warm shallow seas surrounding the island.

It would be a fairly boring place for the Syndicate prisoners to live, but he’d bet they’d prefer a boring few months on a prison planet to death.


The habitat modules they were bringing onto the planet were by no means fancy.  They were literally little more than shipping containers with racks for bunks, big enough for the Benga to live in, with no air conditioning or even power.  They were little more than replicated boxes that would give the Syndicate a place to get out of the rain.  They were also setting down some pavilion-style roofs to cover their cooking and eating areas.  It was a pretty big operation, given they had 443,174 prisoners that had to be fed and sheltered, and Jrz’kii had already worked out a supply schedule to keep food and basic humanitarian supplies flowing to the planet.

But there were four prisoners that interested Jason, and he was waiting for Zaa’s initial reports about what they knew.  The four ship captains they had finished their debriefing a couple of hours ago, and most likely, the interrogators were comparing their notes and preparing the initial report.


If they were anything like the Benga mecha pilots they had in custody, captured in the various battles once their ships were destroyed, the interrogators weren’t having much fun.  Miaari had sent interrogators to debrief the captured pilots, and to call them uncooperative was a mild understatement.  Virtually every word out of their mouths were lies, even lying about their names, and the one they asked about the operation of their mecha had given the debriefer a series of instructions that would have caused the mecha to self destruct.  Little did those pilots know, though, that they were telling Miaari’s packmates everything they knew, and they got it all under the guise of a cursory medical examination to ensure no visible injuries are present.  All they had to do was make skin to skin contact with the Benga pilots.


One thing Miaari had already passed on was that the Syndicate had different protocols than the KMS when it came to exomechs.  They had both talented and non-talented pilots, but only allowed the non-talented pilots to fight against the Consortium, who didn’t use telepathy as a battlefield weapon.  They weren’t about to let a pilot get easily dominated by an enemy telepath and allow him to turn that firepower on his own forces.


Another thing of note was that only Benga were piloting those exomechs.  There were other species crewing the ships, but it seemed that for that kind of up-close fighting, only Benga did the job.


There was another bit of good news.  Despite not having any plans to actively convert the frigate fleet to IP until after the fighting was over, Dellin had taken the specs for the new IP system and went ahead and finished 58 partially built frigates with the experimental armor system, pulling shipbuilding crews off repair docks when they had no ships to repair and having them finish the frigates…but he wasn’t doing that now.  Every shipbuilder in Kosigi was elbows deep in work repairing damaged CCM vessels at the moment.  Those new frigates were at that moment being activated by pulling crews off old frigates and transferring them to the new ones, the captains bringing the names of their old ships to the new ones.  While only having 59 IP frigates in the fleet—including the original IP frigate, the Javelin—wasn’t going to matter very much, it was a good number to do some testing in real combat conditions, see if the armor was as good in practice as it was in testing.  The captains, first mates, and tactical officers would undergo a few hours of training on the new system, basically explaining what it was and how it was used, then they’d undertake a very brief shakedown cruise to make sure the frigates were battle ready, then be inserted into task forces to put the new system through its paces in real combat.

All but one, anyway.  The Javelin was off the board, taken off by Miaari, for some mysterious, secretive reason.  She must have an operation in mind, and needed a cloaked ship that was also one of the toughest and most durable ships in the fleet to pull it off.  The IP armor made that little frigate as tough as a battleship, if the testing proved to pan out in real combat conditions.

Many of the frigate captains had certainly embraced the role of the ship with their choice of ship names.  Among the 58 ships having their flag transferred to the new vessel, there was the Shadow, the Wraith, the Spectre, and the Stalker.


He just hoped that they had the IP armor system for other ships soon.  RDX was still working while the rest of 3D was deployed for the war, and she sent Jason daily reports on her progress.  She was still searching for the optimal harmonic waveform to use with their carapace armor, and had narrowed it down to a composite frequency within a band of upper interphasic frequencies with harmonic components above and below that band.  She’d discovered some waveforms that were ranging from 70% to 162% increase in armor integrity, but that was a pittance compared to the IP armor in a frigate, with its insane, mind-boggling 13,000% maximum increase in armor integrity while the IP armor was energized.


Jason was almost afraid to see what a 13,000% increase would look like in a compressed Neutronium carapace, which was already the strongest armor known to Karinne science and an order of magnitude stronger than the laminated Neutronium skin they used on frigates for CMS.  That would make the armor in a ship like the Tianne virtually indestructible, vulnerable only to weaponry that ignored three dimensional physics.

He paused in his reports and watched the race.  Sora’s racer was blue and Aran’s was green, and the two little toys were zipping in wide circles around the far side of the office with some impressive speed.  They were a common toy sold on Karis, but only recently were they upgraded to make them merge-capable.  And that was a process happening all over the Confederation.  While non-Generation children couldn’t merge without a jack, there were enough adults that liked things like small drones and RC cars and whatnot for there to be a market for merge-capable toys and models, to race and operate the models from the inside..  And Kumi had gotten into that with Myleena’s initial toy Gladiator she built for Rann, putting out a line of merge-capable toy exomechs based on popular military models like the Gladiator, Juggernaut, IAS Knight and Coalition Brawler, and fictional designs used in some movies and TV shows, even some Terran ones.  Kumi was selling toy exomechs on Terra based on the old Gundam anime show, as well as the robo-lions from Voltron and fully functional Transformers.


One of those was sitting on his desk, the first in a new production line sent over from Kumi’s office.  It was a fully functional Transformer based on the KMS’ own Wolf fighter, capable of running around as a robot and then transforming into a fighter and flying around using small but powerful grav pods, carrying the name Sky Wolf on the package.  She’d even licensed it through Hasbro to make it official, and Hasbro jumped all over it, licensing out with Kumi to build operational versions of the original toys.  She had production plans for both the original real Transformer toys like Optimus Prime, Starscream, and the other famous ones, and new ones based on modern vehicles and military units, like INS Raptor and the new Alliance Starhawk fighters, marketing empire-specific units to the empires that used those vehicles.

Leaning back in his chair, Jason had the little toy transform into a Wolf fighter, almost mystified as to how Kumi had managed to build it.  He could see the seams in the metal after it changed, but outside of that, fuck did it look like a Wolf fighter.  And when he had it change back, it looked like a fully articulated and even gracefully agile robot.  It had full range of motion and everything.  Whatever engineer she had design it…he was fucking good.


He musingly wondered if they could build a full-scale version of it, to build a real Transformer.  A transforming Wolf fighter wouldn’t really have any use in the KMS, and it certainly wouldn’t be very useful in real combat since the need to build it in a modular fashion would wreck the mecha’s ability to carry any strong weapons, but fuck would it be cool as all hell.  The pulse cannons in a Wolf couldn’t be in some transforming variant because they were too big, and the engines would also pose a massive problem.  Then there was the problem of datalines and power conduits that would have to be severed because they’d cross parts of the robot body hidden within the fighter’s hull.

Actually…he could do it.  Datalines and power conduits didn’t mean shit if the thing was completely biogenic and based on broadcast power, each module of the ship getting its data and power feeds without needing hard connections.  The only problem would be the large pieces of equipment inside that couldn’t be broken apart in the transformation process, like the fighter’s pulse cannons or its engine.


He actually sat there and started building a crude holographic concept of the idea, pondering where the fighter’s equipment would need to be so it could be built within the robotic body and then put in the right place when it transformed into a fighter.  Actually, he could break the pulse cannons down, into a collector unit and a coherence amplifier/barrel array, make them two parts that would align and connect when the unit was in fighter mode, but couldn’t be used in robot mode.  Put smaller version pulse cannons in the robot’s forearms, do a little work on the hip joint system to give it more stability given how much weight would be put on the joint, put the engine in a movable module and have it shift downwards into the robot’s torso when it transformed to keep the engine at the unit’s center of gravity, design the entire thing around the idea that the pilot in the cockpit inside was the foundation around which everything else moved, and it’d be ready to rock.


Fuck yeah, he could build that.  And it would work.  It wouldn’t be very useful in a military sense, but it would be the coolest and most expensive toy ever built by anyone ever in the history of history.

And what is that, Jason? Dera asked, looking at the hologram.

Oh, just me being as much a little kid as my children, he answered lightly.  I was distracting myself with the idea of building a full scale model of that, he added, pointing at the toy on his desk.


It would be a terrible battlefield weapon, she chided.  The Faey experimented with adaptive transformable mecha like that not long before the Third Civil War, and they were a disaster.  The need to put so many systems into it to make it work in both modes made both modes unusable.

I know, but it’d be so fucking cool, he stressed, which made her wheeze out a voiceless laugh.


Boys and their toys, she grinned.


Hey, one of the perks of being the Grand Duke is I get the cool toys, he replied cheekily.


[Jason, Denmother Zaa sends word, the report of the initial interviews are finished.  She asks for you to join her in Jaxtra in person to hear the report.]


[About time,] he answered in relief.  [Tell her I’ll be over as soon as I can.]  He looked to Dera.  Change of plans.  The interrogation report is ready, but I have to go to Jaxtra to hear it.  I can’t take the kids with me for this one, not even Zaa would let them sit in on a briefing this classified, he warned.  Pips, pack up, Dera’s going to take you home, he told them.  Call back to the barracks and get some extra guards over here so some can go with me and some can get the kids home.


I’ll inform Captain Aya right now, Dera answered with a nod.


I’ll call in two frigates, Ryn added.


It only took an extra complement of guards about ten minutes to get to the White House, which gave Jason time to armor up, and they took Aran and Sora home while Aya, Dera, Ryn, and Mai rode with him on a frigate to Jaxtra.  They discussed the possible information he was about to learn—and Aya would learn as a matter of course, since he didn’t keep many secrets from her—and that passed the time very effectively, to the point where he was honestly surprised when the pilot announced they were on final approach to the Denmother’s vacation house in the city.


Much like the Hearth, the house below them wasn’t very large, nor was it very fancy.  The Kimdori were a very modest species when it came to success, didn’t brag or display their success or wealth like the Faey or Terrans did, so the house to which the frigate didn’t look much different from any other house in the neighborhood.  It was built in the Kimdori style, with a flat roof and small windows, the entire thing made of tan stone that wasn’t painted.  The only real differences it had were it had a fenced-in yard and a landing pad in the back large enough to accommodate a corvette.  But not a frigate.  The ship descended to just over the house, and Jason and the guards came down from the belly ramp and used their armor to safely drop the 40 shakra of distance between the ramp and the landing pad.


It wasn’t just Zaa that came out to greet him.  Her two cubs jumped excitedly at his feet when he landed, and Denfather Grun was standing by the patio door, scolding the cubs a bit for their lack of decorum.  Zemaal and Gwendi were both total cuties, with Zaa’s coloration but Grun’s stockiness.  They were the national treasures of all Kimdori at the moment, as the young cubs of the Denparents usually were.  Both of them showed tremendous promise.  Both of them were highly, highly intelligent, and Grun had already started educating them, which gave them more maturity than most Terran or Faey two year olds.  Both the cubs were typical Kimdori cubs in most other ways, including being very precocious and more than a little mischievous.  They were at that age where their Kimdori curiosity drove them to extremes, and they got into anything and everything.  As such, they required almost constant close supervision.  Jason had to kneel down and hug both of the two year olds.  “Hey guys,” he said gently in Kimdori.  “How are you?  I didn’t know you were here!”


“Denfather brought us!” Gwendi said with a bright smile.  “How are you, Uncle Jason?”


“I’m doing fine,” he told them, picking both of them up and carrying them with him towards Zaa.  “Denmother,” he told her.  “You made my day with this big surprise.”


“I would ask if you can send them over to the strip on the frigate, so they may see their friends and play a while,” she asked.  “That way they are suitably entertained while we are busy.”

“Of course,” he said.  “How does that sound, guys?  Wanna go play on the beach with the strip kids?”

“That sounds fun!” Zemaal cried eagerly.


“I’m sure it’ll be better than sitting around listening to people talk.  Maybe I should get back on the ship with you.  I’d rather play in the water with you than listen to your mother talk,” he said with a sly smile in her direction.


“That can be arranged, cousin,” Zaa warned, which made him laugh.


“Is Gary gonna be there?” Gwendi asked.  Luke and Songa’s two year old toddler was her best friend on the strip.

“I’m sure he will be,” he answered.

Denfather Grun and one of Zaa’s nanny helpers took the cubs from him and got onto a zip ship that came down, and the frigate pulled away and started back for Karsa as Jason and his guards walked into the house.  Grun was one of Zaa’s closest advisors, but he wasn’t officially part of the government, so he wouldn’t be present at the briefing.  He’d learn everything from Zaa later.  “Have you heard any of the report yet?” he asked Zaa as they turned past the kitchen and went downstairs.  Like most Kimdori dwellings, half of it was above ground and the other half below.  Zaa’s secure briefing room was downstairs, with her office and other official rooms where she did the business of ruling the Kimdori while on Karis.  Because of that, Zaa’s underground was significantly larger than the upstairs.


“No, I waited for you to arrive, cousin,” she answered as they came down into the main living room, and she turned them towards a large, heavily reinforced door on the left side of the room.  That was her secure briefing room.


Miaari and Kemaari were already in the briefing room when they arrived, as were three other Kimdori sitting at the briefing table Jason didn’t know and two Kimdori females standing in the front of the room.  The door was closed and locked, then the room was put into secure mode, requiring everyone within to speak Kimdori.  Jason and Zaa took seats at the center of the table, and the two females in front of them both gave a little bow.  They had very similar grayish coloration with white bellies—just not in the bands of a Denmother or Handmaiden—very natural white tummies that covered most of their front torso.   Both of them had small but perky ears, and slightly shorter muzzles than average for a Kimdori.  “Honored Denmother, Grand Duke Karinne, I am Peraa Grof.  My sister, Venaa Grof.”

“My masters of interrogators,” Zaa supplied.  “Proceed with your report, Elder.”


She nodded, and a flat hologram appeared behind her, an image of one of the three super-ships.  “We have finished our debriefing of all four ship captains, and have combined this information with the data sent back to us by our infiltrators at Oasis.  We will begin with a very basic overview of what we have learned.

“Firstly, we have learned the short-term orders of the enemy’s fleet.  They are to move randomly through the galaxy for the next two days, spending no longer than ten hours in any star system, and then converge at this star system in two days, six hours,” she said, turning and pointing at the hologram behind her, which displayed a starchart.  “This is R1DB-24.  It holds a large terrestrial system with three inhabited planets.  The indigenous civilization consists of two separate species from neighboring planets who have formed a unity government and colonized the other planet in its system.  The Syndicate have no data about this system, it was chosen completely at random.   In the meantime, for the next two days, the enemy forces will move randomly through the galaxy and get as many long-range scans they can, searching for a defensible permanent base of operations within our galaxy.  After they get data on this system, they very well may decide that R1DB-24 may suit their needs.


