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Jason could admit, it could be a hell of a lot worse.


Given the sheer number of rulers that had come to Karis to attend the summit, they thankfully didn’t expect him to greet every single one of them.  Yeri more or less emptied out her entire office to provide diplomatic functionaries to greet the rulers, and all five CBIMs also greeted each ruler as they arrived, and were then billeted in the relatively new Sora Karinne Memorial Complex, which had been built specifically for these summits.  It held everything the rulers needed, from suitable quarters that were sufficiently luxurious to entertainment facilities to conference rooms, including the Hall of Peace, the largest of them which would host the full summit meetings.  Jason had had the complex built over a year ago after a disastrous summit where he literally had Elbrecht Zor sleeping in the guest room of his house, as he had nowhere else to put him that wouldn’t demean Elbrecht’s status as the ruler of the Zorian Empire.  He’d ticked off a few thousand people by annexing their condo building to build the complex, but they shut up when he moved them to a luxury building over on the south side of Karsa.


Not all the rulers stayed in the complex, however.  Shakizarr preferred to stay on his yacht, as did Assaba and about 16 other rulers, mainly those with extreme environmental requirements that made staying on Karis problematic for them.  The Birkon ruler Overmaster Birn, for example, breathed methane and was used to temperatures so cold it would kill just about everyone else on the planet, so he much preferred to stay on the command ship that brought him.  Dahnai had her summer palace, so she had no earthly business staying in the complex.  She tended to invite this or that ruler to stay in the summer palace with her, whichever one she was schmoozing that month…and this summit, it was the Sha’i-ree ruler, Imperator Enva Shi’Ren.  Zaa stayed over in her house in Jaxtra, and Kreel and Krirara always stayed in his house when they visited.  Neither of them minded sleeping in a modest guest bedroom, since neither of them took themselves all that seriously, and the strip girls and kids absolutely adored both of them.

Most of the rulers had arrived over the last two days, and after the last four got here, they could start with the official functions.  While they were waiting, the other rulers were taking advantage of their visit to go out and look around, so some shopping or sightseeing, and some were up in Kosigi aggravating the everliving fuck out of Dellin.  It was a rare opportunity for them to visit Karis—it was the first visit for the six newest members of the Confederation—so there was a lot for them to do, a lot to see, and a lot of trouble to get into.


Miaari had that handled.  She was keeping an eye on the rulers and their entourages, many of which held spies.  But, the interfaces did make it easy for her to keep track of everything, and also keep people out of places they weren’t supposed to be.  The interfaces were an exceptionally effective security measure, since you needed one to do anything on Karis, and interfaces couldn’t be counterfeited to make a door think a spy was actually someone that was allowed to be there.  The fact that the visitors’ interfaces didn’t have a biogenic chip in it was one of the biggest security measures, since no door that led to anything even remotely sensitive would open by command from a non-biogenic interface.

Cylan and Cynna been very busy preparing for this summit, and Jason had divorced himself of the whole thing by doing something he rarely did yet loved to do, and that was work in 3D.  He’d spent most of his time over there for the last six days, working on the Imperium team to solve the INS’ power problem.  It had been a whole lot of fun for him, letting him do something he loved to do but rarely had the time for anymore, and that was engineering work.  He’d murdered his inbox and no doubt had Chirk pissed at him for shirking his duties as the Grand Duke, but he’d immensely enjoyed himself.  And he could proudly proclaim that with his help, his team solved the power problem for the INS, and yesterday they pushed out the fix to them so they could get their diffusers working.


That project was over halfway done.  While Jason’s team had banged away on the INS, other teams had solved the power problem for multiple allies’ navies.  There were only 12 left on the board, and they’d be the easiest to solve.


But reality reared its ugly head, and now they were ramping up to host the conference.  He was walking across the campus of the complex wearing his formal robes, with Zaa, Dahnai, Empress Voss of the Crai Empire, and Observer A of the Ruu all similarly attired, and with Cynna and Cylan floating beside them.  Observer A dwarfed the four of them, since he was nearly 6 shakra tall, or a bit over seven feet or around 2.1 meters.  Observer A was very tall, skinny, willowy, and looked a bit delicate.  He had dark blue skin like a Jeraman Faey, a large, bald head, large ears, and very large eyes set in a long, narrow face.  He wore the long-tailed tunic of his station as the highest-ranking of the Observers, his people’s diplomats and politicians.  He absolutely towered over Voss, who only came up to Jason’s chest.  Voss was a short, willowy, and very graceful reptilian being with multicolored scales that formed bands that went down her neck, with a head that was very raptor-like that was set on a bipedal body, with a row of large red feather-like plumes rising up from the top of her head, vaguely resembling a mohawk.  She did have a tail and claws on her hands and feet, but had a general body shape and design that made her look more like a humanoid than a velociraptor.  Her body wasn’t horizontally oriented on two legs, it was vertically oriented, with a bit of a kink in her spine caused by her tail.  She was one of nine races that made up the Crai Empire, but like the Imperium, the Crai had conquered the other eight and were very much in charge of their empire.  All in all, Jason rather liked Voss.  She was a no-nonsense ruler that shared his disdain for pomp and circumstance, and despite their warlike past, the Crai were a rather peaceful species…at least now they were.

“I must say, I’m surprised that you decided to attend this summit, Observer,” Voss said as they walked.  This was Voss’ first visit to Karis, and Jason was giving her something of a personal tour of the complex.


“It is a rare opportunity to visit Karis, Empress, even for the Ruu,” he said in his deep, sonorous voice.  “While we may not concern ourselves with the military aspects of the Confederation, there were several important matters to discuss with the Grand Duke that are best done in personal conference, as well as several matters of diplomacy to address with the Confederation as a whole.”


“Which is still scheduled to begin tomorrow morning, I assume?”


“Yes, Empress,” Jason answered.  “That should give everyone time to adjust to local time, as well as get some recreation in. I’m a big believer in people being rested and ready for the boring politics.”


Voss chuckled lightly.  “I was quite impressed by the desert on the northern continent,” she told him.  “It looks much like my homeworld.  It was quite lovely.”


“Some of us prefer different environments,” Dahnai said lightly.  “My favorite part of Karis is Karsa.  Well, that’s not my palace,” she added.


“Your summer palace is breathtaking, Empress,” Voss said, which made Dahnai preen a bit.


“There are many interesting things to see and do here,” Zaa stated.  “I believe you would find a visit to the Kizzik colony on Kirga to be very interesting, Empress Voss.  The Kizzik are a remarkable species, and their city is quite fascinating.”

“It’s very…vertical,” Jason noted, which made Dahnai laugh.  “The Kizzik don’t build everything on a horizontal plane, since they build underground.  Since they can walk right up the walls in their hive, they don’t see anything wrong with building things on the walls and ceilings.”


“It’s an amazing example of three dimensional architecture,” Zaa said. “Only the Korgg and the Makati come close to it.”


“A common trait among subterranean species,” Cylan injected.  “And a logical one.  But there are exceptions.  The Skaa don’t build on such a three dimensional scale despite being a subterranean species.  They prefer to build on a gentle sloping plane descending down to the entry to the underground complex.”

“True enough,” Jason agreed.  “But I think the ecosystem of their home planet influenced that behavior a little bit.  All that rain, if they built on a three dimensional axis, it would flood the lower parts of their cities over time.”


“And since they developed their architectural aesthetics before gaining their current technological ability, they retained their tendencies even after they gained the engineering skills to deal with the flooding,”  Observer A speculated.

“That is an intriguing observation,” Cynna mused.  “That sometimes, technological advancement does not alter a species’ customs or practices, even when it might make things easier for them to change.”

“Us illogical meat people can get set in our ways, Cynna,” Jason told her lightly.  “And we can be contrary to the point of madness when it suits us.”


“You said it, your Grace, I didn’t,” she answered, which made Jason laugh.


Jason led them into the main building and showed Voss all the important rooms inside, from the conference rooms to the restaurant, staffed and stocked to handle the dietary and culinary requirements of all visitors—no ruler would eat in a cafeteria, even if that was what it was—to the spa, which was set up to be as appealing as possible to the largest number of species.  He showed her the alternate environment lounges as well without going in, which had different induced gravities and air pressures, different atmospheric makeups, and different temperatures.  They were built to provide those rulers who had to wear environmental suits a place where they could safely take them off and relax between conferences without having to return to their quarters.  Karis’ gravity, air pressure, atmosphere, and temperature was lethal to 12 of the rulers, and those rulers had aides and servants, so there were enough who needed the areas to justify building them. 

Voss herself was significantly different from those with her, since she breathed carbon dioxide instead of oxygen, and for her, Karis’ atmosphere was almost dangerously thin in that gas.  She could function in the atmosphere here without a breather so long as she didn’t exert herself.  And because of that, Jason showed her the lounge that had very high concentrations of carbon dioxide and was within her environmental tolerance in all other ways, a place where she wouldn’t feel like she was like a Terran trying to breathe in thin air.

The main building in the complex was designed so that no lounge was more than three minutes away from the Hall of Peace, and put everything on the same floor to avoid the rulers having to use stairs or elevators.  After all, the Amsthat didn’t even have legs, so stairs might be a little problematic for them.

The Amsthat were a curious aquatic species that Jason would nearly call mermaids.  They had arms and a vaguely humanoid torso covered in fine scales, their heads adorned with large, impressive crest-like fins, but their lower bodies were snake-like, eel-like, and they had a long fin running down their lower body.  They had both lungs and gills, capable of breathing water or air, and were a very hardy species capable of adapting to a tremendous range of atmospheric and temperature variations.  They could live as easily in an arctic sea as they could a tropical ocean, and were capable of operating for extended periods of time out of the water without adverse effects.  They were fast and agile in the water, and they could rise up onto a vertical base and slither on land with some surprising speed, easily able to keep up with someone walking, though they couldn’t match a running pace.

The galaxy was a wondrous place filled with some truly incredible living things.