“Once the fleet regathers into a single force, it is to await further orders on how to redeploy to secure a permanent base of operations and begin crushing all resistance to its invasion,” she continued.  “We believed that we had eliminated all means for them to communicate with their fleet, but we were wrong.”


The other Kimdori stepped up, and the hologram switched to a piece of equipment.  “This is how they are bypassing our jammers.  Your Grace, you may understand this equipment, but with respect, my Denmother, I’m not sure you are familiar with the science behind this device.  It is called a Quantum Entangled Computer.  This device uses the Law of Quantum Entanglement to transmit data instantly across any distance, ignoring time and space.”


The Law of Quantum Entanglement was easy enough to understand …but implementing it wasn’t all that easy.  The theory stated that two discrete quantum particles could be entangled in a way that changes in one affected the other, no matter how much distance was between them.  There were naturally entangled particles, but they could also be entangled artificially, and was much more practical since you already had both the particles, where the companion to a naturally entangled particle may be anywhere in the universe.  By using them in a computer, turning the particles into the medium by which data was saved, it caused that data to mirror into the computer which was entangled with the original.  While that did work, and was fairly stable and instantaneous despite distance between the two particles, the problem was that a particle couldn’t be entangled with multiple “sister” particles, it could only be entangled with one.

That was the easy part.  The hard part was entangling two discrete quantum particles, then managing to gather enough entangled particles together and get them to stay in one place long enough to form a viable data storage unit.  That took a fuckton of time, effort, and energy.  It would take weeks, maybe even months to entangle and gather enough particles to get into a data storage unit, and even then its capacity may not be more than 40-50 megastrings.  His gestalt had more storage than that.  Hell, the little Sky Wolf toy on his desk had a 50 megastring chip in it.


But, computers built on quantum entanglement did have one advantage; much like telepathy, they ignored time and space.  The changes in one entangled computer were mirrored to the other instantly no matter how far apart the two computers were, which would allow instant communication over vast distances.  In many ways, the quirky laws of quantum mechanics ignored time and space, just like psionics.

But while it was a viable concept and design, it was still rife with many drawbacks, the biggest of which was the one particle can only entangle one other particle issue.  If every super-ship had an entangled computer, it meant that the fleet flagship had to have thousands of individual computers, one for each of them, and had to send out commands to them over each computer.  Sure, the ship’s master computer could just shoot out that order in parallel to all the computers, but still, there had to be two or three entire sections in the fleet command ship devoted just to quantum computers.  And any ships joining or leaving the fleet had to take the sister computer with them and install it on a new command ship.  It was seriously fucking inefficient…but then again, it was all the Syndicate had.  So they worked with it.

“I see you understand what this is, your Grace,” Venaa noted.


“Yeah, but good God, that has to be the most inefficient computer system in the ship.”


“I have some basic knowledge of quantum entanglement,” Zaa said.  “It means that all data in this device is mirrored to another device to which it is linked?”


“Exactly so, Denmother, and distance means nothing.  This computer is linked to a sister unit in the Fleet Commander’s ship, and she can issue orders to all super-ships in her fleet using them, who then filter those orders down to the smaller ships.  Every super-ship has one of these devices.”

“A question.  Can we use these devices to invade their computer system?”


“An intriguing question, my Denmother, and one I lack the expertise to answer.  I will refer the matter to Elders in computer science and have them get you an answer.”


“Very good.  Continue.”


“Yes, my Denmother.  The captains destroyed these devices before surrendering the ships.  It is their standing order that these computers are destroyed the instant that the captain believes the ship is lost, either about to be crippled or captured.  However, we have successfully retrieved four of them from the damaged ships, the ones struck by the Tianne’s GRAF cannon.  The ship captains and crew were killed before they could give the order or destroy the devices.  We are even now removing them from the damaged ships and sending them to our most experienced computer science Elders for study.  We are also sending one unit to Hadjha Siyhaa here on Karis for her to examine.  She is the leading expert on computers on Karis.”

“Outstanding,” Zaa told them, which made both of them nearly puff up in pride…as if they had anything to do with it.


“We speculate that we will get no intercepted fleet orders from the enemy fleet using the devices,” Peraa continued.   “We believe that the enemy fleet commander believes the ships destroyed, so for the computers to come back online, it would arouse suspicion.  Most likely, they have been removed from the enemy’s order queue, possibly even destroyed.  But, the devices should reveal quite a bit of technical data that we may find useful, and we will, of course, gain whatever data is in the computers.  However, we do know their short-term plans, and I’m sure the military strategists can make use of that information.”

“What it does mean, Denmother, your Grace, is that the tactics we have used against the enemy fleets may be known to the enemy fleet commander, which means we may see an adjustment in tactics very soon to counter Confederate battle tactics,” Venaa took over.  “We have managed to determine that these devices constantly upload critical data to the sister computer, transmitting their most important telemetry logs in real time, so there is a very good chance that by now, the enemy’s commander has seen the shipkiller weapons, knows which ships in our fleets can destroy the super-ships, and will be sending that information out to the rest of the Syndicate fleet as soon as their analysts are finished with the log data.  And since the Karinnes have used interdictors against super-ships in several theaters, it means that the enemy most likely knows of their existence.”


“They haven’t done it yet.  Maybe they just have so much data to go through, they haven’t gotten to the data from the ships that have seen it yet,” Jason mused.  “But I take it that it also means that the enemy knows how many super-ships we’ve destroyed, if their QE units are going offline.”


“Yes, your Grace,” Peraa nodded.  “I am sure that information has reached the enemy commander, for it is important.  The very fact that we are destroying their super-ships at a steady pace itself is critical data she should have seen quickly.  It tells her that her fleet is not invincible against us.”


“We learned little of value from the captains outside of the, ah, QE device, at least as is important to this briefing,” Venaa said.  “We have acquired many of the enemy’s operational protocols from the captains, which we will send to the CCM headquarters for study, and our computer science Elders are even now copying the contents of the captured ships’ computer cores for study by various computer experts in the Confederation.  A full list of all information we picked up from them will be made available to you to peruse at your leisure.”

“You said that the devices communicate.  Is there any indication that the enemy fleet commander knows that her fleet is trapped by interdiction at Oasis?” Miaari asked.


“No indication we have found in the data we have acquired so far, Handmaiden,” Peraa answered.


“Individually, the Benga officers we have interrogated display a sense of complete shock at how they have lost to us,” Venaa picked up.  “They believed that we would be easily conquered, that our defeat would be swift and relatively effortless.  Their briefings with the Fleet Commander led them to believe that, to use a Terran idiom, this would be a cakewalk,” she said, giving Jason a slight smile.  “I’m not sure if this is valuable information to the military planners, but we felt it was important enough to note.”

“Not much, but you’ve told us the important parts,” Jason grunted, leaning back in his chair.  “So, we know when and where the elements are going to converge to form a giant fleet.  We need to make sure we have a warm welcome waiting for them,” he said with a dark smile.


“I do not think we have the ships to confront the entire invasion force head on, Jason.  But I assume you mean toys?”


“A few,” he grinned.  “But, one thing I feel is most important is to protect that indigenous civilization from the Syndicate.  I can get an interdictor there and have it fully expanded before the fleet starts to gather.  The fact that they can’t get within a light year of it might cause a little confusion and delay them gathering in one place, allowing us to snipe at their scattered task forces in a way that allows us to concentrate our assets.  But, that’s not really my ultimate decision,” he added with a grunt.  “That’s Lorna’s call.”

“True, but you can also get the interdictor there now so it’s fully expanded in time.  If Lorna decides to allow the Syndicate into the system, you can always pull it,” Miaari offered.


“True enough,” he agreed.


“I would assume, cousin, that there is no way to disrupt these quantum computers?” Zaa asked.


“Not easily,” he replied.  “Once you entangle quantum particles, it takes even more energy to unentangle them than it did to entangle them,” he replied, scratching his chin as he thought.  “A coherent tachyon burst would do it, tachyons cause altered quantum particles to revert to their natural state, but it would have to hit the computer directly, and the tachyon emitter systems we have don’t have anywhere near the necessary range.  We might have to look at the fact that we’re not going to stop the ships from communicating with their flagship and just work around it.  The fact that tachyons can revert or disrupt quantum manipulation is why most civilizations don’t bother developing quantum-based weapons or systems, because they can be easily ruined by anyone that can generate tachyon energy…which is just about anyone that’s capable of interstellar travel.”

“Does not the Coalition use a quantum-based weapon?” Zaa asked.


“Sorta.  Their quantum blasters don’t use actual quantum manipulation, they just exploit a law of quantum mechanics to supercharge a standard plasma weapon into something even more nasty,” he answered.  “The weapon itself doesn’t utilize any quantum manipulation tech.”  He chuckled.  “I have a lot of respect for the scientists and engineers in the Coalition.  Those guys are both damn smart and seriously creative.  Anyway, if you want to knock out those quantum computers, Denmother, then my suggestion is to have one of your infiltrators sabotage them,” he told her.  “If one of them can find out where the computers are in the fleet flagship and somehow get in there and blow them up, it’ll cut off all comm between their commander and the ships in the galaxy.  But it’d be dangerous.  There’s no doubt that those computers would be in the most heavily guarded section of the ship, and given how many of them there are, they’re not all going to be in the same room.  That means that even if an infiltrator manages to destroy a roomful of them, there are going to be lots more, and they just set off just about every alarm the ship has.  It would take a coordinated effort from multiple Kimdori to find all the computers, get into position, and destroy them all at once, in a coordinated attack.”

“It would be worth it, however,” she said soberly.  “Handmaiden, send down this order to our infiltrators.  Their primary objective is to find those computers, and ascertain if they can all be destroyed in a simultaneous attack, particularly to determine if there are enough infiltrators in the fleet to manage the operation.  If they cannot destroy all of them at once, or if there are insufficient agents in the fleet to complete the task, then they destroy none of them.  That way their presence in the enemy fleet is not revealed.  Order them also to determine if there is some way to sabotage the system that controls the computers, which should be much more compact and easier to reach and disable.  If we can cut the lines between the computers and the fleet commander at a critical moment, we can delay orders reaching the ships inside the galaxy.”

“Yes, Denmother,” Miaari said, standing up.  She then hurried from the room.

“Have you informed Lorna that the enemy’s main fleet is trapped at Oasis, cousin?” Zaa asked.


“Not exactly.  We told her about the interdictors, but we haven’t confirmed to her that they’re trapped yet.”


“Perhaps we can use that as leverage, negotiate an end to this quickly,” Zaa suggested.  “We could get the fleet’s commander to order the ships inside the galaxy to withdraw as part of a cease fire.”


“We had a cease fire with them, Denmother, and how long did they honor it?” he asked.


“That was before the fleet’s commander and well over half of her fleet found themselves facing the prospect of spending the rest of their natural lives trapped,” she pointed out.


“I’ll give you that, but I also believe that Sha Ra isn’t going to accept any cease fire until she’s certain that she doesn’t have enough ships left in the galaxy to beat us,” he replied.  “We have her fleet trapped now, but she could decide that that’s only a temporary problem that will get rectified as soon as the fleet inside the galaxy destroys the Confederation.”

“Possible,” Zaa conceded.  “But given how many ships there are, Jason, I would prefer to find a peaceful solution.  If we are forced to destroy the entire Syndicate fleet, the cost to us in ships and lives is going to be absolutely ghastly.  Look at the casualty figures already incurred after just two days.  Now imagine those numbers after a month.  Or two months.”


“I can’t argue with that,” he agreed.  “But that does touch on something I need to pass on to you.”  He related his discussion with the Parri shaman about the possible dissidents in the ship.  “I’m not sure if Miaari had the chance to brief you about that yet, given we just talked about it this morning.”

“She mentioned it, and that I would get a full briefing later today,” she nodded.  “I already sent orders for our infiltrators to try to locate and identify these possible dissidents.  They may help us.”


“We could use some help on the inside,” Jason grunted.


“If there is nothing else, then I suggest we take some time to consider this information, and I believe you have some calls to make, Jason,” Zaa suggested.


“I get the hint, you want me to go home and keep the cubs out of your hair so you can have some quiet time,” he replied, which made her laugh.  “But you’re right, I have to talk to Lorna, and I’ll deliver the report to her if you have one prepared.  She’s on Karis right now, deliberating with the girls over in the command center.”

One of the two sisters stepped up and handed him a panel without a word.


“Alright, I’d say we’re done here,” Jason said, standing up.  “Good work, ladies.”


“Thank you, your Grace,” Peraa said with a little bob of her head.


He didn’t waste any time.  Aya had had the foresight to call in a second frigate when the first went back to Karsa, and it was none other than the Javelin.  Gia met him on the ramp as he and the guards walked towards the ship, and she smiled when he kissed her on the cheek.  “Glad you’re keeping yourself busy since you got pulled off the board,” he said.


She laughed.  “I was not happy about that,” she said.  “We should be out there, not sitting in Kosigi waiting.”


“Blame Miaari, she’s the one that pulled you.  So expect some covert op spy mission to come down the pipe soon,” he answered as they started up the ramp.  “How’s the IP system doing now that it’s had uptime?”


“Like it’s even more than what was promised,” she replied.  “You have no idea how nice it is to sit in the chair and know that my ship can take hits that would take out a heavy cruiser and laugh at them.”


“Until you overload the unit, so don’t get cocky,” he chided as they approached the bridge.  “Any issues between the IP and the drive?”


“None,” she replied immediately.  “The drive doesn’t pull enough power to affect the IP system when in mode one, and we don’t use IP in mode three.  I don’t see how mode one does that.  It pulls less power than the grav engines do.”


“That’s because translation engines are power hogs, but the tradeoff is that they’re the most powerful and stable grav engines in the entire galaxy,” he replied.  “The drive’s translight stage is seriously power efficient.  I’d almost advocate using them in sublight mode in combat, but they’re just not as good as grav engines.”

They spent the short trip between Jaxtra and Karsa discussing the ship’s performance and upgrades.  The Javelin was the first of the frigates, but it was also the most teched up, with a translight drive, IP armor, all the coolest and most cutting-edge toys and systems, and was considered the most elite frigate in the KMS to serve on.  Gia had built a kick-ass crew for her frigate, to the point where Juma often looked at her crew as promotion stock, the first frigate crew to be considered for positions on larger ships.  Gia herself had turned down two offers to captain a destroyer or a cruiser, because she liked her role on the Javelin.  She would rather be captain of the most elite frigate in the KMS than just another captain of a destroyer or cruiser.


Gia didn’t know it yet, but she was going to be offered a promotion up into the command staff to serve as the supervising officer of all frigates, to oversee the training of frigate crews and ensure all the frigates were as kick-ass as the Javelin.  She knew them inside and out, understood their capabilities and limitations better than any officer in the KMS, so she was the perfect choice for the role of overseeing the operation and crew training for all frigates in the fleet.  She’d go from Lieutenant Commander straight to Captain, skipping Commander completely, and be part of the operational staff in KMS headquarters.


The Javelin’s chair would be taken over by her exo, none other than former comm officer Mikano Strongblade.  She had moved from communications to command last year, and had done fairly well for herself.  Granted, it might look like a downgrade going from serving on the bridge of the Iyaneri to being the exo on a frigate, but everyone in the KMS knew that the ladder up the command chain started with the second chair on a frigate.  If Mikano ever wanted to captain a vessel, she had to start at the beginning…and she eventually would.  As one might expect for a member of Gia’s crew, she had the highest scores of all first mates in the frigate fleet, and since she’d served on the Javelin for nearly eight months, she was the natural choice to take over the ship when Gia left to go up to HQ.

She wouldn’t be the first Shio captain in the fleet, but she’d be captain of one of the most elite ships in the fleet.


Mikano was no stranger in Jason’s house.  Both Jyslin and Symone had taken quite a liking to her since Rann’s birthday party at the water park a few years ago, and she often went out with them to galpal around, one of several ladies in Jyslin’s entourage of off the strip friends.  There was that, and the fact that Tim had the biggest crush on Mikano, made even more intense by the fact that she wasn’t a Faey woman, therefore she wasn’t quite so willing to jump in bed with him as a Faey woman would be.


Gia got him back home, landing in the water off the beach and pulling up to the dock, and he strode down the old fashioned wooden quay with his mind getting back on the matters at hand.  He pondered the briefing as he changed out of his armor and came back down for a late lunch, then spent nearly an hour up in his office carefully reading the written reports that Peraa had given to him, waiting for Lorna to arrive.  She was in a meeting with Myri and the command staff over at the White House.  The report only had a few minor additions that Peraa didn’t go over, the boring technical details she’d omitted in her briefing, so the report wasn’t a rehashing of what he already knew in that regard.

Lorna arrived just as he reached the last section, coming in with Siyara in her arms, resting on her hip. Lorna was in a suit of Crusader armor—she was family, he protected family—and Siyara didn’t seem to mind straddling her metal-clad hip.  Did it hurt that much? Siyara asked her, touching the faint scar on Lorna’s face, going through her right eyebrow and continuing down her cheek, to end near the base of her nose.  Lorna was a rare, rare woman that she hadn’t had that scar removed, had kept it as a reminder to herself how a moment’s inattention could be costly.  Lorna had a replacement right eye due to that old injury, the accident had blinded her original eye.  And like Meya, her eye was cybernetic, built to perfectly resemble a natural eye. 


Not at all, she replied with a smile.  What hurt was what made the scar, not them replacing my eye.  I’ve had this eye for so long, I don’t even notice it anymore, she smiled.


It doesn’t look like a machine.


It’s not supposed to, Lorna told her as she set her down.  Now, me and your father have some things to talk about, so back downstairs with you, pippy.


‘Kay.  You staying for dinner tonight, Aunt Lorna?


Of course I am, she replied.


Amber appeared in the doorway and gave a playful yip, and Siyara squealed aloud with glee as the little vulpar chased her down the hallway, her squeaky barks fading quickly.  Jason closed the door with his gestalt and put the room into secure mode, the window behind him shimmering as it shifted, and Lorna sat down in the chair in front of his desk.  “Myri was feeling talkative,” she said by way of apology, leaning back a little in his chair and crossing her legs.  “What did you learn from the Kimdori?”

“Plenty.  First thing, though, is that the trap we placed at Oasis worked.  We have their entire reserves pinned in at the system, so they’re out of this.”


“That’s wonderful news,” she smiled.


“Tell me about it.  We also found out that there’s a faction of dissidents in the enemy fleet that actively hid that fact from their command structure, which allowed us to trap them there.  You can read over that part when you go over this, it’s in there,” he said, offering her the panel he’d been reading.  He’d copied its contents into his gestalt.  “It has everything the Kimdori learned in its memory, including the important things you need to know right now.  The short of it is, they’ve dug up the Syndicate’s short term plans.  The entire fleet in our galaxy is going to spend two more days taking as many long-range scans and surveys as they can to search for an ideal base of operations, and then gather at R1DB-24 and await further orders.”


“We suspected that was their plan,” Lorna grunted.  “And how we handle it is still a matter of debate in CCM HQ.  Some of the staff want to take them out in a single glorious battle, but that would cost us almost our entire fleet.  Others want to try to trap them where they gather with an interdictor and then try to negotiate, but we can’t really trust any agreements they make with us.  Still, it has the best chance to succeed despite that.”


“Not so much now, the Syndicate knows about the interdictors, so they’d flee the system or try to hunt it down and destroy it as soon as we turned it on.”

“How?”


“They have a comm system we didn’t know about,” he answered.  “They use quantum entangled computers to send data back and forth between the super-ships and the fleet command ship.”

“Trelle’s garland, seriously?  Nobody uses those, a single tachyon burst and they’re fried!”


“They put them so deep inside the ships no tachyon burst can reach them,” he answered.


“Well…I guess that would work,” Lorna mused, scratching her chin.  “So, that means they have data on our tactics and equipment, and we should expect them to adjust very soon.”


He nodded.  “Miaari thinks that we’ll see that as soon as their analysts get through the data,” he affirmed.  “There’s a lot of data coming in at their fleet command, and she thinks that’s why we didn’t see them adjust sooner.  They simply had so much to go through, they didn’t have time to quickly send down warnings.”


“Then we’ll adjust to their adjustments,” she declared.  “Do the Karinnes have data on that system they’re going to use as their rally point?”


He nodded.  “I added it onto the panel.  The short of it is, there are three arable planets in the system inhabited by two neo-spacefaring races.  They’ve managed interplanetary travel, but not interstellar,” he answered, bringing up a holo depicting the 14 planet star system, with a large white star in the center.  “The rest of the system isn’t all that impressive, outside of this gas supergiant here.  There must be a queen’s ransom worth of heavy core gases and metallic hydrogen in it, it would be worth mining out,” he added, pointing to planet nine.  “I’ve already sent an interdictor there and turned it on, so it’ll be at full strength by the time the enemy moves to rendezvous.  If you decide to let them into the system, we can just turn it off.”


“Kimdori have SCM there to hide the field?”


He nodded.  “They won’t see it if they get any long range scans of the system before entering.”


“It would be strategically best to let them into the system, but if there’s indigenous life there,” she frowned.  “We’d be more or less sacrificing them.”


“I know, it’s a bitch of a problem,” Jason grunted.  “Some of the more ruthless command staff won’t care about them, may even be glad they’re there to distract the Syndicate, but that’s 17 billion people, Lorna.  I’m not throwing away 17 billion people if I can help it.”


“I’m not sure we want the entire fleet to gather in one place, it’ll make destroying them an extremely expensive proposition,” she said, looking at the hologram.  “What if we do there what you have here at Karis?  Trap them in a shell between two interdiction fields?”


“That would be really hard, Lorna,” Jason told her.  “They’re coming in from every direction so we couldn’t turn on the outer shell interdictors early.  We’d have to let them jump in, encounter the interdictor already on, then somehow hold them in place for 51 hours until the outside shell interdictors expanded enough to trap them inside.”


“Hmm,” she said.  “What about this.  Can you reset the interdictor so it’s halfway through its logarithmic expansion when they start jumping in?  They’ll hit the field and drop into normal space, and the interdiction field will expand behind them too fast for them to catch up.  They’ll all be there in the same system, but separated by takirs of sublight travel from each other.  We put a Stargate in the system to get in, jump outbound to get to the elements and destroy them, then jump back to a Stargate system and do it again.”


Jason gave her a bright look.  “That might work!” he blurted.  “If they all jump at the same time, or close to it, we’ll have them trapped in a wide sphere about half a light year outside the system!  Aunt Lorna, that’s fucking brilliant!” he told her.

“I’m not the commander of the CCM for nothing, nephew,” she winked.


“We just need to know when they’re going to jump, and that’s in their orders,” he said.  “Cybi.”


Her hologram winked into existence by his desk.  “Yes, Jason?”

“Talk to Miaari and have her find out exactly when the Syndicate fleet in our galaxy is scheduled to jump to R1DB-24.”


“I have her report in my memory, Jason.  They’re scheduled to begin jumping to the system in two days, 4 hours, 14 minutes our time.  However, they won’t all arrive at exactly the same time.”

“That’s more than enough time to link a Stargate,” Lorna smiled.

“Yes it is.  Cybi, calculate exactly when we’d need to reset the interdictor in R1DB-24 so the enemy fleet jumps into the effect as it expands in logarithmic mode, and traps most of them as close to half a light year from the system as possible.  That will put them anywhere from three to five months from getting out in any direction, and put them takirs apart from each other.”


“I have it.  Do you want me to deactivate the interdictor, and program it to activate at the proper time?”

“Yes,” he answered.  “Because I think Lorna’s onto something here.  It’s everything we could hope for.  Getting the entire enemy fleet in one place to make it easy to wear them out yet unable to gather into a large enough force to destroy a huge chunk of our fleet.  And it keeps them from doing any damage at any other system.”


“It’s not a guarantee we do it that way, so leave the interdictor running for now to expand the interdiction field.  We can always shut it off if we decide to do that, give our fleet the chance to jump into the system while the Stargate is linking.”


“You heard the lady, Cybi.”


“I’ll take care of it,” she nodded.  “Should I pull enough ships off the board to tow a Stargate?”

“Do it,” he nodded.  “Do we have one available?”


“None available, but we can pull the Stargate to PR-371 and jump it to the system.  With the Stargate at Imxa Prime, that one isn’t entirely needed.  They can reroute all our cargo traffic to Imxa and it can come in through Terra.”

“Sounds like a plan.  Warn Jrz’kii we’re pulling that Stargate so she can reroute freighter and cargo traffic, and get those ships out to PR-371.  Delink the Stargate and get it ready to jump as soon as they’re there.”


“I’ll have Cylan handle it,” she told him.  “We’re going to have to make contact with the inhabitants of the system, Jason.  They’re going to see us for sure.”

“True enough,” he grunted.  “And I hate revealing pre-jump civilizations to the Confederation, it makes them start thinking of conquest.”  He rapped his fingers on the desk.  “Get my bionoid, yank Ethikk’s and Mesaiima’s out of the Hall of Peace, and contact them and warn them we need their diplomacy skills,” he said.  “We’ll let them handle negotiating with the indigenous system to allow us to use it as a staging area to take out the Syndicate.  Have Yeri prepare a first contact team and get them aboard a KES scout ship and prepare them for the mission.  We’ll get there in the scout ship.”


“Why not a cruiser or a battleship?” Lorna asked.


“Too big and too scary,” he replied with a shake of his head.  “If I were an interplanetary society, I’d react with sheer terror if something the size of a KMS battleship just appeared in orbit around my planet.  For that matter, I remember how I reacted when the Faey first appeared at Terra,” he grunted.  “We’re not going to traumatize them that way.  Scout ships are packed with powerful defensive systems, Lorna, the diplomatic team will be fine.  I don’t think this civilization has any weapon that can so much as penetrate its shields, let alone get though its carapace.”

“I’ll get a probe there to get readings on their communications technology, so we can emulate it,” Cybi offered.


“Sounds like a plan.”


“I think we’re about done, Jayce.  I need to get this back to HQ and go over it with the staff,” Lorna said, holding up the panel.  “And it sounds like you’re going to invite yourself along with the diplomacy corps, so I’ll leave you to get ready for it.  I’ll have some decisions for you in a few hours.”


“It gives me something to do since I’m on mandatory R and R,” he told her.


She chuckled.  “You have no idea how much respect you have from quite a few CCM command staff that you’re actually fighting in this war,” she told him.  “They see you as a ruler that understands, in a way that most rulers don’t.”


“I sat behind a desk through one war, and it nearly drove me insane.  This way, I’m out there feeling like I’m doing something,” he told her.


“We’ve watched some telemetry feeds from your Titan.  You’re a very good rigger, nephew.  You are definitely no liability out there for your company.”


“I’d better be after all the training I went through,” he replied.


After Lorna left, heading for her dropship to get back to Terra, Jason got hold of Yeri over in the State office.  [I already have a team picked out, they’re getting ready now,] she told him.  [They’ll all be aboard the Lexington in about an hour.]


[Good deal.  Get their language uploaded as fast as you can so Mesaiima can access it through her bionoid.]


[We’ll get it done, Jason.]

After making sure of that, Jason waited for Ethikk and Mesaiima to answer his comm request.  Ethikk answered first, his furry face appearing on a flat hologram in front of his desk.  “What’s going on, Jason?” he asked.


“We’re going to need your diplomacy skills again, Ethikk,” he answered, then explained the plan to him.  “We a need right of passage agreement with that civilization, and you and Mesaiima are going to get it for us.”


“I’d be happy to help, Jason,” he replied with a toothy smile.  “I take it I’ll be using a bionoid?”


He nodded.  “We’re pulling your bionoid out of the Hall of Peace to send on the ship, so that’s the bionoid you’ll need to link to when we’re ready.”


“How are we handling language?”


“We’re sending telepaths to pick up their language, and they’ll upload it to your bionoid once it’s in the network.  After that, it’ll be like any other language you insert into your interface memory.  You may have a little problem with exotic pronunciations, but you’ll understand every word you hear.”


“Sounds good.  Can you send me everything you have on the race I’ll be speaking with?”


“We don’t have anything on them yet, but you’ll get everything we find out once our probes get there and start scanning.  This is a first contact situation.”


“Ah, okay.  Just send me a time frame so I know when to get ready.”


“I’ll let you know as soon as we have something.”


After going through that again with Mesaiima, Jason got in the first intel about the system’s inhabitants.  They had two species that evolved on different planets in the system that looked to have entered an alliance to form a single government, like the Strath-Zegra or the Gudara-Yood, and both of the races were quite surprising, at least to Jason.  The race inhabiting planet two were very, very small bipedal felines like the Jirunji, but only stood about two shakra tall on the average according to recon, which made them even shorter than the Prakarikai.  Planet two was heavy gravity, 1.43 standard, which partially explained why they were so short.  The images he saw of them reminded him of anthropomorphic housecats more than anything else, complete with tails, and they were fuzzily adorable.  The other race was yet another notch in the belt of Gora’s Law, because the image of the race inhabiting planet four looked so much like a Terran that at first Jason thought Cybi sent him the wrong picture.  They could pass as a Terran easily, could walk down any street on Terra and get not a second glance, with one slight difference.  This humanoid race had vertically slitted pupils instead of round, their skin color was a uniform mocha-brown color not too far from Temika’s skin tone, and had six fingers on each hand.


Their home planet’s environmental and physical conditions were so similar to Terra that that Jason would find it hard to tell the difference if he was there. 1.0001 gravity compared to Terra, almost exactly identical nitrogen/oxygen atmospheres, 25.1 hour day, 349.3 day year, a mean average planetary temperature just .7 degrees shuki colder compared to Terra, a nearly identical proportion of land to water on the surface…it was like Terra the Sequel, just with different shaped continents.