Jason finished the tour and walked Voss and Observer A to their assigned quarters, then he, Zaa, and Dahnai boarded a skimmer and headed back to the strip.  Jason was quite happy to shed his formal robes, letting Suri and Ryn fly while he changed into a tank top and shorts.  He was totally serious when he said that Cylan and Cynna were responsible for the summit, he was staying out of their hair and letting them handle everything, even the whining from the rulers when their food wasn’t just so.  They met Krirara and Kreel at the landing pad, and then the five of them went up to Jason’s home office.  Once there, Zaa put the room into secure mode and brought up holos of the Syndicate fleet, which was fully gathered out in intergalactic space, some 30,000 ships in a loose cluster.  “These images are in real time,” Zaa explained to the others.  “We got a hyperspace probe to the area just hours ago.  The probes are also intercepting their ship to ship transmissions, so now we know what they are doing.”


“Well, what is it, Zaa?” Krirara asked.


“Simply put, Moderator, this was a planned stop,” she answered.  “To ensure that no ships were lost during the journey, check orders from their command structure to ensure they are still on mission, give the fleet final orders concerning their arrival in our galaxy, and conduct long-distance visual observation of their arrival point.  That is what we can overhear.  They’re also transmitting ship to ship using encryption, no doubt their captains and commanders speaking to one another, and as yet we have been unable to break this encryption.  It is surprisingly complex, and will take time for our cryptographers to decipher.  It impresses me,” she admitted.  “Their position is just at the extreme edge of their long-range onboard hyperspace telescopes, a fact of which we were unaware,” she explained.  “Ship to ship communications tell us that they intend to begin moving again in sixteen standard hours.  They will be moving before the summit begins, which renders our plans to discuss what to do about the situation moot.  By the time the council makes a decision, they will be gone.”

“It’s not a complete loss,” Jason said.  “We have a lot of toys in the area now, and when that fleet jumps out, they’ll be following behind it.  That way, when they drop out of hyperspace, we can attack them immediately from behind.”

“How did you get all that stuff out there?” Kreel asked.


“We took a page from the Consortium’s playbook,” Jason said.  “Both the Kimdori and the Karinnes have built one-way wormhole generators, and we got some automated equipment out there, stuff we could afford to lose if it was destroyed in transit.”


“Just so,” Zaa nodded.  “We have considerable disposable assets within striking distance of the fleet, as well as sufficient hyperspace probes to keep eyes on them, even if they split up.”


“The Kimdori sent spy probes, we sent toys,” Jason added.  “We have some firepower out there now, and we can start the war with a push of a button.”


“I’m a bit surprised you didn’t attack them already,” Krirara noted.


“We debated it, but we decided that this is a Confederation matter,” Jason replied, to which Zaa nodded.  “The Confederation means dick if we just go off and do whatever we please without their advice or consent.  We have to agree to start this war the legal way, and that means the council has to issue the order.”


“Well, I’ll give you points for following the articles, babes,” Dahnai said.  “But you did miss a golden opportunity.”


“Better to miss the opportunity than see the Confederation fall apart because some felt that we flouted the agreement we signed,” Zaa stated simply.  “We have to maintain our unity in the face of what is coming, and we felt it best to not risk that unity when the threat of the Consortium looms over us all.”


“I can see what you’re saying, and it sounds like a good idea,” Kreel nodded.  “Gotta keep the cats herded, as the Terrans say.”


“I do have to say, those ships are huge,” Krirara said, looking at the hologram.


“I know, they look pretty intimidating,” Dahnai agreed.  “I bet they’re even bigger than they look, since we can only get a sense of scale compared to the little ships.   And I’ll bet those ships aren’t that small.”


“They are not,” Zaa agreed.  “This ship here, it is the size of Arctus’ moon, Trethis,” she added, pointing at one of the massive spherical super-ships, like giant death balls.  It really did remind Jason of the Death Star from the Star Wars movies, just without that indentation that held the planet-killer weapon.  He supposed that a spherical design was the easiest to build for something that huge, but not all of their giant ships were spheres.  Some were ovoid, some were elliptical, one looked like a massive flying cigar, and one looked like a massive cube, almost like a Borg ship from Star Trek.  They didn’t use complex designs for those giant ships, much unlike their smaller ships, which looked like actual ships.  But the larger it was, the more spherical it was, and the largest of them were all spherical  “The largest one is at the back of the formation, and it is the size of the Terran moon.”

“Grimji’s whiskers,” Kreel breathed.  “That’s the size of a small planet.”


“Yes.  The sheer size of those ships will make them difficult to destroy, but we can do it.  Lorna’s war plans are quite thorough.”


“Can you imagine the size of the jump engines on that thing?” Dahnai mused.  “Can you imagine building jump engines that big?  I’d faint just looking at the bill for the housing!”


“When one has half a galaxy’s resources, one can build things that most others cannot,” Zaa replied.


“Amen.  You don’t want to know what it cost us to build the Tianne.  I think Kumi’s still mad at me,” Jason grunted, which made Dahnai laugh.


“I’ve got quite a few nasty messages from my economic advisors over fleet costs,” she agreed.


“Well, I think we’ve talked enough shop,” Kreel said, looking towards the window.  “It’s way too nice a day to sit in here and doom and gloom, not when there’s a beach right over there.”


“I think I’m going to agree with you, Kreel,” Dahnai chuckled.  “There’s really not much more we can talk about until tomorrow anyway.”


Zaa did relent, and most of them moved from his office to the beach, to rest and relax before the summit tomorrow.  The first part of it wouldn’t be that bad, since it was the practical part of the summit.  They’d meet briefly in the morning at the complex, then they rulers would be taken out to see the diffusers in action in a demonstration outside Kosigi.  Myleena was taking a break from Project F to do the presentation, to explain the basics of the diffuser unit and let them see it operate, then they’d reconvene in Kosigi itself for a short briefing from Dellin.  Then they’d be done, making the first day a relatively short and easy day.  The second and third day were the ones he was dreading, for that would be two full days of conferences and discussion.  They were going to go ahead and clear the books of everything that was going to be done at the next summit on Terra while they were here, doing those things that could only be done face to face…and at least that meant there would be no summit on Terra next month.  There would be no need for one.  That all but made it worth it.

But for the moment, he had much more important things on his mind, namely Dahnai’s enticingly naked butt as she knelt in the sand and helped Rann and Shya build a sand castle. Dahnai spent as much time with Shya as she could almost every time she visited his house, or had them come to the summer palace, reminding her that her mother did in fact love her very much.  That was a fact that Shya more than understood—she understood how hard it was for Dahnai to let her move to Karis, for a parent to let go of one of their young children like that—and she thoroughly enjoyed the time she got to spend with her.  Kreel and Krirara were playing beach volleyball of all things, paired up and facing off against Sheleese and Ilia.  There were quite a few kids running around since there was no school today, and a line of hoverstrollers attended by mothers, babysitters, and nannies sat up on the big deck where they had the picnic tables for strip parties, further watched over by the Imperial Guard, both Aya’s girls and Dahnai’s detachment since Kaen was among them.  The girls were bringing their infants out for some sun and fresh air, which was entirely safe since none of them could sunburn, and it was well within the babies’ tolerance for heat today.  Jason had been up there for a while, fawning over the new twins and Terry and helping Seido give them their lunch bottles, but she’d chased him away and told him to go relax a little while when the infants were more interested in sleep than they were in cuddles.

He couldn’t help it if he wanted to be around his newborns.


With Kaen here, it meant that Saelle and Evin were also here with their own baby Laeri, and Saelle was in the lounger beside his, chatting with him over communion while Evin sat with Miyai and Raisha not far from where Dahnai was, teaching the toddlers the basics of building sand shapes.


[I’m shocked you’re not up there with Laeri,] Jason teased.


[She’s in good hands at the moment, and besides, she’s asleep right now,] she answered lightly.  [I’m keeping tabs on her.]

[That poor girl will never know a moment’s privacy with you around.]


Saelle grinned at him.  [It’s how I keep my sanity,] she replied.  Saelle was a woman of remarkable talents, and one of them was that she seemed to have a knack for being able to decipher the usually indecipherable jumble of raw, primal impulses of an infant’s mind to figure out exactly what they wanted.  Infants had open minds, but their thoughts made no sense to the vast majority of telepaths because they had no basis of rational thought unless their need was a powerful one.  A telepath could tell when an infant was hungry, or sleepy, or afraid, but had trouble figuring out exactly what was making them uncomfortable or giving them pain, since the infant’s mind lacked the cognitive ability to think beyond impulse and instinct.  If an infant was laying on something that was causing them pain, they didn’t think I’m laying on something hurting me, or even my back hurts, it was nothing but I hurt I hurt I hurt I hurt.  It was eerily similar to animals.  Most telepaths could get a very general sense of the mind of an animal, but its thoughts made no sense to them.  There were some telepaths capable of communicating with animals, but they were pretty rare.  As babies grew, matured, started to develop language skills and the ability to think abstractly, their thoughts became more discernable to telepaths, because their minds began to develop cognitive structure.  Saelle was one of those rare telepaths able to “get more” out of the mind of an infant, able to pick through their instinctive impulses and get more nuance out of them.  [Why are you laying here instead of playing with your daughter?]

[That’s not a bad idea,] he decided, getting up and going over to Raisha and Miyai.  He knelt down beside Raisha, who gave him a bright smile and hugged his side.  Raisha was aware of her unique situation, that Evin wasn’t her real father and Jason was, but like most Faey children in her position, it didn’t make her love Jason any less than Evin.  And Raisha was just a little doll.  She and Miyai both were absolutely adorable, but it was Raisha’s jet black hair that got most people’s attention.  Saelle wouldn’t let her cut it, and as a result it was already halfway down her back, where Miyai’s white hair was cut very short, in a pixie style, which was common enough for toddler girls in Faey society.  Faey encouraged their girls to be very active, to be rough and tumble, and long hair could get snagged on things while they were still learning the basics of motor control and gracefulness.  Saelle solved that problem for Raisha by keeping her hair in a tail most of the time, but today it was unbound and spread over her shoulders and back like a dark fan, with a large lock of it over the front of her shoulder and dangling down her torso.


“And what are you two angels up to?” Jason asked as he put his hand on Raisha’s shoulder.


“Makin’ castles,” Miyai answered.


“Learning how to make castles,” Evin chuckled with a warm smile at her.  “Then we’re going to go play in the surf.”