The technology of the civilization was what Jason would have expected his Terran people to have achieved by the year 2150 had the Faey not conquered the planet.  They had achieved interplanetary travel, to the point where they could travel between planet two and planet four in the system in about two months or so, depending on where they were at in their orbits.  Most of the ship traffic he could see on the intel showed that most of the travel was between the two outside planets to planet three, which was also inhabited.  They had to use old fashioned rockets to get into space, but once in space, they utilized microwave resonance engines—what Terran science would call an EM drive—powered by solar panels for space travel, the crudest form of the technology but showing that they were on the right track technologically speaking, and their civilization utilized electricity as a power source and used solar panels almost completely to supply it.  Planet four, the Terran-like race’s home planet, showed a lot of lingering hydrocarbon pollution in the scans, showing that they had only recently adapted “green” energy sources, but planet two was nearly pristine, with no pollutants at all in their atmosphere.  Yet, their planet had large cities with strong industry…perhaps the cat-people traded solar energy to the Terran-like people not long ago as part of their alliance?


Both of the races were well represented on the third planet in the system, which hinted to Jason that the two of them had mutually colonized the planet.  It had architecture from both races intermixed in the cities, showing that the two races mingled, didn’t segregate…up to a point.  The small size of the cat-race made complete intermingling potentially dangerous, so their shared cities had special infrastructure to accommodate both species to keep the much smaller cat-people out from under the feet of the humanoids  Planet three was almost halfway between the two other planets in many ways.  It was 1.12 gravity and had .96 pressure, which made it comfortable for both species.  Scans indicated that the average age of the buildings on planet three was only about sixty years, and the cities there were spread out, with a large amount of wild, uninhabited territory between them, which meant that they’d not been on planet three for very long.  They must have developed their microwave engines, made contact with each other, and entered into their alliance and colonized planet three all within the last 150 years.

 It was all quite intriguing to him, and he was glad he ordered Cybi to load up one of his bionoids.  And he took a holo and dimensions of the small cat-people and sent them to Rook so he could design bionoids based on the species.

After getting all that done, he really had nothing to do but wait, and he decided to spend that time waiting playing with Zemaal and Gwendi down on the beach, where Maya had brought out quite a few of the toddlers and younger kids to play before lunch.  Miaari had sent her own cubs along with the Denmother’s, so Maaleth, Yemaari, and Haan were also on the beach, the five Kimdori cubs tussling and rough-housing with each other in ways they couldn’t with the Faey toddlers.  Kimdori cubs were much more physically developed at two than a Faey toddler was, so rough-housing could get the Faey kids hurt.  Even Amber was getting in on the action, chasing toddlers and Kimdori cubs up and down the beach with enthusiasm.

He was a bit surprised when Ayuma came down the steps and approached him.  She spent most of her daylight hours over at her office, where she ran the Academy by hologram and memo.  Despite being restricted to Karis, she was still the Dean of the Academy.  “Jason,” she said, sitting on a lounger close to where he was laying on his back, tossing Gwendi up into the air as she giggled.


“Hey Ayuma, what brings you by?” he asked.


“I wanted to talk about those bionoid things,” she said.  “But first, you can introduce me to this cutie.”


“This is Gwendi.  She’s Denmother’s cub,” he replied, holding Gwendi under her arms, then he switched to Kimdori.  “Say hello to Ayuma, Gwendi.”


“Hi!  You’re a cousin!”


“Yes I am, sweetie,” Ayuma smiled, speaking fairly decent Kimdori; Gwendi hadn’t learned much Faey yet, but that was no hindrance for her on the strip, since almost all of the younger kids spoke conversational Kimdori, and Rann and the older kids were fluent in both spoken and written Kimdori.  They had to be, if they ever took over as the Grand Duke, they had to be able to speak and read Kimdori to interact with Miaari and Zaa on an official level.  “Mind if I talk to Jason a minute?”

“Only if Uncle Jason gives me swings.”


“She’s a Kimdori, alright,” Ayuma laughed, switching back to Faey.


“She’s a demanding little thing,” he agreed, shaking Gwendi very gently, which made her laugh.  “So, what about the bionoid project do you need to talk about?”

“Can you really merge to them no matter where they are?”


“Yup,” he replied, looking up at her.  “Lemme guess, you want one for the Academy?”


“I’d rather be there, Jayce,” she told him.  “If I can’t be there in person, well, a bionoid is the next best thing.  Are they safe to use for extended merges day after day?”


“As far as we know.  In essence, you’d be beta-testing that aspect of them for a Generation, we already know they’re safe to use for extended periods with a jack,” he said.  “If you don’t mind being a test subject, we can set you up.”


“I don’t mind.”


“Not a problem, then.  I’ll send down an order for Rook to build you two moleculartronic bionoids, a primary and a spare, and he’ll ship them to your office over at the Academy as soon as they’re ready.  And since you’re who you are, I’ll tell him to make sure the bionoids are armed.  Someone may try to abduct you, and Rook can put some pretty nasty weapons in a bionoid,” he chuckled.

“How hard are they to use?”


“For you?  It’ll be like merging to any other computer,” he told her.  “I’ll send you over to Rook’s lab, he can explain the differences and give you a copy of the assimilation software we use to train people on them.  By the time the bionoids are ready, you should have it down.”


“Sounds good to me.  Where is his lab?”


“Cybi can upload directions into your hovercar,” he told her.  “I’ll have him get you a merge pod, too, they make it comfortable.”


“What’s that?”


“It’s a unit we use to give jacked remote users a way to achieve a full merge with a remote computer, it’s got control equipment to allow a full merge, and monitoring equipment so keep tabs on the driver to and ensure they stay safe.  For us, it’s just a comfortable place to sit while we’re merged, since it’s designed for someone to use it like that.  Though, I do use the control equipment in my merge pod as a safeguard when I’m piloting an exomech,” he added.  “But you won’t have to worry about that, since you’re not using your bionoids in combat.  Just have them put it in your office or somewhere it doesn’t get in the way when you’re not using it. But you don’t have to.  I often merge to things sitting on my couch, I just have to make sure I don’t have a krick in my neck when I’m done.”

“Sounds good to me.  Now, I think you owe a little cutie some swings,” she winked, saying that in Kimdori for Gwendi’s benefit.


“She has to earn them first,” he grinned up at her, pushing her out to arm’s length again, then pulling her down and rolling over enough to put her down on the sand on her back.  She laughed and twisted and struggled as he tickled her white-furred tummy, and after a suitable amount of torture, he picked her up and swung her back and forth as promised.

But, ultimately, work intruded on his fun.  He had to extricate himself from the toddlers and cubs to answer a call from Mesaiima, and barely ten minutes later, he was merged to his bionoid on the Lexington along with Mesaiima and Ethikk, receiving a briefing about the upcoming negotiation.  The captain of the KES Lexington was a Terran, Kimberly Hamilton, a botanist by profession that decided to take up a dual career in both botany and commanding a scout ship.  She was the ship’s primary botanist on top of being its captain, and she enjoyed both jobs.

That wasn’t unusual.  Kim wasn’t the only scientist that also worked in command in the KES, since it was an organization dedicated to exploration and study.  Many of them started as scientific crew aboard the scout ship, then decided to move up to ship operations and command while still doing their day jobs.

The briefing was being given by Meya and Yeri by hologram, which was hovering in front of them.  “We’ve got in all the data, so we’re ready to jump in,” Yeri told them as a flat holo of a small space station appeared beside her.  “We’re going to approach this space station in orbit around planet three, which we think is a starport for them, and initiate first contact.  A first contact specialist from my staff  will pick up their language and upload it to the network, and then you can download it.  That’s when things switch to you, Madam President, High Staff,” she continued, nodding towards Mesaiima.  “I won’t even begin to tell you what to do in that regard.”

“We’ve already gotten a full briefing of the objective of the negotiation,” Mesaiima answered.  “We just need their language so we can talk to them.”


“Kim, you need to approach the planet very carefully in the Lexington,” Meya ordered.  “It’s going to be very intimidating to them given its size compared to their orbital assets and spacefaring craft.  Make sure you tell your navigator to move slow, move carefully, and don’t give them any reason to think your ship is hostile.  Come into telepathic range at a crawl and make sure you establish contact before allowing the diplomat to launch in a dropship.  Military wise, you have nothing to worry about.  We got our scans back, and this civilization doesn’t even have arms on their ships.  They’re absolutely no threat to you.”

“Got it, Boss,” she nodded in reply.


“Have you cracked their comm?” Jason asked.


“They use old-style EM modulation, and we’ve logged their ops frequencies,” Meya answered.  “That means that they don’t have real time comm with the other two planets.  There’s gonna be a three minute delay to planet two and a five minute delay to planet four.”

“Cybi, get a couple of gravband comm relay beacons out there that can emulate EM transmission on any frequency band,” Jason ordered.  “We should have four or five of them in the warehouse from when Kim had us build them for Terra.”


“They’re on Terra, but I can get them here in about forty minutes,” Cybi answered from a speaker.  “You can make two short stops at planets two and four and launch them, and they’ll be ready by the time you get to planet three and have their language uploaded.”

“That’ll work,” Kim agreed.


The briefing ended just moments after that, and they spent the time waiting for the relay beacons going over the data the probes had gathered.  “This is what Berya looked like four thousand years ago,” Ethikk mused as they studied an image of planet three.  “The tiny station, the craft that takes cycles to get from planet to planet.  I wonder if they have any inkling what they’re about to see.  How it might change them.”


“I know, and it worries me, almost as much as the simple fact that nothing’s ever gonna be the same for them after this,” Jason grunted.  “But we don’t have much choice.  The Articles of Confederation don’t allow us to just walk in there and set up our equipment without their permission.  Well, to be honest, I kinda already did, but I can’t leave it there without their permission.  They qualify as a spacefaring race, so that means they have sovereign control over their star system.”

“I wonder, should we invite them into the Confederation?” Mesaiima asked.


“That’s a matter for the council, not for us,” Ethikk said.  “But the bigger question is, should we allow them to send students to the Academy?  You can almost guarantee that they’ll demand some of our advances in return for their cooperation.”


“Haven’t you allowed other civilizations not far above their tech in?” she asked Jason.


“We don’t bar anyone from the Academy, it’s open to anyone and everyone that wants to advance the cause of knowledge, but they have to be able to get there,” Jason said simply.  “We use that as a roadblock to keep out species whose civilizations would collapse or descend into war if they gained access to advanced tech.  But with these species…I dunno yet.  We’ll see after we talk to them.  If they’re the kind of people I think I can live with, and I’m fairly sure that them learning Confederate standard tech won’t destabilize their government or society, I’ll allow them access to the Academy.  That’s why we let the Rakarri in,” he chuckled.  “They went from butter churns and animal-pulled carriages to replicators and hovercars, but their society didn’t fragment or break down because of it.  Not every species out there is that resilient.”


“That’s the truth,” Ethikk agreed.


“We’ll see how they react to first contact.  That says a lot about a species,” Jason added.  “The Rakarri were intensely curious and courteous, but we’ve had a few first contacts that broke down into violence.  Those are the ones we tag and leave alone.”

“And how many species have you made first contact with, Jason?” Ethikk asked lightly.


“About thirty.  These KES scout ships actually do go out and explore stuff, Ethikk,” he said with a smile.  “When we come across a sentient, organized species, we make first contact to trade for their agricultural products, so we can study them and see if they’re worth growing and exporting.  Fourteen of those first contact situations ended in violence.”


“Nobody permanently hurt, I hope,” Mesaiima said in concern.


“We’re pretty careful about making sure our first contact teams are protected,” he assured her.  “And the team is always led by a top-tier telepath, the one that does the language lift and upload.  She usually quells things before they get too dangerous.”


“But not every time.”


“Not every time, which is why the first contact team either wears armor or formal robes made out of a pliable armor mesh cloth that can stop almost any archaic or low-grade energy weapon,” he nodded.  “They also go in with personal shield generators.”


“Barka’s pillar, you miniaturized a hard shield down to that size?”


“The shield is a resonant tetryon shield, Ethikk, something that couldn’t stop most Confederate weapons…but in these first contact situations, most of the time the other guy doesn’t have a weapon that can penetrate a shield like that.  Now, the seven times we’ve made first contact with more advanced civilizations, we’ve taken more precautions, and upgrade their defensive gear to match the tech of the other guy.”


“Seven?”


“Don’t get speculative, Ethikk, all seven are in the Confederation now,” Jason chuckled.  “The six empires in the R quadrant that all joined as a block last year, and the Dakk.”


“I like Mufar,” Mesaiima said.  “He’s quite the jovial fellow.”


After the probes arrived, they executed the jump.  They sat on the bridge with Yeri’s first contact specialist to watch Kimmy do her job, stopping at each of the outer planets to launch the beacon, then she jumped to the third planet and started a half hour cruise in at sublight.  The locals didn’t notice them until the ship was very nearly at the station, because they didn’t have sensor technology.  They only knew the ship was there when it got close enough to see.  There was no initial visible reaction, but the EM transmissions spiked around the station as the ship approached, which was strong evidence they knew the ship was there.  The navigator did a great job creeping up on them very slowly, making no sudden or threatening moves, getting the ship within six kathra of the station.


“I have a contact.  It’s a telepath,” the diplomatic officer declared, a finger to her temple.  She was one of Yeri’s most experienced first contact specialists, Ria Melalle.  “They agree to a face to face meeting.”


“What kind of talent is it?” Jason asked.


“Strong,” she answered.  “Very nearly at the level of an Imperial Marine.  Kim, they want you to hold position here,” she called.

“Sure thing.  All stop!” she barked.


“Aye sir, answering all stop,” the navigator answered.


“They want to meet me at the docking ring,” she said, creating a hologram in front of her with her interface and pointing to the location.  “We don’t have a physical docking clamp to match their equipment.”


“You have to go in under armor, Ria,” Jason warned.  “Tell them you have to come in using a self-propelled space suit, that we can’t dock with them.  Your armor is first contact, right?”


“Of course it is, Jason,” she replied, standing up. “I’ll go put it on.”


“What’s different about that?” Ethikk asked curiously.


“It has a personal resonant tetryon shield incorporated into it, but no weapons except monomolecular blades,” he answered.  “Those don’t register to an energy scan, so most potentially hostile species don’t detect them.”


It took Ria about fifteen minutes to get ready, then she started on her way.  She exited from the scout ship’s landing bay and slowly floated over to the space station, which had a rotating outer ring to simulate gravity, and then floated into an open airlock.  The doors closed behind her, and Jason brought up the telemetry of her armor, which gave them a visual from the cameras on her helmet and embedded into the upper chest , shoulders, and back of the armor.  After pressurizing, two of the Terran-like species wearing what were clearly combat uniforms opened the heavy inner door, who were armed with rifles of some kind, and they escorted her into the hallway beyond, where four of the Terran-like beings and two of the very small feline creatures were standing.  They were all wearing white uniforms with red heraldry.  Ria took off her helmet and then stepped up to those six people.