“Are you having fun?”

“The sand won’t stay together,” Raisha complained after letting him go and picking up a small bucket.


“It needs to be a little wetter, then,” he said, motioning and using his telekinetic gifts.  The toddlers watched in interest as a globe of water was pulled up out of the ocean and drifted over their heads, then the globe all but shattered and sprayed all of them with warm, salty water.  That made both the girls squeal in laughter and Evin flinch, then he too laughed as he wiped water off his face.

“Warn a guy first, Jason,” he complained with a smile.


“Life on the strip is about the unexpected, Evin.  Get used to it,” he grinned in reply.


“Stop showing off, Dad,” Rann challenged from the other sand castle.


“Showing off would have been tossing your butt a hundred shakra offshore,” he retorted lightly.


“Do it again, Daddy Jason, do it again!” Raisha pleaded, nudging his leg with her small hands.


For a good hour, Jason spent his time in the best way possible, in his opinion, building sand castles and then playing in the crashing waves with his daughter and goddaughter, getting to spend some good quality time with them.  An hour where nobody bothered him—outside of Kreel making a nuisance of himself—and given it was the eve of the summit, Jason was honestly astounded that he hadn’t been interrupted.  He even managed to get through dinner with his closest friends among the council without any issues.  But, then, reality finally intruded into his afternoon.  He spent most of the afternoon and evening over at the complex, putting out any number of small fires that invariably arose when kings, emperors, and galactic rulers were served drinks without exactly three ice cubes in it.  He didn’t get back home until after sunset, and that time was spent catching up on his work, including the latest status report that Myleena dropped off for him about the translight drives.  Since he knew engineering, she always included the technical details of what they were doing, what they’d tried, their current theories and experimental projects to try to solve the power problem.  And he always studied those specs to see if he could help in any way possible, something that Myleena tolerated with patronizing magnanimity.

Today’s report was a bit more cynical and negative than Myleena’s usual reports, but Jason could understand that.  They’d been stumped on this problem for over a year, and Myleena wasn’t used to being confronted by a problem she couldn’t solve.  He read through all the experiments they’d done over the last couple of takirs, trying to find some modulation in the power stream that would prevent the translight unit from feeding back into it.  They’d analyzed the feedback and felt that some kind of harmonic phase matching unit would do the job, but so far they’d had no luck.


At the bottom of the report, along with the specs for the phase matching unit they’d built, Myleena had added a little blurb, you’re good at harmonic frequency-based tech, you fix this.


It was the first time she’d ever asked for his help, even if it was little more than a sign of her growing frustration.  But, Jason felt that itch to make himself useful, something he often felt he was not sitting in a gilded chair and signing forms all day, so he settled into his workshop in the sub-basement with all the technical data and started studying what was new since the last time he’d looked at Project F’s work.


Sure, it was arrogance that he thought he might be able to help the best experts in their fields and a CBIM, but it gave him something constructive to do.


He was down there for so long that they came looking for him.  Jyslin wandered down—his workshop had security that only allowed Jyslin inside, not even the guards were allowed in this room—and leaned over his shoulder as he sat at his desk, studying the tech specs of their harmonic phase match unit.  Hey love, it’s nearly 29:00.  You do have something fairly important to do tomorrow, she sent playfully.


Why do you think I’m down here, I’m trying to invent something that lets me travel forward in time to avoid the summit, he answered, which made her laugh softly and lean down, hugging him.


My poor baby.  Wanna trade? she offered.  I’ll sit at a desk and play games in my interface while others talk, and you run the Paladins.


No thank you, Jason snorted audibly.


What are you doing, anyway?


Looking over the latest report from Project F, he answered.  Myli’s really getting frustrated.  She even asked me for help.


That’s desperation, not frustration, she teased, patting his belly teasingly.  Exactly what’s got them stumped?  I haven’t really paid much attention.

It’s the same problem, the translight stage of the drive feeds back a fatal quantum anomaly into the power system when it activates when the engine’s in hyperspace, which tends to make the conduit explode.  They’ve tried all kinds of things to get around it, but nothing works.


That’s what this is? she asked, pointing at the hologram of the harmonic phase unit.


It’s their latest attempt, it’s supposed to be a filter of sorts that blocks the translight stage from feeding back into the power system, but it doesn’t work


So, the translight stage makes the plasma conduit explode?


Yup.


Then it sounds like we need better plasma conduit, she sent cheekily.  She laughed when he reached back and slapped her on the hip and butt very gently, then she kissed him on the cheek.  I’m going to go get ready for bed, love.  Don’t leave me up there alone for long.

Jason glanced at her as she padded back out, admiring her naked butt, but then went back to studying the unit…but her words stuck with him.  He went back and researched all their work so far, and he found that none of them, not even Cybi, had studied indepth why the anomaly was making the conduit fail.  They had technical reports about it, about how the anomaly was disrupting the molecular bonds in the silicon that formed the conduit and causing it to decay, and that allowed the metaphased plasma inside it to explode violently when it lost containment, which was the other half of what the anomaly was doing.  It was disrupting the integrity of the conduit while making the plasma unstable enough to react explosively with the silicon conduit.  But they hadn’t extensively studied the root cause.


It had to have a cause.  When plasma flowed through silicon conduit, it had an effect known as the tempering effect, which caused the silicon conduit to harden beyond its norms.  It was a basic part of plasma physics, the fact that an energized conduit was harder and more resilient than normal, due to the effect the plasma had on the silicon’s molecular structure, energetically reinforcing its molecular bonds and making them harder to break.  It wasn’t a dramatic increase, it didn’t turn the silicon into something as hard as carbidium or Adamantium, but it did make it markedly harder to break or bend while energized, and was one of the reasons why silicon was used for conduit over something like titanium.  The anomaly seemed to be acting opposite the tempering effect, either canceling it or causing it to work in reverse, making the plasma weaken the molecular bonds of the conduit instead of strengthen it.

He was up most of the night studying and researching the basic theories of the tempering effect, trying to understand it so he could understand why the quantum anomaly was working against it.  He read that the effect wasn’t limited to just silicon, that several crystalline minerals and metals were also tempered by flowing plasma, but pure silicon had the strongest tempering.  That made it a very cheap, replicatable material to use to make conduit that also made it very resilient.  Carbon atoms in either an interwoven nanotube structure or tetrahedral crystal structure—pure diamond—would be viable options with natural strength combining with the tempering effect to product equally sturdy conduit, but it was not easy to replicate carbon in either form, and it was also extremely difficult to cleanly unanneal and anneal either due to the way the atoms bonded with each other. It was far easier and cheaper to use silicon, since it naturally formed a much more annealer-friendly planar crystalline structure, and that made it ideal for conduit.

He stayed up so long that he was groggy the next morning when Seido woke him up.  He dressed in his formal robes with his mind still on the research he’d done the night before, and he wasn’t much of a conversationalist for the other rulers when they all met in the Hall of Peace, but only long enough to board transports to take them up to Kosigi, quite a procession of luxury skimmers surrounded by Wolf fighters, frigates, and combat corvettes.  He didn’t pay the demonstration much mind, as Myleena explained the basics of how a diffuser operated via hologram from the engineering deck of the cruiser Aravalo, then the rulers got to see the diffuser do its job, when the heavy cruiser Jefferson fired a heavy salvo of Torsion bolts at the cruiser.  The searing red lines dimmed the instant they hit the diffusion effect, then petered out some 30 shakra from the outer hull of the cruiser.  She then had the heavy cruiser use its shockwave generator in close proximity to the cruiser, and the red distortion effect of the generator, its visible effect, also dimmed out and then vanished the closer it got to the cruiser’s hull.  He barely paid any attention at all through the demonstration, and even less attention during the briefing Dellin conducted…after all, he already knew everything Dellin was reporting to the rest of the council.  And as soon as the day’s meetings were over, he rushed right back home and straight to his workshop, not even changing out of his formal robes, and continued his research.

By sunset, he’d thoroughly researched the topic, and felt he had sufficient understanding of the tempering effect to understand what was going on from that angle when the translight drive fed back into the power system.  The quantum anomaly was canceling the tempering effect instead of overwhelming it, and from the exhaustive study Myleena had done, it was introducing a fatal molecular decay into the silicon, disrupting its molecular bonds.  He ran a few sims of possible replacement conduit materials to see if there was any other material they might be able to use, some material that would have the physical durability to carry double-metaphased plasma without molecular decay and would still physically fit, be the same size as silicon conduit.


And nothing even came close.  They used silicon for a reason, after all, and no doubt Myleena had already done what he’d done, quite a while ago.  She had investigated alternatives, and looking for a new conduit material was most likely one of them.  Myleena was very thorough.


So, if silicon was the only answer, then perhaps the trick here would be to find some way to super-charge the tempering effect so it overcame the quantum anomaly.


There had been some research into the subject, quite a bit of it, and Jason spent most of the evening looking through the many studies on the tempering effect and the theories and practical experiments to increase or enhance it.  Checking the Academy also brought him some extra-Confederation work on the subject, mainly from the Ruu, one of the non-classified research topics they’d uploaded to the Academy mainframe.  One Ruu, Scientist XVZ, had tried to make armor out of silicon using the tempering effect, something he called Interphasic Powered Armor.  He’d—no wait, it was a female, so she’d—managed to significantly increase the tempering effect, and the result was a paper-thin sheet of silicon that was as hard as titanium so long as power was applied to it.  That didn’t really make it all that useful as practical armor, but it did increase the tempering effect by nearly 1,850%.  That made the silicon have the same hardness as low-grade carbidium, and that was pretty decent for what was effectively a piece of glass.

Jason plugged in Scientist XVZ’s interphased plasma waveform into his sims for the conduit experiment he was running, and noticed that the conduit increased its tempering effect by 437%...but that wasn’t enough to make it stand up to the quantum decay. It did slow down the catastrophic failure timeline of the conduit by nearly 14 seconds, though.  That was progress.


It was too bad that silicon only had one phased state.  If it was multiphasic, the quantum effect of the anomaly would be countered much more by the tempering effect if it was harmonized—


It was like lights popping in his skull.


What if he used this interphasic tempering augment on multiphasic material, and tuned the interphasic waveform to create a harmonic based on the natural atomic frequency of silicon?  It wasn’t that hard to multiphase elemental matter, depending on its chemical makeup.  Silicon was one of those elements that could be multiphased without much real effort, turning it from a single phase material to a multiphased material.  In a way, that was one of the effects the tempering effect had on silicon, turned its interior into a multiphased material that prevented metaphased plasma from escaping from it.  After all, if it didn’t have that effect, the silicon conduit would only contain the plasma that matched its phased state.  But what Jason was looking at was multiphasing the entire conduit, which would amplify the tempering effect created by the harmonic interphasic waveform.  Each phased state of the silicon would reinforce every other phased state due to the interphasic reinforcement, creating a whole greater than the sum of its parts, and the interphased waveform would couple all phased states back into the ground state, turning the mutiphasic material into an unphased material when it came to anything that was not itself multiphased.  It would exist as both a phased and unphased material at the same time, which would contain the metaphased plasma while also preventing multiphasic bleed into the unphased anchors and connectors that connected it to the exchanger and the engine housing.

That was the big difference between multiphasic and interphasic.  Multiphasic matter and energy existed in multiple phased states simultaneously, but interphasic material and energy existed in one phased state that could interact with any other phased state, even if it was interacting with different phased states at the same time.  Terynium was an excellent example of interphasic matter, as it existed as a real object that could interact with any object or energy, even if it was a in state of quantum phase.  Interphasing a multiphasic material, if done correctly, created a cascading harmonic effect where all quantum states of a multiphased material were connected by the interphasic effect, both existing in all phases and only one phase at the same time, focusing all potential energy of a multiphased material into a single phased state that yielded a harmonic energy output greater than the derived sum of the individual phases that made it up, yet that single phased state existed as if it were in all quantum phases simultaneously.  It was effectively taking the most basic of math problems, 1+1, and making it equal 3, but it equalled 2 in every other case except when it equalled 3.

It was one of those cute little paradoxes in quantum physics that made most physicists alcoholics.

By interphasing a multiphased silicon conduit at a composite harmonic frequency matching silicon’s atomic frequency, it would theoretically supercharge the tempering effect to such a degree that it would overcome the quantum decay caused by the engines.  Each phase of the silicon would be focused into an interphased singular phase that would interact with each discrete quantum state as if it only existed in that state, yet would also exist coupled to the ground state, the state of “reality” expressed in multiphasic quantum mechanic equations as state zero, or the unmodified quantum constant.  And each discrete quantum phase would be harmonically synchronized to the ground state, which would produce a composite energy output greater than the sums of the discrete phases.  That should counter the quantum effect that was causing the flowing plasma to decay the conduit, and should temper the conduit into something with the same hardness factor as carbidium to boot.

He sat up in his chair and changed the parameters of his simulation, changing the silicon into a multiphasic material and then altering the interphasic waveform composite frequency to a compound harmonic based on the molecular frequency of silicon, then ran it again.


The conduit maintained its integrity.  In fact, it was at 483% of its normal temperance factor even while the translight drive was feeding back into it.  The multiphasic silicon was not as affected by the quantum anomaly as single phase silicon was, and the interphasic tempering effect was canceling out the effect that it had.  That was the answer, multiphasing the silicon and reinforcing it with an external harmonic interphasic field.  That gave the silicon the integrity to stand up to the quantum decay anomaly.


At least in computer simulations.  There was only one way to find out if it worked in reality, and that was to test it.


He sat back and stared at the simulation results, almost disbelieving, then he jumped out of his chair and almost ran upstairs.  He went straight to the top floor and to his bedroom, and he literally threw half a drawer’s worth of clothes on the floor hunting for a pair of jeans.  Jyslin wandered in holding Julia in her arms.  It’s about time you came out of the basement.  What are you doing? she asked, giving him a curious look.

I’ll explain later, he replied hurriedly, almost scattered, trying to focus on the task of getting out of his formal robes even as he ordered the automated factory at the Shimmer Dome to build him a piece of custom equipment, warned Aya he needed to go to Skeyai Island, activated his skimmer and had it begin preflight, and warned the Marines over on the island he was coming over and would be entering the research facility.  She watched as he nearly tore his formal robes struggling out of them, then putting on a pair of jeans and a tee shirt and sliding his feet into a pair of Terran canvas dock shoes.

My, it must be pretty important.


Sorta.  No offense love, but don’t break my line of thought right now, he told her.  If I lose this, it may take me weeks to figure it out again.


You should back it up directly to your gestalt.


Good idea, he nodded, and dumped most of his current organic short-term memory into his gestalt’s memory, backing everything up.  Done, and thanks for the assist, love, he said as he stood up.  Aya, I’m leaving!  And no, you can’t come, I’m going to Skeyai Island!


The guards will sit on the landing pad while you’re inside, she answered.  With the other rulers on the island, you go nowhere without escort, Jason.  They’ll meet you at your skimmer when you’re ready to go.


Then get them out there, I’m leaving right now, he answered.


Shen and Ryn got into the skimmer with him, and Dera and Suri were lifting up into the two Wolf fighters on the pad as he closed the hatch.  Where are we going, Jason? Shen asked.

The Shimmer dome first, then Project F, he answered.


I thought they were taking the summit off.


They are, I’m testing something Myli sent me, and the equipment is there.


Oh.  Alright, she nodded.  Engines are online, we’re ready to take off.


We’re leaving, girls, Jason sent.  Ready?


We’re ready to go, Jason, Dera answered.


After a brief stop at the Shimmer Dome to pick up the piece of equipment he ordered, a relatively simple interphasic waveform generator, something the automated factory attached to 3D could build in about 20 minutes, he was on the way to Skeyai Island.  He continued to work on the simulation in his gestalt as Shen flew, having downloaded all of it into his gestalt and nearly taking up all its memory, and sim after sim produced consistent results.  The external reinforcement by an interphased plasma waveform meant to incite the multiphased silicon into an augmented tempered state kept the conduit in one piece, and that allowed sufficient power to flow through the conduit to keep the translight stage of the drive in operation.  He was about 70 kathra from the island when he got a rather terse commune from Myleena.  [They just told me that you’re heading to the facility.  What for?] she demanded.  [Not even you can just walk in there without my authorization, babes.  That’s my project.]


[I’m doing what you told me to do, Myli,] he replied, a bit smugly.


[And what did I tell you to do?]


[Fix it myself,] he declared.  [If this works, I’ll call you to the warehouse so you can doublecheck my work and my math.]


[If what works?]


[If it works, you’ll find out.  If it doesn’t, you’ll read the failure report, maybe it’ll help you guys out,] he replied.

[Bull shit. I’m on the way over right now.  I don’t want you fucking with anything over there.]


He had a head start on her.  The Marines standing guard on the island helped him cart his piece of equipment to the warehouse, but they couldn’t follow him inside.  He carted it in on a hoverplatform and went over to what he was after, and that was the experimental unit they’d built holding a frigate-sized engine and power system that was something of a practical simulation.  They simulated the actual effects of the drive’s operation on external equipment without actually sending the warehouse into hyperspace, it was the controlled experimental unit they used to test theories without having to go do it on the Trailblazer.  He had his interphasic unit halfway installed by the time Myleena arrived, storming into the warehouse wearing nothing but a pair of shorts.  Alright, what the fuck are you doing? she demanded.


Testing a possible fix, he answered.  You told me to use what I know about multiphasic harmonic frequency-based tech, and that’s exactly what I did.


What, seriously?  You think you fixed it?


I have something that might work, something based on some Ruu scientific research I found in the Academy mainframe, he answered.  Even if it doesn’t work, it might help your team by giving them a new direction to try.

Well, what does it do?


It reinforces the conduit to make it stand up to the quantum decay caused by the anomaly, he replied.  It doesn’t stop the anomaly, it just shores up the conduit so it can stand up to it.  It’s not a perfect fix since the anomaly is still there, but at least with this fix, we might be able to get the drives to actually work long enough to study them in operation, and maybe fix the problem permanently down the line.

She looked wildly curious as she reached him in the experiment area.  What research?


Some Ruu tried to build armor based on the tempering effect, he replied.


I’ve seen like fifty different studies on that, she answered dismissively as she helped him bolt his unit down.  None of them can produce a tempering effect strong enough to make silicon any stronger than titanium.

Well, this Ruu managed to come up with a process that produced silicon almost as strong as low-grade carbidium, he answered.  By combining her research with multiphasing the molecular structure of the entire conduit and introducing a harmonic interphased waveform based on the molecular frequency of silicon, it produces a hybrid tempering effect strong enough for the conduit to maintain its integrity while the drive’s operating…at least in sims.  We’ll test it out on this unit, and if it pans out, we can try it on the Trailblazer.

She gave him a long look, then nodded.  Good plan, she agreed.  And you have the specs?  I’m curious.


It’s all in my gestalt.  I’ll dump it to the mainframe here, I doubt your gestalt has the storage to hold it all. He did so, dropping all his research into the Project F mainframe, and the two of them hooked up his device to the 12 shakra long conduit running from the exchanger to the dummy drive unit, which required wrapping it in a sleeve that would multiphase the conduit while the emitters set at precise distances from each other would inject the interphased waveform into the silicon’s surface.  Alright, it’s ready to go.  Let’s fire up the drive unit and see what happens…at least after we get behind the blast shield, he added wryly.  They retreated to safety, behind a transparent titanium shield behind a hard shield, then they put on dark visors, since double metaphased plasma was brilliantly bright when exposed to air, like looking at a welding arc

Alright, fire it up, Myleena ordered, and Jason ordered the computer to activate the test unit.

They watched a flat hologram that showed that in the simulation, the translight drive stage of the unit activated, seemed to sputter a little, then became stable.


It was working.


Holy shit! Myleena’s sending rampaged across the island.  It’s fuckin’ working! It’s WORKING!  She grabbed Jason and nearly broke his ribs giving him a crushing hug, then kissed him on the mouth so hard she nearly chipped his front tooth.  Trelle’s garland, your fix is working, babes!  Upload the specs for that unit to Cybi, have her build one for the Trailblazer fucking now!  I’m calling in everyone in Project F right now!  I can’t believe this, it’s working!  IT’S WORKING!!!!! She finished with enough power to give Jason a headache, and no doubt send the guards outside to their knees.