They couldn’t hear what was going on because Ria was sending, but after about ten minutes, she removed her gauntlet and stepped up, offering her bare hand to one of them.  One of the humanoids advanced and took her hand, and they stood silently for several long moments.


“Getting upload now,” Cybi’s voice came from a nearby speaker.  “Ria is uploading three separate languages to the Academy mainframe.  Decoding.  Decoding successful, Initiating download into the bionoids.”  A flood of data was dumped into his bionoid’s memory, and within seconds, Jason was fully fluent in languages known as Pai, Mua, and Ebridi.  There was additional data with the languages, basic information about the two races in the system.  Pai was the language of the felines.  Mua was the language of the humanoids.  And they spoke Ebridi as a “common” language, which was used for all official functions between their governments.


Their government wasn’t unified.  It was an alliance, with separate governments on the two homeworlds of the races that had a cooperative organization between them that handled space travel and colonization of their shared planet.  This cooperative organization didn’t really have any political power outside of its very strict role as space agency and arbiter of the neutral planet they both colonized, but the two governments were on very good terms with one another.  So, Mesaiima and Ethikk would have to negotiate two separate agreements, one with each of them.

“We will give you one koi to warn your governments, and then we will initiate contact with them on their command channel,” Ria said aloud in Ebridi, which they could hear over telemetry.  “I will not be conducting that negotiation.  Members of our government’s ruling council are aboard our ship and will be conducting the negotiation.”


“We will send the message immediately,” one of the humanoids answered in Ebridi.


“I will return to my ship now, Commander,” she said, putting her helmet back on.  “Go with the grace of Meb.”


“Safe journey.”


“I think we’d better handle this separately, Ethikk,” Mesaiima ventured after the meeting was over.  “I’ll negotiate with the Muri, you negotiate with the Pai.”


“Sounds like a plan to me,” he agreed.  “I may relate a little better to a short fur-covered species with a tail than you.”


She had to laugh.


 Because of the split negotiation, Jason was rather sulkily left out of most of it.  He sat in the briefing room with them as they sat on opposite sides of the room, communicating by video with the respective rulers of their governments.  For the Pai, it was a monarch, a young and fuzzily cute king, but for the Muri, it was a council of five older-looking men and women.  They spoke for about an hour on each side, and then, finally, the separate negotiations were merged and Jason was brought into it.  “This is the Grand Duke Jason Karinne, who will be the one who will be actually moving equipment into your system,” Mesaiima introduced to both parties.

“Actually, it’s already here,” Jason admitted.  “We had to place it as an emergency measure, because time was critical.  But we can’t leave it here without the direct authorization of both of your governments.  If you tell us to remove it, we will remove it.”

“And this device will keep this invading navy out of our star system?” the Pai monarch asked, whose name was Mrrsha.


Jason was not surprised.

“Yes, your Majesty,” Jason answered.  “It interferes with the engines they use to travel between stars, but will in no way impact or interfere with your own equipment and technology.  You won’t even know it’s here.  All we need is your permission to leave it in your territory, we currently have it placed in orbit around the first planet of your star system.  Our laws usually forbid us from doing so without your consent, but we’re currently at war with the government who is sending that fleet here, and that gave me the legal authority to place the device first, then ask your permission to allow it to remain.  Since you share this system between you, we require permission from both of your governments to leave it here.  Once the threat is passed, we would be most agreeable to discuss opening official diplomatic relations and trade channels with both of your governments.  Our people are always looking for new species of food plants to grow for our populations, so we would be most eager to trade samples of your crops and seeds to grow them for textiles and raw materials.”


“We can discuss the specifics of future trade possibilities at a later time,” the most senior Muri on their governing council stated, his voice dignified and measured.  “I would want to know more about this invading force.  This Syndicate.  Are they truly a threat to the entire galaxy?”


“Sadly so, your Eminence,” Mesaiima answered.  “They originate from the large galaxy across the cluster from our own, which we call Andromeda, and their purpose here is nothing less than to conquer every sentient race in the galaxy.  The threat of them is the reason the Confederation came into being, to match their endless numbers with sufficient ships and soldiers to push them back.  Why they are coming to your star system is simple bad luck.  They chose your star system purely at random as the rally point for their divided fleet to rejoin into a single force.  Our device is meant to prevent that from happening, for if they manage to do so, they represent a military force that not even we can easily defeat.  And that military force will be in orbit around your planets, where they will no doubt conquer you.”

“And you can present irrefutable evidence of this?”


“We can,” she replied with a nod.


“We would see this evidence.  And if it proves true, you will have our support,” he declared.  “But, we demand an audience with your full Confederate Council, at their place of meeting.  We demand you take a diplomatic detachment there so they might be presented with this evidence, then either return them home or arrange a way for us to communicate with them from that location so they may report their findings.”


[These Muri are fairly savvy,] Ethikk communed in appreciation.


[They are quite cunning. Nearly as cunning as a Prakarikai, just without the pompous attitude,] Mesaiima agreed.


“I think my Muran Council friends have a good idea,” the Pai monarch agreed.  “I will send one of my daughters to this Confederate Council to learn more of this threat, and she will return what she learns to me.”


“We can do so, esteemed friends, but it must be done quickly.  The enemy fleet will be here in just two modo, and we must secure your authorization to leave the device here before they arrive to prevent them from entering your system” Jason warned.  “Time is a factor.”


“Then we waste it sitting here talking.  Is your ship capable of making a landing to pick up our envoys?”


“It can launch a small personal transport to pick up passengers,” Jason answered.  “It can visit both planets and have them aboard in half a ba.”

“Then we will have a diplomatic detachment ready as soon as your ship arrives at our planet,” the council leader declared.  “Take them to your Council and explain the threat we face, and once we are convinced of it, you will have our permission to leave your device here.”


“Aye, I agree to that,” Mrrsha said.  “Send your transport to my palace, and my daughter Mrri will be waiting to board.  She will speak with my voice to your Confederate Council.”


Several moments later, the three of them disengaged from the conference so Kimberly could get specifics about where to go and what to do to pick up the envoys, and Ethikk just had to chuckle.  “Methinks we have stumbled across some formidable people here,” he said.  “They’re quite clever.  And the Pai king is much more clever than he let on.  He let the Mura demand to take them to Terra.”


“That was fairly smart,” Mesaiima agreed.  “The real reason being so they can get a look at our technology.”


“Well, it’s not going to be all that fun for them,” Jason grunted.  “Cybi, how long of a jump is it to Hratha Prime from here?  That’s the closest Stargate.”

“Nine minutes,” she answered.


“Work it out with Kimmy how to get them to Karis without them suffering jump shock, that’s where the council is right now,” he said.  “And I mean remember you’re dealing with hyperspace virgins here, so get Medical on the case with the biometric data we scanned.  They may have to limit their jumps to ten seconds at a time.”


“Ohhh, that’s right, they don’t have jacks,” Mesaiima breathed.


“Kinda funny how quickly we forget what doesn’t bother us anymore,” Ethikk chuckled dryly.


“Cybi, just in case they can’t do hyperspace at all, how long would it take us to get a Stargate out here and linked?”


“Fifteen hours,” she answered.


“Too long,” Jason growled.  “Well, I hope they have strong stomachs.”


“Either way, we’re more or less done here, friends,” Mesaiima said.  “I’m sure the council is debating the matter right now, and we should join them.  No doubt they’re observing through our telemetry.”


“Well, it’s a good thing I didn’t call anyone any names,” Ethikk said with a grin, which made Jason laugh.


“I do it to their faces,” Jason said with a wink.


“We’ve noticed, Jason,” Mesaiima replied with a sly little smile.


“I’m going to delink for a little while, friends.  I have to go to the bathroom,” he admitted.


Jason decided to hang around on the scout ship, and was there with Mesaiima and Ethikk to greet their visitors.  The Pai princess was utterly adorable, only about two shakra tall and with black fur with a white throat that ran up under her chin, heavily suggesting that her hidden tummy under her tunic was also white.  Unlike most canoid and feline species, she had two very Terran-like pronounced breasts, and her legs were plantigrade, again very Terran.  But given she was a heavy gravity species, when she took Jason’s hand in greeting, he felt her powerful grip.  She had a high-pitched yet soft voice, and like many furry mammal-based species in the Confederation, she didn’t have hair.  But the fur on her head was longer than the rest of her body, giving the illusion of it.  She wore a sheer blue tunic without sleeves or leggings, the tunic ending at her mid-thighs, almost like a one piece dress, and she wore no shoes.  He had to all but kneel down to take her hand in greeting, and she gave him the strangest look.  “Your Highness, I’m the Grand Duke Jason Karinne,” he greeted.

“Princess Mrri,” she replied, her voice distracted, her ears tilting back and forth almost crazily.


“Are you alright, your Highness?”


“I—yes,” she replied, looking up at him.  “But I must ask, your Grace.  Are all your species robots?”


He blinked, then gave a chuckle.  “No, your Highness.  I should have suspected you could smell the fact that this is synthetic,” he said, touching his chest.  “We call this device a bionoid.  While it’s a machine, I can assure you, you’re addressing a living, flesh and blood person.  I’m connected to this device so that I can see and hear through it.  It’s a bit complicated.”


“Is that what that is?” she asked, looking up at him, her ears swiveling back to him.  “It’s, well, it’s going too fast for me to understand.”


He gave her a surprised look.  “Are you a telepath, your Highness?”


“Yes,” she replied.  “Some of what I can hear is going way too fast, or it’s talking like a machine.  But some of it I can understand, it’s like telepathy on a different bandwidth,” she said, looking at Mesaiima and Ethikk.


[She can hear communion, she must be a very strong and well trained telepath,] Jason told them.


“Is that what you call it?  Communion?”


Jason gave her a stunned look.  She, she understood communion?  He knelt in front of her, getting his eyes more level with hers—she really was very tiny—and looked her right in the eyes.  [Can you hear this, your Highness?]

“Of course I can, but I’m not sure I can respond the same way. It’s…well, it’s the weirdest form of telepathy I’ve ever encountered.”  She looked a bit confused as all three of them gaped at her.  “Is there something wrong?”

“No, your Highness,” Jason said quickly.  “It’s just that you’re the first telepath we’ve ever encountered outside of the builders of these bionoids that can understand communion,” he told her, his mind racing.  How?  How?  the Generations were engineered to be able to understand communion, but this tiny little feline female could do it naturally!  They’d never encountered any species that could do that!  He sent that little revelation back to Cybi as he thought furiously about the drastic and immediate impact this was going to have, the most important of which would be to find out if this female was the exception or the rule.  If the Pai telepaths as a species could understand communion…that was huge.  “If you don’t mind a suggestion, you’re going to find being on this ship a bit confusing unless you block out the parts of what you’re hearing that you can’t understand.  Trust me, it takes some practice when so many machines are communing back and forth at each other.”

“It’s the machines doing that?” she asked in surprise.


“Yes,” he answered honestly.  “Part of our technology is based on machines that can use a very specialized form of telepathy.  And you are part of a very, very small minority of people that can understand it.”


“So that’s why it sounds like a machine…because it is,” she mused, looking around, then back at him.  “And you’re using this telepathic communion to control that robot from a different location, like seeing through the eyes and ears of someone else by telepathic union?”


“Exactly, your Highness,” he said with a nod.  “In reality, I’m about a quarter of the way across the galaxy from here, as are the President and High Staff,” he added, motioning at the others.  “We use these bionoids in first contact situations as a safety measure.  If a meeting goes terribly wrong and breaks down to the point where things get violent, the only thing at risk are a few machines, not our lives.”

She looked up at him, then gave him a knowing nod.  “That’s fairly prudent,” she agreed.


“If you’re ready, we have a stateroom nearby where we can sit and talk as we travel to planet Muros to pick up the Muri delegation,” Mesaiima said, motioning towards the door to the companionway.  “The trip should take about twenty of your eoi.  While we’re traveling, I’m sure we can discuss things with you.”


They settled in a fairly nice waiting room not far from the landing bay in the scout ship, and Jason sat down across from the Pai princess.  He explained communion in a little more detail with her as they cruised for planet four, Muros, at about half the speed of light, and found that Princess Mrri was quite formidable on top of her surprising talent.  She had just graduated from school with a degree in astrophysics, and she was far more interested in how they were going half the speed of light than she was in communion.

That worked for him.  He needed time to discuss this with the CBIMs and Myleena before they made any moves.

So, she managed to bait him into quite a conversation about sublight physics as they approached the outer planet, and they stayed in the stateroom as Ethikk and Mesaiima went to the landing bay to greet the Muri delegation.  He enticed her into telling him how the Pai and Muri came to form their cooperative space exploration agency, how they managed to make contact with each other and establish peaceful relations.  “We discovered that Muros was inhabited by another species about four hundred years ago, but there wasn’t much we could do about it,” she told him.  “We observed them through telescopes, and after a few years, we realized they were doing the same to us.  So we started signaling each other using large mirrors.  About ten years after we made that contact, we worked out a basic code with the Muri using mathematics.  And later, when we developed radio technology, we started broadcasting those code signals into space.  Eventually, they started answering, I suppose when they developed their own radio technology.  We used mathematical codes to communicate with each other for, oh, about a hundred years or so, managed to build a very complicated language using math, until the Muri developed rocket technology.  They managed to get a space probe to Paian, holding schematics on how to build the rockets ourselves.  It took us a little while, but we eventually figured out their schematics and started building our own rockets.


“We traded scientific advances with each other over the next couple of decades, because we made a deal to try to meet on Javi, the third planet.  It was too far to try to get all the way to Muros from Paian, and Paian is lethal to the Muri due to the gravity, so both of us were working to reach the planet in the middle, so we could officially meet face to face.  That took about forty years.  One hundred and thirty-nine years ago, the Pai met the Muri on Javi, and we decided to establish the Cooperative. The Cooperative oversees Javi on behalf of both our species and coordinates with us and the Muri to advance science and space exploration.”

“That’s a very interesting story, your Highness,” Jason said as the hatch opened, and his friends returned with three Muri.  They were a bit shorter than the average Faey on the average, and looked so Terran that they could walk down any street on Terra and not get a second glance.  Two of them were male and the third female, and they were clearly being led by the tallest and oldest of the three.  All three wore maroon tunics with silver heraldry, a wide black belt, and a marooon kilt-like wrap with a black hem around their legs that ended at the top of their knee-high boots.  Jason and the Princess stood as they entered the stateroom, and Jason shook the hand of the leading Muri.  “Your Eminence, I’m Jason Karinne,” he greeted.


“How have you been, Methus?” Mrri asked the older gentleman.  “It’s good to see you again.”


“I’m not surprised at all your father would send you, Princess Mrri,” he said with a smile.  “You are his most competent daughter.”


“Aww,” she sounded modestly.


“Your Grace, may I present my fellow diplomats, Havill Bross and Kenli Hargan, members of the Muri Republic’s diplomatic corps.”