Myleena got loud when she was excited.


Jason completely forgot about the summit, because this was way more important.  Myleena called in the entire project team, Jason did a briefing explaining his idea in detail, making sure to give Scientist XVZ her due as the original source of the interphasic waveform, and then they went over the simulator with a fine tooth comb, studying everything while it was operating, searching for the tiniest hint that the real engine would behave differently from the simulation model.  Some time later, he wasn’t sure how long, they all went up to Kosigi to the ultra-top secret dock holding the experimental ship Trailblazer, and they installed his upgrades to the drive unit and conduit leading to it.


Then came the ultimate test.  Jason was forced off the ship while everyone else on the team stayed on it, and they brought the ship out of its enclosed drydock, a giant box floating in space.  The ship looked like a standard destroyer, so it attracted no real attention outside of the fact that it had just emerged from a top secret dock…but just a moment later, it was just another ship moving around inside Kosigi.  Jason went to the ops center and took over one of the stations, staying in constant contact with Myleena while all five CBIMs hovered around his chair.  “Alright, you’re cleared out to jump distance, Myli,” Jason told her himself over BG1.  “Be damn careful, hon.  If you go too far out and the drive fails, you may be looking at a three month wait while we get ships out there to rescue you.”


“That’s why we have a year’s worth of field rations and two food replicators on this thing, Jayce,” she replied, a hologram over her over the console in front of him.  “And it’s why this ship has an automated factory installed as well as enough spare parts for us to rebuild the engine three times over.  Because of that danger.”


“That’s only smart,” Jason nodded as the ship headed for the smaller doors at dock speed.  “You’re about fifty minutes from jump distance.”


“I know.  It’ll be the longest fifty minutes of my life.”


Jason laughed.  “You’ll live, hon,” he told her as the ship entered the tunnel to get outside.  “Though, you could go mode one and get to jump distance in a matter of seconds.”

“As tempting as that sounds, let’s use the drive in sublight mode so we can study the engine output and see if we see anything out of the ordinary.  That’ll give us a good baseline for the actual test.”


“You’re the one in charge here, hon.”


“Fuckin’ right I am,” she declared, which made him chuckle. 


The team had lots to do while they got out to jump distance, which was nearly twice as far out as a standard Karinne ship; they were taking absolutely no chances, and that included taking the ship so far out that it was well beyond the planet’s gravity well.  Jason studied the telemetry of the ship’s engines while it was operating, running on its translight drive in sublight mode, which was actually far more efficient from a power consumption point of view than running on its translation gravometric engines.  Translation engines were power hogs, and no amount of tinkering from Myleena had made them any less so.  The translight engines in sublight mode weren’t nearly as fast or maneuverable as the gravometric engines, so they wouldn’t be used in combat situations, but for something like cruising out to get to jump distance, it was more efficient to use the translight drive.


But that was the slow way.  By using the translight drive in FTL mode, translight mode in normal space, she could have gotten the ship out to her planned jump distance in 3.2 seconds.  Myleena had coined translight FTL mode in normal space mode one and FTL in hyperspace mode three  Running under standard hyperspace jump engines without FTL was mode two, and operating under standard gravometric translation engines was mode zero, or base mode that served as the reference point for all other modes

“And now the moment of truth,” Cybi said soberly, putting her hand on Jason’s shoulder.


“Just about,” Jason agreed.  “Alright, Myli, you have clearance to jump.  Make it very short.”


“We’re going for a ten second jump in mode three,” she told him. 

“That’s a nine day trip to come get you,” he warned.


“We know,” she winked.  “But if anyone’s gonna risk a takir-long forced vacation while waiting for rescue, it’s us, Jayce.  We built it, we take the risk,” she declared.  “Emia, all stop.  Everyone prepare for jump!” she barked.  “Report jump readiness directly to the conn!”

Jason listened as every observation post, watching every aspect of the ship’s drives, reported that they were ready, and Myleena took in a deep breath and exhaled.  “Alright, Emia, set final coordinates, lock them in, then give us a countdown of ten seconds.  Jump on countdown zero,” she ordered.


“Aye, Myli.  Jump solution is plotted and locked.  Secondary nav computer agrees, the solution is green.  The solution is green,” she said, and the camera panned over to the Shio, showing her from behind at the navigation station.  “Translight drive is showing green across the board.  Power curve is nominal.  We are prepared to jump, Myli.”


“Begin countdown,” Myleena ordered.


“Jump engines are in jump mode, translight drive is on standby.  Ten.  Nine.  Eight,” she began to count, and Jason’s eyes locked on the engine telemetry being fed to his station from the Trailblazer, and everything looked like it was supposed to.  “Two.  One.  Jump!”


Jason watched from another camera as the Trailblazer vanished in a shimmering burst of white light, which was much different from a standard jump engine.  His eyes snapped back to the telemetry, and he saw all the power distribution graphs flickering and shimmering right along the projected output lines behind them. The conduit fix was holding.  It was holding!  The drive was working!  He saw on his map, watched the Trailblazer absolutely rocket away from Karis, like a bullet fired from a gun, exiting the galaxy in under a second and going out into intergalactic space.

Ten seconds later, the ship stopped moving, and it was nearly 12 days away from the edge of the galaxy by standard jump engines.  By doing some quick calculations, he saw that the ship had gone even further than their math suggested that it would.  It was even faster in practice than it was in theory!  He redid all the math they had on it and saw that the ship could cross the entire galaxy in about 21 seconds, and with this new mathematical formula, it could cross over to Andromeda in about 51 days, give or take a few hours…a little under two Terran months, or about a month and a half in Faey measurements.


Holy god.


“Myleena, report,” Cybi called.


“Sec, we’re checking things over,” she replied.  “But we’re here, guys, we’re here!  The drive worked!  Emia, report!”


“The nav computer is recalculating, Myli, we’re not where we’re supposed to be,” she replied.


“Well, where the hell are we then?” she demanded.


“We’re further than our planned jump,” she replied.  “Ummm, getting it now.  We’re 17,530 light years past our planned arrival point.  The engines are even faster than we thought they were, Myli.  We overshot our projected arrival point.”


“What?  Trelle’s holy nipples, that’s amazing!” she blurted.  “I’m glad we aimed it out here, we might have jumped back into normal space inside a star or something if we’d gone inter-galactic!” she laughed.


“You’d better not try jumping back into the galaxy in mode three, Myli,” Jason warned.  “In fact, you’d better jump sorta close and then come back in under mode two.”


“Amen to that, babes, we can’t rely on pinpoint nav until we have all this figured out,” she agreed, looking at him through the hologram and nodding.  “Emia, start building an algorithm for the ship’s nav to run in mode three.  Mallik, where’s that status report!  Let’s take the engines offline and go over them!”

“Sounds like we’re out of the loop until you finish,” Jason told her.  “We’ll be on standby until you finish the inspection, hon.  Call in when you have something to report.”


“You got it, babes.  I guess that means you can go to the summit, like you were supposed to,” she grinned.


“Fuck no, I’m not leaving this console until you’re safely back in Kosigi.  They’re not talking about anything I care about anyway.”


“I’m sitting in for him,” Cyra said.  “They’re a bit concerned about him not being there, because I told them that he’s dealing with an emergency.  They theorize it must truly be a big emergency for him to not show up to the summit he’s hosting.  Only Dahnai really suspects it’s anything but what I say it is.”

“That sounds like a great excuse to use for every summit,” Jason mused, and Myleena laughed when Cybi lightly slapped him on the back of the head, making him flinch forward.


It took the team three hours to inspect the engines, and when they were done, they executed six different jumps in translight mode, mainly to calibrate the nav computer to the new algorithm.  Each jump got the computer closer and closer to landing them on the right spot, and on the sixth jump, they landed exactly where the computer aimed them.  But that was still not enough to take risks, so Myleena jumped them close to the edge of the galaxy and then tested the standard jump engines by undertaking an hour long jump back to Karis.  Jason stayed right in the ops center almost all the time, and left only to get on a zip ship and race out to the Trailblazer as it pulled into the drydock.  He entered the bay even as the ship was being locked down by the dock’s clamps, completely immobilizing it, and all but ran down to engineering, where everyone else was.  “Alright, let’s get the drive taken apart and do the internal inspection!” Myleena shouted from the control console.  “Get the microscopes in here!  We’re stripping it all the way down, people, so don’t lose any parts!”

[Cybi, I think we can clue in at least one person.  If the summit’s in recess, get Zaa up here.  She needs to see this.]


[It’s still in session, Jason, and they’re staying an extra day to finish up some loose ends,] Cybi answered.  [I’ll inform the Denmother to come to Kosigi immediately after the conference ends.  She’s wearing a memory band.]


[Good.] Alright, cousin, where can I help out the most? he asked Myleena.


You can help with the jump drive stage, you’re familiar with it, she answered.  We’re completely dismantling the drive, all the way down to the boards, babes.  Complete disassembly and inspection, then we put it back together.


Got it.  I’ll  go grab some tools.

About four hours later, Zaa arrived, alone.  She walked into engineering to see the 57 members of Project F moving through an engineering section that had pieces and parts laying all over the place, even laid out on the floor, and they were meticulously inspecting every single piece, even spacers in the drive housing.  “And what is this important news, cousin?  So important that you have failed to show up at your own summit?” she asked.


“This is the guts of the translight drive, Denmother,” Jason told her from where he was inspecting a biogenic board at a work station.  “About nine hours ago, we executed our first successful test jump.”


Her eyes widened.  “Truly?  You got it working?”


“We got it working, Denmother,” Myleena said with a bright, almost ear-swallowing grin.  “We jumped it a total of eight times, and now we’re inspecting the drive unit piece by piece to ensure there was no hidden damage in the test.  Once we have it reassembled, we’ll conduct our first long distance jump to test the drive’s ability to operate over time.”


“That is—that is outstanding news!” she said with an explosive sigh.


“So, you think this was important enough for me to blow off the council meeting?” Jason asked lightly, which made Zaa chuckle.


“I dare say, at least for you, cousin,” she replied.  “Do you have a timetable to putting them in production yet?”


“Not yet, Denmother, we haven’t even really started our testing,” Myleena answered.  “But we took a big step today.  A really, really big step.”


Zaa agreed with a nod.


“Babes, it’s time to pull 3D into this,” Myleena said.  “We have a second engine built, one we built for a heavy cruiser, and your fix means we don’t have to change the design.  I want them to install it, that way if this ship fails that ship can come get us.  We also need to test engines built for different ship sizes, as well as the ability of a ship to tow something external in translight mode.  You need to talk to Dellin and see if there’s a ship out there that only needs to have the engine installed and then commandeer it, then have 3D install the second drive in it.”

“The engines are installed while the ship’s still being built, when it’s easy to get the pieces in there,” Jason told her.  “But I know for a fact there’s over a dozen finished heavy cruisers just sitting in reserve.  We can steal one of them, and 3D and Naval Engineering will just remove the old drive and install the new one.  It should take them about eight or nine days.  They’ll have to do some jerry-rigging to get the engines in there.”


“Cybi has an installation procedure worked up, they just have to follow it,” Myleena told him.  “It tells them step by step what they have to move to get the engines in, where to move it to, and how to rearrange engineering to make everything work.”


“Well, that’ll make it easier,” Jason chuckled.  “And I’ll oversee that project, that way I’m right there to see how it’s done.”


“Works for me, gets you out of my hair,” Myleena grinned.


“I will summon our best engineers from our navy to assist, so they might understand the procedure.  It will help when it comes time to install these drives on Kimdori ships,” Zaa stated.


“They have the clearance,” Jason nodded.  “I’ll get things started.  Cybi, get 3D and the top echelon of Naval Engineering with sufficient clearance assembled in the main conference room up here in Kosigi, like now,” he ordered as he put down his tool.  “Denmother, get those engineers to Kosigi, I’ll give everyone a briefing on what we’re doing when they get here.”


“They will be on their way in moments,” Zaa declared, touching her memory band, no doubt issuing the order.


“Where’s the engine at, Myli?  I’ll have it brought up here,” Jason said.


“It’s in the storage facility on the island,” she answered.  “It takes up nearly the whole damn building.”


Jason laughed.  “Ship engines are big, silly,” he told her.  “I’ll have a freighter go down and get it.  Just do me a favor and tell the guards down there they’re allowed to take it.  I don’t want them shooting at the freighter.”


“No sweat, I’ll commune that down right now.”


Two hours later, Jason walked into a large conference room holding the entirety of 3D not working on Project F, three dozen of the top engineers in Naval Engineering, and about thirty Kimdori, so many people that about ten of them had to stand along the walls.  “Good evening, guys,” he called as he came in.  “It’s about time you got up here.”


“What’s going on, Jayce?” Tom asked.


“It’s time for you to be brought into Project F,” he declared, which caused some big grins to bloom across the room, at least among 3D.  The Naval Engineering people hadn’t even heard of Project F, so they looked more curious than enthusiastic.  “This takes precedence even over finishing the diffuser fixes.  We’ll get back to those once you guys finish this.”

“You mean we get to know what’s going on now?” Jenny called.


“Yes, and when I’m done explaining it, you’ll understand why we’ve kept it a secret,” he answered as Cybi and Cynna manifested their holograms in the conference room.  Jason brought up several holograms showing charts and basic diagrams and explained the translight theory to them, then explained Myleena’s expanded theory about translight operation in hyperspace.  When he finished that, he ended the holograms and looked at them.  “For over a year, we’ve been trying to build a new engine, a translight drive, that utilizes this science.  Earlier today, we had our first successful test,” he declared, which made quite a few eyes widen.  “And with the engine finally working, now you’re being brought in to expand our testing.  We’re going to be installing a prototype translight drive into a heavy cruiser, taking the old engine out and putting the new one in.  That’s what all of you are here to do.”

“Hold on, Jayce, just how fast is this thing?  You didn’t specifically say,” Tom called.


“With a translight drive, we could reach Andromeda in fifty-one days,” he answered, which made several people gasp.  “We can cross in a month and a half what it took the Syndicate and Consortium five years.  I think every person in this room can see the tactical advantage that will give us.”


Bo laughed.  “We can take the war to them!”


“Exactly,” Jason answered.  “Locally, it will let KMS ships reach any part of the galaxy within twenty seconds once they’re at jump distance, and the translight drive will run at FTL speed in normal space, so they can get to jump distance in seconds,” he added.  “That’s almost like having a Stargate at every system in the entire galaxy.  We can respond to any attack, anywhere, so quickly that we can catch enemy fleets before they can even organize to cruise to a planet under sublight.  Needless to say, Myli and her team have been busting their asses for over a year on this, and now we’re finally to the point where we can bring you in.  The inventing is done, now we need to do the testing to develop a finalized design, so we can adapt this technology to the KMS and the Kimdori fleet, and do it fast.  And nobody can do it faster than the men and women in this room,” he said proudly.  “You guys represent our best engineers and technical minds, our 3D techs and the best of KMS Naval Engineering and Kimdori Engineering.  We’ll be installing the drive in a KMS heavy cruiser to test the installation procedure the CBIMs worked up, identify any problems our engineers may have doing the install, and once we have the drive installed, we’ll be doing some extensive testing with it along with the prototype destroyer.  Once they pass those tests, we generate a final design for the engine, start building them, and refit the KMS and Kimdori fleets to translight drive technology.”

“Well, what the fuck are we sitting here for?” Jenny shouted as she stood up.  “Let’s get this party started!”  Most of 3D cheered her proclamation, and Jason had to laugh.


“It’s gonna be some long hours, guys.  We need this drive installed fast, so we’ll be banging away at it until we’re done.  And when we do, you guys go right back to what you were doing.”

“That’s like what we do every day, Jayce,” Bo snorted, which caused some laughter.


“Alright then.  Tom, go set up the 3D dock to do the job, and you have blanket authority to get anything you need, just talk to Cynna and she’ll get it to the dock.  Tools, equipment, you name it.  I’ll go talk to Dellin and find a heavy cruiser for us to take.  The rest of you, go get things ready to roll.  Cynna has the data Myli prepared for us ready for you, she’ll brief you once you’re inside the dock.”


“Where’s the engine?” Tom asked.


“In a freighter outside the dock, waiting for us,” he answered.


The install team rushed out of the conference room once he released them, heading for transports Cynna arranged to get them to the dock, and Jason went up to the ops center and tracked down Dellin.  “Jason, Cynna said you were looking for me,” he said in greeting.  “She said you need a ship?’


Jason nodded.  “We need a heavy cruiser to test some prototype equipment we’re installing on it,” he answered.  “I  know there are several waiting to be commissioned.”


“There are fifteen,” he answered.  “Do you have any preference?”


“One that’s finished and operational is all we need,” he answered.


“I can have one towed in right now.”


“Do it,” he nodded.  “Have them tow it to the 3D drydock.”


“It’ll be there in about half an hour.”


“Outstanding,” Jason said.


“This wouldn’t have anything to do with that experiment you were running in the ops center a couple of days ago?” Dellin asked curiously.


“It has everything to do with it,” he answered.  “You’ll find out what it is tomorrow morning, Dellin.  I’ll be briefing the command staff about Project F then, and you’re part of the command staff.”


“I have to say, I’ve been a bit curious about it since then,” he admitted.  “It’s not often you do a 3D experiment in my ops center.”
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It had been a long night, and Jason had barely had any sleep for the last few days, so it was a pretty haggard-looking Jason Karinne that dragged his sleepy posterior into the command center.  All he’d had was a quick cat nap over the night, overseeing them bringing in the heavy cruiser and then going over the procedure Cybi wrote to make sure both he and everyone else understood exactly what they were doing.  And they were doing it at that moment, they’d already cut away some bulkheads and the outer hull of the ship to start carting out the engines piece by piece, which was the only way they were getting those pieces out.  They were too big to remove any other way than to literally cut away the side of the ship, and that meant cutting through the compressed Neutronium carapace hull, Neutronium and Adamantium bulkheads, datalines, pipes, conduits, everything that usually ran between the decks.  They’d bring in the new engines piece by piece through that hole, put the engine together, and reanneal the bulkheads and hull sections they removed and put the jigsaw puzzle back together.  Jason hadn’t shaved in four days or so and was still wearing the same tee and jeans he’d put on to go to Kosigi, so he both looked and smelled the way he felt, and everyone noticed.


The command center held the upper command staff, his cabinet, and a very curious-looking Songa, who had been summoned to the meeting.  It was the first time she’d ever been in the military command center.


“You look terrible, Jayce,” Myri accused.


“I feel it at the moment,” he said, scrubbing a hand down his bearded face.  “I recorded a holo of me apologizing to the council for not being there just a few minutes ago, so I’m sure they’ll believe my story about a big house emergency.”


Juma chuckled.  “You do look like you’ve been dealing with something,” she said.


“That’s why I’m here,” he said as all five CBIMs and Coma manifested holograms into the command center.  “I’m here to brief you on something, something new.  Something game-changing that Myleena’s been working on for quite a while.”


“Project F,” Myri blurted.


“Project F,” Jason nodded.  “We’re expanding those in the loop to the necessary technicians and upper command staff, so you know what’s going on and don’t try to kill me or Myli over any outrageous demands we might make.”


“So, what is Project F, Jayce?” Sioa asked.


“Simply put, Sioa, it’s a new kind of engine, called a translight drive,” he answered, and Cybi put up some holograms over the central table, charts and diagrams depicting the translight theory, as well as some technical drawings of the external casing of the engine drive section.  “This drive operates similar to the Hrathari FTL drives that share the same name, but what makes this one revolutionary is it operates at FTL speeds in hyperspace.  It’s a two stage engine that incorporates both standard KMS hyperspace jump engines and the new translight drive engines, combining them to get a ship into an FTL translight state while in hyperspace, and that makes it go really, really, really fast.  We had our first successful test of the engine a few days ago.  In ten seconds, it traveled nearly 13 days of continuous travel by standard hyperspace jump engine.”