“It’s good to meet you,” Jason said, taking the hands of the two younger Muri.  “If everyone would come in and have a seat, I’ll inform the captain that we’re ready to begin our trip.  But there are few things we need to warn you about as we cruise out away from your planet.  We have to be a minimum distance from your planet’s gravity well to travel out of the star system, the time it takes to get to jump distance will give us time to explain what’s going to happen.”


Jason had them sit down, Ethikk and Mesaiima doing the same, but Jason stood up and faced them.  “Our trip to meet the council is going to take about a ba of time, but one leg of that trip is going to be…very challenging for you,” he explained.  “How this ship moves between stars is by jumping out of three dimensional space and into the upper dimensions of space-time, where distances are much, much shorter.”


Mrri gave a gasp.  “The hyperspace theory!  It’s true!”


“Yes, it’s true, your Highness,” Jason nodded.  “But what you have to understand is that our three-dimensional minds are incapable of comprehending hyperspace, and while we’re in hyperspace, you’re going to suffer vivid and powerful sensory hallucinations.  That’s your brain trying to make sense out of something it was never designed to experience.  Extended exposure to hyperspace has a detrimental effect, so what we’re going to do is make a series of very short jumps with rest periods in between, as we evaluate how resilient your species are to hyperspace exposure.  Some species have very strong resistance to the effects of hyperspace, and some do not.   Once we have an idea of how long of a jump you can manage, we’ll be extending the length of each jump until we arrive at our destination.”

“Well, that sound ominous,” the female Muri, Kenli, chuckled.


“The good news is that the trip, if we were to take it in one jump, will only be about twelve eoi.  When we arrive at Hratha Prime, we’ll be traveling on to the host planet for the Council using a device called a Stargate.”


“Artificial wormholes!” Mrri realized.


He nodded.  “We can’t just move around the machines that create them due to how long and arduous a process it is to turn it off and turn it back on, but that’s effectively what a Stargate is.  The gate at Hratha Prime is linked to a sister gate in a system called Terra, and once we’re at Terra we’ll travel to another gate that leads to Karis.  That leg of the journey will take about half a ba.  You should be meeting the council to discuss the right of passage treaty in about one and a half ba, then we will bring you home so you can confer with your governments.”


“It sounds quite efficient,” Methus said.  “How large is your Confederation?”


“It represents one hundred and fifty nine different civilizations or empires from all over the galaxy, your Eminince,” Mesaiima said.  “Some are vast empires that span multiple sectors of the galaxy, like my esteemed friend the High Staff’s Alliance, while some are just single planets, such as my own and the Grand Duke’s worlds.  The size of the governments doesn’t matter to the Confederation, because it was formed as mutual defense against the Andromedan invaders.  We are all bound together in the common goal of protecting ourselves against the two galaxy-spanning empires from Andromeda, the Consortium and the Syndicate, who are both sending fleets to establish a foothold in our galaxy so they may invade and conquer.”

There was a shimmering flash outside the window, and all four of their passengers gasped.  “By the claws of Mraka, what is that thing?  It’s gigantic!” Mrri blurted as the Pegasus pulled up with the scout ship, about ten kathra to port.


“There’s gotta be over a hundred ships out there!” the other male Muri, Havill, said with wide eyes.


“That’s the Pegasus, a fleet command ship, escorting a task force of assorted Confederate ships,” Jason said, standing up.  “But I had no idea it was coming.”


“It’s the size of a city!” Methus exclaimed.


[Jeya, what are you doing here?] Jason demanded, which made Mrri’s ears swivel towards him.


[We just intercepted and destroyed a Syndicate squadron that jumped for the system early,] she answered.  [Lorna decided that there’s too much of a risk that your ship may get ambushed at a rest point on the trip to Hratha Prime, Jayce.  The Syndicate forces are jumping all over the place, almost randomly, we think it’s one of the counter strategies they’re implementing.  There are three different Syndicate task forces within a ten minute jump from here, and Myri’s afraid they’ll pick up the Lexington on a long range sensor scan and attack.  So, if you don’t mind me pulling rank, we need to get you and the emissaries transferred over to my ship, and we’ll be taking you back to Karis.]

[Alright.  Contact Kimmy and get her navs, we’re using special protocols since the diplomats have never jumped hyperspace before.]



[Will do, Jayce.  I’m sending over a dropship to pick you up.]

“Alright, it seems that the orders were changed and just hadn’t reached us,” Jason said aloud.  “The captain of that big ship just told me that there are Syndicate forces within striking distance of our planned route to Hratha Prime, so they sent a task force to bring you safely to Karis. They don’t want you to be on this ship by itself, that it may invite attack.”


“And we’ll be safe aboard that ship?” Methus asked.


“My dear emissary, you will be quite safe,” Mesaiima told him in a calm voice.  “That is the Pegasus, one of the most powerful ships in the Confederate Combined Military.  The Syndicate retreats when they see that ship enter the theater.  They know just how formidable it is.”


“He’s a good ship, with a great captain and crew,” Jason said proudly.  “Now, if you don’t mind, we’re going to board another transport and transfer over to the Pegasus.”

They returned to the landing bay, and while they waited, Jason decided to take a few precautions.  He’d worked out that Princess Mrri could understand basic organic commune but couldn’t understand computer data transfer or modulated comm commune, so he made sure to transmit by modulated commune to the Pegasus.  [Jeya, listen carefully,] he ordered.  [We have a potential security risk coming on board.  I want you to send down the order right now that no classified information is sent, received, or discussed over unmodulated or unencrypted commune.  Order your crew to commune only by modulated shortrange comm.]


[I’ll send the order now, Jason.  May I ask why?]


[One of our dignitaries can understand organic commune,] he told her.  [So nothing important or sensitive is to be communed without it being modulated by a transmitter, relayed by a biogenic computer as raw data, or encrypted.]


[Wow.  I’ll take care of it, Jason.  And if I might add, if this dignitary isn’t some kind of freakish coincidence, we should consider encrypting all ship operation commune as basic operating procedure from now on.]


[After meeting her adorable cute and fuzziness Princess Mrri, I think that’s a damn good idea,] he grunted mentally in agreement. [We just discovered that commune isn’t as secure as we thought it was.]

A fairly large dropship landed in the landing bay, and they ushered their guests on board.  Jason hadn’t considered what might be waiting for them in the main landing bay of the Pegasus, however.  The four diplomats skidded to a halt and gaped as a Faey Knight exomech walked by with two Gladiators, and an element of four Skaa Grazkik exomechs stood near a maintenance console.  It wasn’t unusual for a command ship operating in hostile territory to carry forces from other governments.  “What manner of machines are those?” Mrri gasped, looking at the Knight, which had stopped close to them.


“We call them exomechs, your Highness.  They’re robotic fighting machines much akin to heavy tanks or mechanized armor, controlled by a pilot.  Knight rigger, open your cockpit,” Jason called in Faey.  The four gasped when she did so, and the Faey rigger inside, an Imperial Marine no less, stepped out enough so they could see her.  She took off helmet and smiled down at them, showing that pattern beautiful Faey face and dark green hair that was very nearly shaved to a crew cut, with just a flare of longer hair over her eyes..  “Some of our foes are giants, standing at the same height as our robots, so we built them to be able to counter them in ground combat.”


“How does a pilot control a device like that?” Methus asked.


“By telepathy, using those telepathic machines,” Mrri blurted.


“Knight exomechs are controlled by direct mind to machine interface,” he answered.  “You see that metal device resting under her left eye?  That is a small computer directly connected to her brain, and that device acts as a bridge between her and her exomech, connecting them together.  When she pilots her exomech, she literally becomes the machine.  She can move it like her own body, and has complete control over it.  Go ahead and get back in your mecha, Marine.  Thanks,” he called in Faey.


“Any time, your Grace,” she answered with a smile, putting her helmet back on and backing into the cockpit.  The doors and armored shell closed over her, and the sleek, graceful exomech began moving again.


“Your science is almost like magic,” Methus breathed soberly.  “Such things are the conjecture of science fiction authors on my world.”


“But it’s still science, your Eminence,” Jason told him.  “If you’d follow me, there’s a very well appointed stateroom very close to this landing bay.  I’m sure you’ll find it comfortable.”


After leading them to the stateroom, Jeya herself came down to greet them.  She was in her armor but without her helmet, and he was reminded yet again how adorable Jeya was.  She was the youngest flag officer in the KMS.  “Your Highness, your Eminences, this is the captain of the Pegasus, Jeya Karinne,” Jason greeted as Jeya reached them.  “It’s long been a tradition of her military for the captain to personally greet distinguished guests that travel aboard her ship.”

“It is an honor to greet all of you,” she said in flawless Ebridi.  “As the Grand Duke said, it’s been our tradition for the captain to greet honored guests, but unfortunately, I was delayed on the bridge and couldn’t greet you as you arrived.  It’s also long been a tradition of the Karinne Navy to offer our distinguished guests a tour of the ship, which we can begin once we complete our hyperspace jumps.  Would you be interested in a tour?”


“Oh very much so!” Mrri said almost immediately, even going to the extreme of standing on the seat of her chair.


“I would be quite interested to see what you’re willing to show us, Captain,” Methus agreed.


“I’d be happy to show you around the ship personally, your Eminences, your Highness.  But first, we have to finish our jumps.  If it pleases you, two technicians and a supervising physician are going to arrive shortly to help you prepare for the jumps, and the doctor will be here to evaluate your resistance to hyperspace after our first two jumps, so we can lengthen or shorten our jump durations to minimize your discomfort while still getting us to Hratha Prime as quickly as possible.”

“That sounds quite acceptable, Captain,” Methus said, and Mrri nodded in agreement.


It turned out the Muri and the Pai were fairly resilient when it came to hyperspace travel.  They certainly didn’t like it very much—nobody really did—but the doctor decided after a very brief assessment of the four of them that the task force could extend their jumps out to two minute intervals with about fifteen minutes of rest between them.  They managed to reach Hratha Prime in about an hour, and once they were there, Jeya took them on a tour of the ship as they cruised in under sublight.  Jason, Ethikk, and Mesaiima tagged along as she took them through several operational sections, then showed them a part of engineering, showed them the main hangar bay where twenty Wolf fighters and twenty Gladiators and Juggernauts were parked, then took them up to the bridge. They were on the bridge when the ship passed through the Hratha Prime Stargate and entered Terran space, and their four guests gawked when they saw Terra hanging in the distance, with thousands upon thousands of ships in orbit around it, as well as moving around them as they traveled to and from the Stargate.  “That large station there is the Terra Entry Station for the Hrathari Empire,” Jeya said as she pointed at the large station on the forward view holo.  “It handles all cargo and passengers that move between Terra and the Hrathari Empire.  Every member of the Confederation has a Stargate leading to their territory, and each empire utilizes an entry station to control what enters and leaves their territory.  Terra is something of the unofficial capitol of the Confederation, if it had one.  Most of the cooperative agencies that were formed to support Confederate activities are based on Terra, and Terra is the host planet of official meetings of the Confederate Council, as well as the hub of our transportation system.  All gates lead to Terra, as many in the Confederation say,” she said with a light smile.  “It is considered a neutral planet by all parties, owned by no empire and open to all.”

“And what is that?” Mrri asked, pointing at a side view holo, where the massive Tianne was hanging in space.  It must have completed its sortie and returned to Terra for its next assignment.


“That is the Karinne Navy’s flagship, the Tianne,” Jeya answered.  “It’s the largest ship in the Confederate Combined Military, commanded by Palla Karinne, one of the best ship captains in the Confederation,” she added, a bit proudly.


“It’s the size of the island of Marrida!” Mrri blurted.


“It is fairly big,” Jason agreed mildly.  “It has to be to do what it was built for.”


“What is that, your Grace?” Methus asked.


“If you think that ship is big, you haven’t seen the ships our enemies use,” he said seriously.  “Some of them are the size of moons.  And I’m not in any way exaggerating.  The Tianne was built with the specific mission to destroy the giant ships of our enemies.”


“Truly?” Mrri asked.


He nodded.  “We’ll be presenting you with that information when you meet with the Confederate Council,” he told them.


“So, that is one of your ships, your Grace?” Kenli asked.


“It is, your Eminence,” he answered with a nod.


“And yet you said that your territory is a single planet?”


“We’re very good at building things, your Eminence,” he answered dryly, which made Jeya smile.  “It’s our niche in the Confederation.”


“The House of Karinne is an integral part of the Confederation for that very reason,” Ethikk chuckled in agreement.  “They are among the most skilled engineers in the galaxy.”

“I notice that your bridge is very large, Captain,” Methus said.


“This ship often functions as the flag in a task force or fleet, so it was designed to coordinate battle operations for a task force,” she replied.  “Most of the personnel you see behind my chair are here for fleet operations, while the people in front of my chair manage ship operations.”


They continued to chat about most anything the emissaries could get Jeya and the members of the Council to reveal, being rather clever about it, until they passed through the Karis gate and inserted into orbit around Karis.  They transferred to a dropship, piloted by Aura no less, and were ferried directly to the Sora Karinne Complex.  Dahnai was standing at the pad in her formal dress robes, and it was the real her.  She’d come over from the summer palace.  She stepped forward when Aura opened the hatch and extended the stairs, and Jason escorted the emissaries down onto the pad.  “Your Eminences, your Highness, this is her Imperial Majesty, Empress Dahnai Merrane of the Faey Imperium,” Jason introduced.  “She is the current head of the Confederate Council.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, your Highness, your Eminences,” she said with a nod of her head.  “As the holder of the gavel for the Council, I felt it my duty to come greet you and conduct you to the council chambers myself.  If you’d follow me,” she offered, motioning towards the main entry doors with her hand.


“Are all the council except the Empress represented by those machines?” Mrri asked.


“Yes,” Jason answered.  “Though Empress Dahnai does have her own machine. Me and the Empress have a very special and close relationship, and she owns a private retreat here on the planet.  But she usually doesn’t attend council in person, she uses her bionoid just because it’s more convenient than flying all the way over here from her summer palace and back again when council is done.  I usually use a bionoid as well so I don’t have to travel back and forth.  But, I promised her Highness I’d meet her in person, so I came over while we were jumping hyperspace.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go stow this bionoid,” Jason said.  “I’ll meet you in the Hall of Peace.  My true self is there right now, so you’ll be meeting me in person in just a few minutes.”


Jason greeted them for real at the door into the main council chamber, shaking their hands again and noting Mrri’s look of intense curiosity.  “I know, I look the same,” he said with a smile.  “The bionoids are built to resemble us as precisely as possible.”


“If you didn’t smell different, I’d swear you were the same person,” Mrri laughed.


“I wanted to look much more handsome, but no, they had to go for complete authenticity,” he said blandly, which made the three Muri laugh.