They all just stared at him.


“I’m not kidding.  Using that test as a baseline, we calculated that this engine can go from Karis to any other part of the galaxy, even the far edge, in 19 seconds or less, and it can travel from Karis to the edge of Andromeda in 50 days, 16 hours.  I think I can say with some confidence that this new drive is revolutionary,” he said.


“Just a little,” Juma breathed.  “Seriously?  Nineteen seconds?”


“A little bit over 19, but we rounded down,” he answered.  “Going from one edge of the galaxy to the other, the longest possible distance, it would take the engine a little over 21 seconds.  And since the translight stage of the drive can run at FTL speed in normal space as well, it means that there won’t be long cruises out to get to jump distance.  Pop it into translight FTL mode, get to jump distance in seconds, then jump.  The engine is in prototype stage right now, and we had our first successful test just a few days ago.  We’re installing a second engine on a heavy cruiser for additional test data and to test out refitting a ship instead of installing the engines during construction the way we did on our prototype destroyer.  That’s what this briefing is about,” he told them.  “I want you all to understand what we’re doing so you don’t get pissy if me or Myleena asks you to do something for us, like tie up half the KMS by sending them to some remote system.  We’re going to be testing these engines, and we’ll need the help of the KMS to do it.”

“Can you explain exactly how it works, Jason?” Navii asked.  “At least as much as you can for us non-engineers?”


“Sure, Navii, everyone in this room has clearance.  Just remember that this is beyond top secret.  What I’m about to tell you does not get discussed outside of this room,” he warned.  He then explained the mechanics of how the engine worked for those like the command staff, who had a solid grasp of hyperspace physics but weren’t experts, explaining how the engine worked in two stages to get a ship into hyperspace and then into a translight state for FTL travel while in hyperspace.  “This is something that only the Kimdori and the Ruu could even build,” Jason said when he was done.  “The amount of power it takes to run it requires quantum-linked metaphased minimum, Ruu energy tech, and it takes a hardcore computer to handle the math to keep the drive in FTL mode while in hyperspace.  It took nearly half of the combined processing power of all five CBIMs to solve the initial equations and develop an algorithm that less powerful computers can use to operate the drive,” he told them, which made Dellin whistle.  “I think only us, the Kimdori, the Ruu, and the Moridon could put a computer on a ship capable of governing a translight drive.  No other empire except the Kimdori and the Ruu has both the power generation technology and computer architecture necessary to make this thing work.  And since the others can’t use it, they don’t need to know about it.”


“They’ll find out eventually, Jason,” Navii noted.


“True, but I want them to find out about it on our schedule, not theirs.  So, ladies, gentlemen, that’s where we stand.  We should have the second engine installed in the heavy cruiser in about seven days, and while we’re doing that, Myleena is going to be conducting tests with the prototype destroyer.  She’ll no doubt call in KMS assets to assist in the tests, and also most likely some Kimdori science vessels to gather additional data.  Once we have the second ship up and running, we’ll be doing testing using both of them, to test the operational parameters and capabilities of the engines, and find any design flaws or problems.  This is brand new tech, something none of us have ever used before, so we have to do the whole pod of kaba nuts.  We have to test the engines, define their operational limits, define their optimal operational conditions, determine if the engines adversely affect other ship systems, find out if other ship systems adversely affect the engines, find any weaknesses our crews will have to work around, and so on and so on.  We’re literally writing the specs for these engines with these tests, from top to bottom, so they’re going to be comprehensive and thorough.”


“Now I see why I’m here,” Songa said.  “You’ll need complete medical observation of the crews doing the testing, to ensure the engines don’t pose a health hazard.  For all we know, this FTL translight state might itself be dangerous to the health of the crew if they’re exposed to it for extended periods of time.  Everything will need to be studied to make sure it’s medically safe.”


“Exactly, dear,” Jason nodded.  “So you’ll need to organize it.  Remember, this is top secret, Songa.  Only assign doctors with clearance to work on the project.”


“I’ll have a team assembled for this mission an hour after I get back to the annex,” she declared.  “And I’ll be heading it personally.  We’ll do our best to do our jobs without stepping on the toes of the research team.”

“Does anyone have any questions?” Jason asked.


“Nope.  This answers the only question I’ve had since you told me to set up that account,” Kumi declared.  “Now I know what’s been costing us so much money!”


“I think it was worth it,” Myri chuckled, which earned her quite a few nods of agreement.


“Groundbreaking tech is expensive, Kumi,” Jason told her.  “Very expensive.”

“Are we going to have these engines ready for production in enough time to get them installed while doing the diffuser refits?” Dellin asked.


“I seriously doubt it,” he answered.  “We’re most likely still a good six months away from signing off on this, Dellin.  We have a lot of work to do before we certify it.  It’s not really going to do us any good in the upcoming Syndicate operation, but the engines will be mainstream by the time the Consortium colonizing force arrives.”

“Bunvar, I think we need to talk about you stepping up those factory construction projects,” Trenirk told her.  “We’re going to need those additional factories up and running when these engines get certified.  I bet they’ll be even more complicated to build than jump engines, and that means it’ll take more factory production resources to build them.”


“We’ll work out a schedule, Tren,” she nodded.  “We can get all the infrastructure ready beforehand so when the engines are ready for production, we can start cranking them out.”

“That sounds like a good idea,” Jason nodded.  “But we can’t give you any specs until we’re close to certifying them, in the interests of security.”


“Not a problem.  I’ll just assume that they have twice the number of parts as a standard jump engine and work by that assumption when I start organizing factory space,” Trenirk answered.  “And I’ll dedicate those facilities to engine production, the same way I do now for our jump engines.  They’re too specialized to retool for other work.”


“That’ll work, Tren,” Jason agreed.  “But I can say that since we utilize current jump engine technology in the design, some of the parts are going to be the same.”


“That’ll just let me devote even more resources to the new parts,” he said.  “And if you can get me a list of those identical parts, we can start producing them so we have plenty in stock when it comes time to build the engines.”


“I’ll talk to Myli about sending you a list,” he answered.  “And they won’t go to waste, since we use them in our current engines.”


“Yup.”


“A dumb question, Jason, but will these new engines use the original engines in their design?  Are you just installing the new translight section of the drive and leaving the original jump engines intact?” Navii asked.


“When it comes to the final design, I can’t answer that, Navii, it’ll depend on how Myli does the finalized specs,” he answered.  “It’s entirely possible that she finds a way to do just that, which would save us a ton of time and money doing the refits.  But as far as the engine we’re installing on the heavy cruiser goes, that’s an entirely new engine.  We’re taking out the old engine and replacing it with a new one.”


“You should broach the idea with her,” Navii said.  “If it is in any way possible to simply incorporate a ship’s current engines into the new drive, that is the way it should be done.”


“No promises, but we’ll discuss it,” he nodded.  “Anything else?”  When silence met him, he clapped his hands.  “Alright then.  I’ll head back up to Kosigi and get back to work.  I’ll keep all of you up to speed on things.”


“Jason, dear, perhaps you should go take a shower before you go back to Kosigi?” Songa suggested.


He laughed.  “That’s a pretty good idea.  And maybe a quick change of clothes,” he agreed, plucking at his lubricant-smeared tee shirt.
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It was a very tired but very happy team that watched the heavy cruiser, recently named the KMS Legion, slowly creep out of the 3D dock and out into the open space of Kosigi.  The ship showed no sign that a large piece of its hull had been cut away and then put back—which was not easy, since it was a compressed Neutronium carapace—and looked indistinguishable from any other heavy cruiser.

But it was very different…and that difference was online.


The new engines were up and running, and it was by them that it was moving, the ship creeping out using its gravometric engines and maneuvering pods, with Zora at the helm.  She was the only person on the ship—standard procedure for ships being moved by a pusher pilot—and had several zip ships and flying platforms following her out, filled with the techs that had done the installation.


It had been some long, hard work to get the ship ready.  The 3D team, Naval Engineering, and Kimdori engineers had worked around the clock, some of them working 24 to 26 hours a day, to get the engine installed, and nobody had left the ship.  They’d bunked in the crew quarters, ate food shipped in for them in the mess hall, and all but dropped off the face of Karis for the duration of the project.

Jason didn’t even want to see his inbox…and he knew Chirk was going to murder him when he came back to the office.  But, truth be told, he was much happier to work himself to exhaustion putting in the new engine than he was sitting at a desk and reading reports.


But that was what he’d be going back to doing now that this was done.  Myleena would be taking over the ship, and they’d be doing some pretty thorough testing of it and the destroyer over the next few months, testing every aspect of it to determine the engine’s operational parameters and limits.  Once they thoroughly tested the engine, learned how hard they could push it and how much abuse it could take, they’d certify it, write up the operational specs, and start installing them on their ships.

But they’d be testing more than these two ships.  To fully and completely test the drive design, Myleena had decided that they needed to test every ship class to see if a different sized drive or different sized ships changed the way the drive worked.  This was virgin territory for all of them, so they had to cover every single possible base.  Cybi had already designed engines for the other ship classes, and now Trenirk had factories working to build the prototypes.  They would test the drives in every class ship they had except for the Tianne and the command ships, since they couldn’t afford to take those off the board with the Syndicate coming, and use that data to finalize the design, write the technical specs for each size class the drive, and then put them into production.


And that meant that Jason was again just a spectator watching Myleena play her game.  He’d enjoyed his vacation doing real engineering work, but the Syndicate less than a month away, and the business of war would now take over his time and attention.


And nothing said that more than the fact that when he returned home later today, Aya’s wartime security protocols would be in effect.  That meant armor at all times off the strip and outside of his office, security escorts with him everywhere he went, corvettes would carry him around the planet and frigates would be carrying him out of the atmosphere, and the planet would be locked down, heavily restricting outsiders getting authorization to visit the planet.  Aya was putting them in place now so everyone had time to adjust to them before the real war began.


He seriously had the notion that Aya masturbated at night while fantasizing over putting him under that kind of control.