The session went fairly well.  With Dahnai at the lectern, they explained everything to the emissaries, showing them holos of the Syndicate ships, the Benga, and the Consortium and their bug soldiers, then explained the situation to them in detail.  Jason wasn’t paying much attention to that, however, since he was engaged in a deep discussion with the CBIMs and Coma over the revelation that little Princess Mrri could hear and understand organic commune.  But all they could really do was talk about it, at least until they got more information.  And that meant they needed to get Princess Mrri alone and administer a few tests.

In all, the conference went very well.  They conferred with the emissaries for about two hours, presenting all their evidence, with a promise from both Mrri and the Muri that they would advocate in strong terms to allow them to leave the interdictor in their system.  The council session ended as the other leaders deactivated their bionoids and Dahnai returned to the summer palace, leaving Jason alone in the council chamber with the emissaries and the guards, at least until Yeri arrived, wearing formal robes.  “This is Secretary Yeri from my diplomatic corps, and she’ll be escorting you from here.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet all of you, your Highness, your Eminences,” Yeri said smoothly, giving Mrri a fluid bow.  “I’m sure we can also discuss possible permanent communication channels after you make contact with your governments to pass on what you have learned.”


“The Confederation already arranged for open channels.”


“With the Confederation,” Yeri said.  “I’m talking about with the House of Karinne.  While we are members of the Confederation, each member of it is a sovereign state, which minds its own affairs.  Since we are the ones that sent our ships to bring you here, it’s only fair that we get the first chance to establish permanent ties with both your governments.”

“Are you talking potential trade, Madam Secretary?” Methus asked with sudden interest.


“Among other things, your Eminence,” she replied with a smile.  “I think his Grace did mention that we are always looking to trade for new food crop varieties, so we will most definitely be discussing trading for some of your food plants.  But, there are some other potential opportunities that we can discuss,” she said liltingly.  “We have quarters arranged for you in the city where you can rest after you contact your home governments.  Hyperspace travel can be quite taxing, after all, and we wouldn’t force you to have to do it again so soon, not when you’re not used to it.  I assure you, you can ask to return to your home planets at any time, but if you would like to stay here on Karis and discuss things, we’d be happy to host you.”


“I think you don’t need us to answer that question, Madam Secretary,” Methus said with a slight smile. “Of course we’ll stay to conduct additional talks.  I take it you have communication technology that will let us speak with our governments in real time?”


“We already have it arranged, your Eminence,” she nodded.  “And you, your Highness?  Do you wish to remain a while longer to conduct talks, or return to your home planet?”

“I’ll certainly be staying,” she replied.


“Very well then.  I’ll escort you to a communication room here in the complex where you can discuss your findings with your governments, and hopefully get a reply to our request to install interdiction in your home system.  Afterward, I’ll escort you to quarters befitting your station here in Karsa where you may take a brief rest, then we can meet and discuss the potential in establishing permanent relations with both the Confederation and the House of Karinne.”


“I’ll leave you to it,” Jason said.  “I skipped out on quite a bit of work, so I need to get back to it.  Secretary Yeri will be at your service whenever you call for her, your Eminences, your Highness.  She’ll explain the process by which you can contact her, and she’ll take good care of you while you’re here.  And let me affirm what she said.  You may ask to return to your home planets at any time,” he stressed.  “The Pegasus and its task force will be standing by to take you home whenever you call for it.”


“I appreciate your concern, your Grace, but I believe I may be here a few modo,” Mrri said, looking up at a smiling Yeri.  “There are a great many things that I wish to discuss with Secretary Yeri.”


“As do we,” Methus agreed with a nod.


“You have as much time as you need, your Highness, your Eminences,” Jason assured them.

Once Jason was back on a dropship and heading home, Aya gave him a sidelong, sly look.  You have something planned, she accused.


That tiny little Pai can understand organic commune, so we need to find out just how extensive her abilities are when it comes to commune and biogenics.


Seriously?


Yes.  She can’t understand computers transmitting data or telemetry, and neither can I for that matter, but she can understand commune framed so an organic mind can understand it.  If it turns out she can mimic other Generation abilities, well, it puts her entire species at risk, he grunted mentally.  Unfortunately, Ethikk and Mesaiima know about her, so it’s going to spread through the council.  So we need to test her and see how similar her telepathic talents are to Generations, then find out if she’s the norm for her species or a rarity.  And naturally, move to protect her and her people, so yes, I do have something planned.  After talking to them on the trip up, I don’t feel like giving them advanced technology is going to wreck their civilizations, so I’m not against them applying for membership in the Confederation.  Both of their species are very mature despite their lack of advanced technology.  They’re both like the Rakarri, they can handle it.  So, I told Yeri to get a head start when it comes to trade deals, and trading technology is on the table, he said, flashing her a quick smile.  I told her to tell them about the Academy, and offer them the same right we afford everyone else, to send students to it.  Her first trade target, though, is transportation.  I told her to offer them the services of Karinne civilian transportation services to move people and goods back and forth between their worlds and Javi, the shared planet they both colonized, move their students to and from the Academy, and some other quality of life stuff, like inducers and gravband technology.  Her only restriction is she has to trade them Confederate technology, giving it to them before they get into the Academy and start learning how to build it themselves.

Sneaky.


Hey, they came on my ship, that means I get first dibs, he replied shamelessly.  Besides, their best bet to not be hassled by some of the more warlike members of the Confederation once it gets out that at least one Pai can understand organic commune is to be members themselves. For the Pai, it’s important to get them nice and allied to us as quickly as possible.  The Muri are more or less gonna benefit from that arrangement.

That sounds like a good plan, she complemented.


If you think so, then it is, he told her, which made her give him a slight smile.


He got home a bit late, to find that everyone was more or less settled in.  He changed into a tank top and shorts, and Ayama and Surin got him some dinner while he sat at the table going through some reports about the day’s action against the Syndicate…and it was the same as yesterday.  They were winning more than losing, but it was coming at a cost of ships and lives.  For the KMS, the Alaia and the Methai, fleet battleships, were down for extensive repairs after getting pretty much mauled today.  The Syndicate was adapting to their tactics, and primary among them was to focus most of their firepower on the ships that could destroy their super-ships in one attack pass.  Those quantum computers were letting that woman Sha Ra send down counter tactics, and that was increasing their repair bills and casualties.  They had also adopted a strategy to avoid unfavorable battles by jumping almost randomly, and spending no more than one hour in one place, making it very hard for the Confederation to get a task force there to destroy them or place interdictors in front of them to knock them into normal space and trap them.


They had to do something about that.


He finished going through the reports and came into the living room, where Rann, Shya, and Kyri were watching viddy.  As usual, Rann and Shya were taking up as much of the couch as possible, Shya laying with her head in Rann’s lap, and Kyri was sitting at the other end.  Raisha and Miyai were visiting with Sirri, so Sirri was sitting on the floor in front of Shya and the toddlers were playing with some toys over in the open area near the piano.

He stopped short.  Shya looked…she didn’t look right.  Call it parental instinct, but he could tell just by looking at her that, that something was…something was wrong.  He came right over to her and leaned down, putting a hand on her forehead, and she was indeed a little warm.  Hey Dad, she sent.  You’re blocking my view.


You feeling alright?


I feel fine, just a little tired.  We were surfing before we came in, she replied.  Why ask?


Because it’s my job, he replied, looking over in the direction of Luke and Songa’s house.  Songa, you home?


Of course I am, dear.


Do me a favor.  Activate the medical scanners in the house and have them check Shya.


Give me a few minutes, I have to activate my console.


You’re being a bit silly, Dad, Shya protested.


It’s my job to be silly, he replied seriously.


Before Songa could get into position, Cybi communed with him.  [Jason, we have a big problem,] she warned.  [You need to take both Shya and Sirri to the annex, right now.  They need to be placed under medical care immediately.]


[What?  What’s wrong?]


[The same thing that happened to Miyai is happening to them,] she replied intensely.  [I’m detecting a retroviral agent in their systems, and it has already begun rewriting their DNA.  It’s already started, Jason, and that means that it can’t be stopped.  By the time Songa could purge the virus out of them, too many cells would be altered for them to remain viable.  Their immune systems would literally kill them trying to purge the altered cells out of them.]

He nearly turned white, standing up quickly.  [That’s impossible!]


[Ten minutes ago, I would have agreed with you, Jason, but the scans are unmistakable,] she continued.  [I have more data.  The virus originated from Miyai, and it seems incompatible with all other DNA except that closely related to her own. Anyone who shares a large segment of Miyai’s DNA is at risk, Jason, and that includes Kellin.  She can’t affect any Faey that doesn’t share her DNA.  We have to get the girls to the annex and under medical care immediately, to mitigate the chance that it kills them.  There is a risk, Jason, a real risk.  And if Dahnai and Kellin are also infected, the risk is much greater for them, because they are much older.  My records from the initial gene therapy indicate that the older the subject, the greater risk of rejection, or death.]


Aya!  Aya, get a car ready to go NOW! he thundered, which probably startled people twenty miles away.  Songa, talk to Cybi!  Shya, Sirri, you get up right now, we have to go!


I’m on the way over right now! Songa replied in a frenzy, her thought shocked and concerned.  No doubt Cybi just told her.


Jeez, Dad, what’s the matter? Shya asked, leaning up.


I’ll tell you on the way over.  Get up right now and get into the car.


You’re overreacting.

He reached down and bodily picked her up.  I’ll show you overreacting, he replied with absolutely no humor in his thought whatsoever.  Get up now, Sirri.  If you don’t, I’ll have a guard drag you by the hair to the car.  Aya, where’s that car!


I called a frigate—

No!  We go now!  You get the first vehicle you get your hands on out of the garage and get it out onto the pad!  Captain Liri, he sent, looking at one of Dahnai’s white-armored guards, part of Sirri’s detachment.  Get in touch with the guards with Dahnai and tell them to get her and Kellin to the medical annex right fucking now.  This is not a joke, he sent intensely, fear and concern rippling through his thought.


I will.  Can you tell me what the emergency is?


Miyai infected Shya and Sirri the same way she was infected by Raisha, he answered.  And that means Dahnai and Kellin may have also been exposed.  They need to get to the annex immediately so they can be checked.

Liri’s face paled a bit under her blue skin, and she gave an emphatic nod.  What about the twins?


Leave them here for the moment, that way they’ll be physically separated from Dahnai, Kellin, and Maer.  Cybi can run some scans from the house and find out if either of them is in some way contagious.  If they weren’t exposed, we need to keep them separated until we figure out how it happened and prevent it from happening again.


[I can confirm, Jason.  Dahnai has been exposed,] Cybi called.  [She just moved in range of one of the medical scanners in the summer palace.  I have no data on Kellin yet, he’s out snorkeling.  But if Dahnai has been exposed, there’s a good chance he has as well.]


[Fuck!  Get her to the annex, Cybi!  And find out about Kellin!]

Jason all but ran out the back door and raced for the pad, carrying a no longer amused Shya.  Aya had the hatch open on one of the skimmers usually parked there, beside his Nova, and she beckoned to them.  I have fighter escort ready to take us, she informed him.


This is no time to worry about security! Jason snapped in reply as Sirri, Rann, and Kyri hurried behind him, all three of them confused and a little afraid.  He dumped Shya into one of the seats and raced to the cockpit, where Aya was sitting in the pilot’s chair.  Get us moving, Aya!


As soon as everyone’s aboard, she answered.  In seconds, about ten guards, in both black and white armor, charged through the hatch, and she closed it and picked the skimmer up off the pad.


The mad dash to the annex gave Jason time to think.  How did this happen, and why didn’t any of the medical scanners in the house or in the summer palace pick it up?  How could Miyai have infected the rest of her family?  Where in the fuck did this retrovirus come from?  He knew that there was no way that anyone on Karis would have the balls to try to engineer one, Cybi would sniff it out and crush it.  But where else could it have come from?  And in the actual case that this was somehow natural, what had changed that turned Miyai contagious?  How did she infect her sister and mother with a retrovirus that couldn’t possibly exist?  And why had it taken years to show up?  The toddlers were three years old now!  What had changed in Miyai that caused her to suddenly become contagious years after she was born?

And how was this going to change things?  Miyai was one thing, but now Sirri and Dahnai were also infected, which meant that they would become Generations…if they survived the process.  How was he going to manage that?  Fuck, it was going to put a Generation on the Imperial throne!


Thank God it happened here, though!  At least with it happening on Karis, they could keep this contained, keep it a secret.  Had Dahnai fallen ill on Draconis, it would have gotten out that she’d been the victim of a DNA-altering agent, and it could very well get her dethroned by the Siann as a threat to the Imperium.  She would no longer represent the paragon of Faey purity, which was why the Siann had a cow when she got pregnant with Raisha, because it put a half-breed in line for the Imperial throne.  Right now, the only people who knew about this were the Imperial guards, Songa, Jason, and a couple of his kids.


Songa landed right behind them on the roof of the annex in her hovercar, and she took control of the situation immediately.  “Get her Highness and Shya into isolation immediately!” she barked at two medics that came out to meet them.  “Prepare an isolation unit for Empress Dahnai!  Get the full medical staff assembled!  Get them inside, Jason, follow the orderly!  Sixteenth floor, turn left out of the elevator, a nurse will meet you and show you where to go!”


They were down in the isolation ward in moments, and Shya and Sirri looked frightened as they were hustled through the waiting room and into a room just past it.  Calm down, girls, and do what the doctors tell you to do, Jason told them.  You’re going to be alright so long as you follow their instructions.


What’s happening Daddy?  What’s going on? Shya asked fearfully.


What happened to Miyai is about to happen to you, he answered her honestly.  But since you’re not an unborn fetus, it’s not going to be quite so fun for you as it was for her.


I’m gonna get sick?


You’ll be asleep through all of it, Shya, you won’t feel a thing, Songa assured her, her thought tender, reassuring.  You’re going to wake up a little different than you were when you went to sleep, that’s all.


I’ll be like Miyai?


Yes, dear.


So I’m gonna be a Generation?


That’s right, Jason told her.


Oh.  And here I thought it was something serious, she sent in relief.  You guys acting all nuts had me seriously scared.

Jason had to shake his head.


It is serious, Shya, Songa told her.  But now that we’re in the annex, we’ll make sure that it’s going to be alright.


[Jason, why am I being manhandled like a peasant?] Dahnai demanded over the biogenic network.  [My guards just physically carried me into a dropship and are taking off!]


[They have a good reason.  You need to get to the annex immediately, Dahnai.  You’re about to get very, very sick.]


[What?  I thought Karis was disease free!]


[It is, you picked this up from your daughter,] he answered.


[I’ll make this simple, your Majesty,] Songa cut in, no doubt helped by Cybi to do so.  [The same thing that happened to Miyai is about to happen to you.  Somehow, Miyai infected you with an agent that’s rewriting your DNA cell by cell,] she explained.  [The process just began, and I mean hours ago.  And it’s irreversible now.  Once it begins, there’s absolutely no way to stop it.]


[Wait, what?  My DNA is being altered?]


[By the same process that created Miyai and the original Generations,] Songa confirmed.  [But there’s very real danger in it for you, Dahnai.  You’re a fully developed adult, and that means the risk of rejection is high.  We have to get you to the annex immediately so we can mitigate that risk.]


[Rejection?  You mean my body attacking itself and either scouring the altered cells out of me or killing me?]


[Exactly that, your Majesty.]


[Get this thing moving faster!] Dahnai barked over commune, then there was a pause as she obviously relayed that order again to people that could hear her.  [Is this spreading to other Faey on Karis?  Are we looking at a nightmare scenario pandemic here?]


[No, your Majesty, it can only affect people related to Miyai.  So, only Kellin is at potential risk, and they should have someone out there now bringing him back to the island so he can be scanned,] Songa answered.  [This isn’t a generic retrovirus, it’s a very specific DNA sequence that can only bond to similar sequences, so it can only affect Faey that share a large portion of Miyai’s DNA.  In other words, her immediate family.  It won’t even affect her cousins, only you, Kellin, her sisters, and Maer.  But Cybi is giving her a complete medical scan as we speak to make sure that doesn’t become a possibility.]


[Alright.  We’ll be there within the hour.]


[I’ll have everything ready for you, your Majesty.]

Jason led Shya and Sirri into a room holding two beds, then helped them undress when Songa ordered it.  He then helped Shya lay down on a bed, leaning over her and patting her on the forehead.  Just keep calm, pips, he told her gently.  Songa will make sure everything’s just fine.  And when you wake up, you’re gonna be a Generation, just like Rann.


I’m looking forward to that, she answered him with a nervous smile.  I’ve always wanted to be like him.  I think it’s amazing, the things he can do.  I want to do them too.


Well, you’re about to get your wish, he answered ruefully.  Not the way I would have wanted, but life doesn’t go the way we want all the time.  It’s gonna be a mess, but we’ll figure something out.  We always do.  He moved over to Sirri, who was looking decidedly scared as she leaned back on the bed.  Just relax, Sirri.  Songa’s gonna use the sleep inducer to have you go to sleep, and when you wake up, it’ll all be over.


That doesn’t make it any less scary.  I’ve talked to Mom about what happened to the Karinnes when they did this to their population.


There’s risk, he admitted with a nod.  But with you here and the entire Medical Service watching over you, you’re gonna be just fine.  I promise, he added, leaning down and kissing her on the forehead.


I love you, Uncle Jason.


And I love you, Sirri, he smiled.  Sweet dreams, baby girl.

And with that, Sirri closed her eyes when the sleep inducer in the bed was activated, sending her into a deep slumber.  He checked Shya to make sure she was also asleep, then he pulled up the thermal cover on both of them to both cover them and keep them warm, then walked out of the room as six doctors rushed in.


[Any word on Kellin?] Jason asked.


[Not good.  He’s been exposed,] Cybi answered.  [I just got scans on him, Jason.  I told them to bring him to the annex.]


[Great, now it’s Dahnai’s whole family except for Maer.  Fuck, what are we going to do about Maer?  If it turns out that Miyai’s permanently contagious, he can never come into the same building with her.  And what if it mutates, to become the pandemic that Dahnai feared when we first found out about this?  Miyai may be a threat to the entire Faey species.]

[Don’t get worked up, Jason,] Cybi answered.  [Let’s find out what’s going on before we panic.]

Jason met Dahnai on the roof, and gave her a crushing hug.  I always wanted to get the secrets of the Generations for the Imperium.  This was not what I had in mind, she sent ruefully.


I don’t think any of us did.  Songa has an isolation unit ready for you, love.  She’s going to put you to sleep so you don’t feel a thing.  You’ll wake up with it already over.


Provided it doesn’t kill me, she set wryly.  What word on Kellin?


Not gonna sugar coat it, love.  He’s been exposed.  Cybi’s having them bring him in.


Well…fuck.  At least we can learn together, I suppose.  He’s much younger than me, so I’m not too worried about him surviving this.  I’m the one at greatest risk here.


Stop talking like you’re an old lady, woman.  You’re still in the prime of your life, he sent reassuringly, putting his arm around her and leading her towards he doors inside.


It was the beginning of a long, long, nervewracking process.  Jason, Jyslin, and most of his family and friends on the strip gathered in the annex and stood silent, worried vigil as Dahnai, Kellin, Shya, and Sirri began the process that would have their entire cellular structure rewritten by Miyai’s Generation DNA, adding to their helixes what was needed to make them Generations themselves without altering anything already there.  Cybi explained the process to him from her records as he paced in the waiting room.  It would take about two to three days, depending on the patient and how their body reacted to the process.  It would start very slow, but as more and more cells were altered, that produced more and more of the retrovirus, which would spread with geometric speed through the body.  The truly rapid phase would begin when the retrovirus got to the red blood cells and other blood cells like antibodies and T cells that came into contact with them, causing the agent to be spread through the entire body by the blood, making the alteration take on an ascending bell curve shape.  Start slow, spread like wildfire, taper off as fewer and fewer unaltered cells remained.  The most dangerous part of it would be the alteration of the cells in their hearts, brains, and stomachs, which could cause heart attack, hemorrhaging, or the release of stomach acid into the abdominal cavity.  At any time, they would be susceptible to system shock and organ failure, which was what Songa and her team was going to be there to prevent.


Two to three days.  Well, that would give Jason plenty of time to figure out how he was going to deal with this.


At around midnight, after giving Miyai exhaustive medical checks, they had a cause.  Songa came into the room and lowered her surgical mask—odd that such a highly technologically advanced organization still used old fashioned masks—and gave Jason a grim look.  “I know what caused it, Jason,” she announced to him and Jyslin.  Rann and Jyslin were asleep on a bench beside them, Rann cuddled in Jyslin’s arms, and Symone and Tim were sleeping in chairs across the room.

“What happened, Songa?”


“The scans were right, it was a virus,” she answered.  “But not anything engineered.  It was a common virus present on the Sha’i-ree homeworld, and Dahnai must have contracted it from Imperator Enva.  It’s a harmless virus, dear.  It’s a completely passive and harmless virus to virtually all forms of life, and in Sha’i-ree, it’s actually a probiotic, it only invades and kills cells that are infected by another, much more dangerous virus.  It’s almost like a virus that hunts and kills other viral structures, and quite a marvel of molecular biology.  Virtually all Sha’i-ree carry it.  Well, Dahnai passed it to Miyai, and in her, it became something not quite so benign.”  She touched her interface, and a hologram winked on between them, showing them a virus as pictured by a microscope.  “This is it.  The Jaisho-T virus, as named by Sha’i-ree medical journals, a virus that can only reproduce when it bonds with the deadly Haijaki-M virus inside the cell of a host, killing the more deadly virus in the process.  When it passed to Miyai, it reacted to Miyai’s DNA in an unexpected way.  When it invaded the cell nuclei of one of Miyai’s gastric stem cells hunting for the Haijaki virus, it was the virus that was attacked and rewritten by the nucleus, and mutated it into a reactive retrovirus similar to the original retroviral agent used to introduce gene therapy into the House of Karinne.  However, unlike the original retrovirus, this one is only a threat to those that carry large segments of the original host’s DNA, like how the bioagent that contaminates Moridon is only a threat to Generations and Kimdori.  Dahnai, Kellin, and their immediate children are the only people that can be affected by this virus.  It poses no threat to anyone else, not even Dahnai’s two younger sisters, nieces and nephews, and cousins.”


“Holy shit.  I didn’t think that was possible!”


“I didn’t either,” she nodded.  “It seems that the echo of the original retrovirus that created the Generations still lurks in your DNA, Jason, because Miyai’s stem cells naturally created a version of the retrovirus out of the Jaisho-T virus. It seems that Miyai is more, well, more volatile than other Generations, no doubt due to the unique way she became one.  But, given that the virus mutated into this form, there is always the chance that it mutates further and becomes a threat to the entire Faey race,” she replied grimly.  “Because of that, I’ve ordered the virus purged from the twins, and an aggressive treatment to make them much more resistant to all viral structures in the future.  Jason, I’ve ordered both of them placed on a medical spider program,” she informed him.  “The spiders’ primary job will be to attack and destroy all viral structures they find within them, with the very limited exception of the viral patterns of a Kimdori.  If not for that exception, the spiders would actively attack any Kimdori that came into contact with them.”

“I’m not gonna object,” he told her with a relieved sigh, making a note to have a long talk with Kereth about this.  He may know of a medical treatment that would prevent this kind of thing from happening again.  But, from the sound of it, it was the Kimdori aspects of Generation DNA that was responsible for this.  Miyai’s body created viral attack cells out of this Sha’i-ree virus and unleashed them on her mother, sisters, and father.  “So, we know how it happened, and it looks like we can prevent this from becoming a pandemic.”

She nodded.


“So, now we have to deal with the consequences of our lack of foresight,” he said grimly, looking through the window at Dahnai and Kellin, in medically induced comas and with bioboards over their heads showing their vital signs.  “Dahnai will wake up a Generation.  That puts a Generation on the Imperial throne,” he sighed.  “The last thing I ever wanted to see.  I was able to handle Raisha and Miyai, because they weren’t the Crown Princess.  But now it’s Dahnai, and after her, Sirri.  And every Empress after them in succession.  It gives them a very personal reason to want the secrets of biogenics, because it will increase their own power.”


“Well, it may not be a bad thing, dear,” she noted.  “Since it now affects her and her family too, she might be much more amenable to your secrecy and safeguards.”


“Or we may have a few million clones of Dahnai walking around in a few years.”


“I doubt that.  Consider, dear, that every one of those clones could conceivably replace Dahnai on the Imperial throne. Do you think Dahnai wants that many of her genetically identical clone-sisters scheming to take her throne from her?”


“Clones have no rights under Imperial law, their very existence is a crime.  And it’s the only religion-based death penalty the Faey still have.  Any clone discovered and exposed is executed for crimes against Faey religious proscription against cloning.  They believe that a clone has no soul, and thus is an abomination against their gods.  Then they go after whoever the clone was made from for creating it.  So, in your scenario, the first time the clone would get close to a medical scanner, that would be it.  Game over.  Fuck, that was why what the IBI did was such an atrocity to so many Faey, because their plan was to make thousands of clones of Saelle.  Thousands of soulless abominations, affronts to Trelle.”


“And as the Empress, the first thing the clone would do would be to remove the medical scanners from the palace, then find doctors willing to keep her secret to act as her physicians,” Songa said mildly.

“Well, those are worries for later, I suppose,” he sighed as Cybi’s bionoid came in the waiting room.  “What word, Cybi?”


“Nothing new, Jason,” she replied, brushing her ankle-length hair back over her shoulder.  “All I can really say is that according to the latest scans, all four of them are stable and the prognosis looks favorable.  Shya is the most progressed so far, with 8.6% of her total cells successfully transformed, and thus far showing no signs of cellular rejection of immune reaction.  If her process follows the data I have in my archives, it should be complete for her in 63 hours.  A little over two days.”

Jason gave a depressed, rueful laugh.  “Why does all this wild shit always happen at the same time?” he complained.  “I mean, there’s a war going on, and I just found out about the Pai, and now this.  It’s like that time back in my Legion days, when Symone and Tim came out to join us, then Miaari dumped an injured Kumi and her entourage on me to hide them, then like right after that we pick up Jyslin out in the mountains.  It was all bang bang bang, one crisis right after the other.  And now it’s happening again.”


“Well, there is that old Terran saying, Jason.  Bad things always happen in threes.”


“Shut your mouth, little miss optimism,” he threatened, which made her smile at him.


“Look at it this way, dear.  If Cybi’s right, then we’re safe from anything else bad happening,” Songa injected lightly.


“God, I hope so,” he said wearily.


“Jason dear, I think it’s time for me to pull rank on you and send you home,” Songa said.  “We know what caused it, and Dahnai and her family are going to be fine.  I know you feel it’s your duty to be here, but you’re about to fall over.  You can come back in the morning.  Or even better, you can rejoin the Storm Riders.  They come off restriction in the morning and will no doubt be put back in the duty rotation.  I think a little therapeutic blowing things up will be good for you,” she said mildly, which made Jason laugh despite himself.

“There is a bit of good news,” Cybi said.  “The Pai and Muri have agreed to allow us into their system.  Their governments signed the agreement just moments ago,” she announced.  “And Princess Mrri agreed to some tests to determine how similar her abilities are to Generations.”

“I have to admit, I like that little Pai,” Jason said honestly.  “She’s quite charming.”


“She is that that,” Cybi agreed.  “If she’s a true representation of her race, I think the Confederation will be better for their joining.”


Songa carried through with her threat and had him literally kicked out of the annex.  Aya flew him home alone—she didn’t kick Jyslin or anyone else out, only him—and the flight home in the warm Karsa night gave him time to think…not that he wanted to.  God, this was going to be a nightmare   Now he’d have Dahnai’s entire family to worry about as potential risks to the biogenics program, even as he’d really have no choice but to teach her how to be a Generation.  He had no idea how he was going to do this.  Should he give her a gestalt?  A tactical gestalt in the palace for her personal protection?  How was he going to balance what he saw as her rights as a Generation with the fact that she was the Empress of the Imperium, and thus could use those rights to exploit the Karinnes to further the Imperium?  And what about Sirri?

And just how much of a danger was Dahnai and her family going to be the Imperium?  If what happened to Miyai happened again, just this time with a virus that attacked all Faey, it could create a species-threatening pandemic.  The death toll could reach the billions, and it would destabilize the Imperium and possibly even throw the entire sector into war as the neighboring empires took advantage of the Imperium’s weakness.  That could shatter then entire Confederation and a critical time when it needed to stand together, with the Syndicate in the galaxy at that very moment and the colonizing force from the Consortium just three years away.  Dahnai was the Empress of an Imperium that was directly threatened by her, if some other highly adaptive virus got into her and got rewritten to mimic the original retrovirus that created the Generations in the first place.

And what about Maer?  He wasn’t exposed…and the fact that he was going to be married into the House of Dorrane very soon would make it an absolute cluster fuck if he somehow got exposed, putting a Generation way out of Jason’s direct ability to manage.  And how was it going to affect his relationship with his family, forever being different from them, separated from them?  That wasn’t really fair to him.  Maer was a great kid, and Jason had some sincere love for him.


Shya, at least, wasn’t going to be a problem.  And in a way, it was going to bring her and Rann even closer together, because they would be the same…mostly.  He was honestly curious to see what how strong Shya would be after this.  Telekinetic, listener, and very soon, a Generation.  There was no telling how that was going to affect her other abilities.

All he could do was lean over and put his head in his hands.  Maybe Songa was right.  Maybe he would go out on the sortie with the Storm Riders tomorrow, just so he could clear his head.  Maybe the distraction would give him a chance to approach this fucking quagmire from a new direction and give him some answers.


Because at the moment, he didn’t have a single answer to anything.