“Ain’t she a pretty thing?” Bo asked as he, Rook, Tom, and Jason stood on a platform not far from the dock, watching the ship creep out.  The three men all had scraggly beards, and all four of them were wearing dirty work coveralls.  They’d just finished putting the hull back together less than an hour ago, and Myleena had already activated the ship.  Jason arranged for a KMS heavy cruiser crew to man the vessel with Project F techs and Songa’s medical crew onboard to do the testing.  Captain Miya Foralle and the crew of her heavy cruiser, the Temeron, was standing by to take command of the ship as soon as Zora brought it to them at the loading dock, where ships were docked so crews could board and supplies brought on.  The ship would need a real crew since it was a KMS ship, with all the standard KMS equipment, where the Trailblazer was just a destroyer hull filled with the drive and enough equipment to do their testing.  It wasn’t a true KMS military vessel, but they were going to fix that.  They were going to install a translight drive on the destroyer Aurora, to test the ship’s drive in a ship that had all the other systems that were also on the power system with the drive to make sure it worked properly, and also test installing the drive on an older ship, one that had service time, to see how the drives operated on a ship that was “settled in” and wasn’t fresh off the construction dock.  And that was a good idea.  It would give them more data, a baseline of the prototype destroyer built purely as a test unit and another baseline from a commissioned KMS warship with three years of active service, and that data would be useful to Myleena when she wrote the specs.

“Faey consider their ships to be male, Bo,” Rook noted.


“Well, Faey don’t know shit about some things,” he replied cheekily, which made Jason laugh.


“That sounds like a bit of sexism, Bo,” Jason noted.


“Hey, men still rule, no matter what they say,” he retorted.


“Says the guy dating a Shio.”


“Hey, Selia’s hot,” he declared.  “And I mean literally.  Ever held a Shio girl?  Their skin is like seriously hot.”


“Shio have a considerably higher core body temperature than Terrans,” Rook supplied.  “No doubt, to her, you are cold to the touch.  I doubt she finds it as pleasant as you do.  It would be like you hugging a Birkon.”

“Dude.  You just killed the whole thing,” Bo complained, which made Jason burst out laughing.


“I can’t help it if you don’t like science, Bo.”

“Science has nothing to do with love, you dork.”


“Boys, don’t make me send you to your rooms,” Tom injected as the heavy cruiser cleared the dock, and Zora turned it for the boarding dock and accelerated to dock speed.  “And there she goes,” he added..
“Miya’s crew will take good care of her while Myleena does her best to make the engines blow up,” Jason observed

“She better not, not after all that work we just did,” Bo growled.

“The engines have to be stress tested, so she probably will,” Rook noted.  “We have no idea what their performance limits are.  She’ll need to find them.”

“She can find them on the destroyer, not our ship,” Bo maintained stubbornly.  “It’s even named after us!”


“Sounds like someone is fishing for a transfer to the KMS, Jason.  No doubt he wants to captain the Legion and fill it with shirtless Shio babes who jiggle in perfect harmony on demand.”

Jason laughed when Bo reached over and punched Rook in the arm.  “Dude.  Not helping!”

“You raised him, so I’d say it’s your fault, Bo,” Jason laughed as he ordered the platform to follow the Legion, and their platform wasn’t the only one.  Just about the entire installation crew was doing so, escorting the ship all the way to the boarding dock to make sure it got there in one piece.  “Speaking of work, guys, I have a new project, and I think the four of us can head it up.  Your team’s done with the diffuser upgrades, so that means you’re available for something new.”

“What’s up, Jayce?” Tom asked.


“While I was solving Myli’s problem with the engine,” he said smugly, which made Bo laugh, “I came across some pretty intriguing work by a Ruu scientist.  She was trying to create armor-grade silicon using the tempering effect.”


“I’ve seen some studies on that.  Nothing ever came close to working,” Tom noted.


“Well, I think she had the right idea, she just wasn’t going about it the right way,” Jason said.  “I did some work on it, and I think there’s a chance we can adapt the CMS cloaking device to change it into a form of powered armor, by injecting an interphasic energy matrix into a host material that actively absorbs hostile energy and uses it to reinforce the structural integrity of the hull.  It’s something close to what the CMS does already, it just can’t handle weapons-level energy bursts.  Well, we’re going to take this Ruu scientist’s work and use it as a baseline to find a way to adapt the CMS, and change it into a reactive powered armor system.”


“That sounds quite intriguing,” Rook sounded.  “And I think it might be feasible.”

“Feasible my ass, it’s entirely possible,” Tom added.  “The CMS already does that with sensor and light energy.  We just find a way to have it do it with weapon-grade energy.”

“That’s what we’re going to find out,” Jason said.  “Tomorrow morning, a new project file is going to be on the 3D mainframe.  Tom, you read it through and pick the best 3D techs to assign to it, at least once they finish the diffuser project.  Bo, Rook, you two are heading the research.  I’ll be doing my own work on it in my workshop, and I’ll be sending up my data to you guys as often as I can.”

“It’d work best if you did that work in the shop, as part of the team, Jayce.”


“I wish I could, but I’ll be way too busy with the war to do it,” he sighed.  “I’ll see if I can’t contact the Ruu scientist that did the work on the powered armor project and get the research she didn’t publicly release.”

“You could always invite her into the house,” Bo urged.


“She’s a Ruu, so no, she won’t go for that,” Jason chuckled.  “But, what we can do is move the project into a dedicated facility and invite her to consult on the project.  It is only fair, since she did a lot of the work we’re going to be using for our own project.  Her expertise could be useful.”


“Sure, we could do that,” Tom said.  “You have a research facility we can take over?”


“Actually, yeah, there’s an MRDD facility currently not in use up on Virga,” he replied.  “They were doing some research on the Titan project, and now that the Titan project is complete, the facility’s just sitting there waiting for another project.”


“Sounds like it’ll have the equipment we need,” Tom said thoughtfully.  “I’ll go down and take a look at it as soon as we finish up here and send you a report.”


“We will,” Rook corrected.


“Good idea, all three of us should go,” Tom nodded.


“You’ll go down tomorrow, after you get some rest,” Jason ordered.  “I’m not ordering you guys on to the next project after that long haul work we just did, you guys are gonna get some fuckin’ rest.  I’ll have Cybi send you the location code and the access codes for the facility.  Oh, and I’ll warn MRDD we’re hijacking their facility for a while,” he added.


“So, if this isn’t a top secret project like Project F and we’re moving it out of the 3D shop, I take it I can pull specialists from other research divisions?” Tom asked.


“You can,” he nodded.  “I’m sure there are some MRDD, Naval Engineering, ASM, and DRD people that would work well on the team.”


“Alright, we’ll have a report ready for you by dinnertime tomorrow,” Tom said.


“Sounds good,” Jason nodded.


The heavy cruiser approached the loading dock and slowed to a crawl, then it was captured in towing beams and pulled into position and locked down by physical clamps.  Zora opened the main hatches, and almost immediately, boarding and cargo ramps extended.  Jason landed the platform just by the edge and approached Miya Foralle, captain of the Temeron and temporarily taking over the Legion. Miya was a very tall Faey, though nowhere near as tall as Salira, slender and willowy and with narrower hips and a slightly smaller chest than the usually buxom race, but not so much that she looked unattractive.  But she made up for that with her jet black hair and hauntingly beautiful violet eyes, which made her one of the most attractive of all the ship captains, at least to Jason.  She was wearing her duty uniform rather than armor, but most of her crew was in armor.  She saluted sharply and then gave him a kiss on the cheek, then laughed and tugged on his scraggly beard.  “This doesn’t look bad,” she told him.


“Jyslin disagrees with you,” he said dryly, which made her grin.


“Sounds like someone’s shaving as soon as he gets home,” she winked.


“Probably.  You ready to give us a hand, Miya?”


“Myleena briefed us, we know what to expect.  A lot of downtime for maintenance,” she drawled, which made him laugh.


“Just about.  We have to test the engines, and that means we’ll be pushing them beyond their limits to find out what those limits are.  That does tend to make the engines go down.  I’m sure your crew can handle it.”


“Of course they can, I have the best heavy cruiser crew in the KMS,” she declared proudly.


“Just don’t aggravate the project team and you’ll be alright,” Jason told her.  “This ship is fully operational, Miya.  Shields, guns, everything, and you’ll be testing those along with the engines in both standard operation and simulated combat conditions.  Part of what you’ll be doing is making sure the engines don’t mess with any other system, and the other systems don’t mess with the engines.  We have to test everything, because these engines are brand new tech. We have to make sure they don’t cause any problems with the other ship systems.”


“Myleena pointed that out,” she nodded.  “We’ll get them everything they need, Jason, and keep the ship running in top shape while doing it. That’s a promise.”

“I know.  That’s why I specifically pulled you and your crew off the Temeron for this mission, because you do have the best heavy cruiser crew in the KMS,” he told her, which made her preen.


“Well then, if you don’t mind, your Grace, I’d better get on board and get the ship ready for its mission,” she said.


“Have at it, Miya.  Do me proud.”


“I will, that’s a guarantee,” she said, then kissed him on the cheek once more and hurried up the ramp and into the ship.


“That is one very pretty young lady.  It’s almost a shock she’s a big ship captain at her age,” Tom noted.


“She’ll have her admiral’s diamond before she turns 50, Tom, there’s no doubt about that,” Jason predicted.  “She’s the best heavy cruiser captain we have, with the crew with the highest performance rating.  That’s why she pulled this mission.”


“If she’s that good, why isn’t she on a battleship?”


“Because of the minimum experience requirements Juma instituted for ship captains before they rate for a command-class ship,” he answered.  “She has six more months until she’s eligible for a battleship.  And I guarantee you, she’ll be on one the instant she’s eligible.”


“She must be good, then,” Bo said speculatively.


Jason gave him a look, then gave a low chuckle.  “Down boy,” he said.


“What?”


“Stop acting like Tim,” he said, which made Tom laugh.  “Besides, Miya’s married.”


“The good ones always are,” Bo sighed.  “Who’s the lucky guy?”


“A financial broker in Kumi’s office,” he answered.  “Baeren Foralle.  Nice guy, sharp as a tack.  Knows his shit about the intergalactic stock markets,” he added.  “He’s been delving the house’s toes into the Coalition financial markets now that he’s done his research on them.  Anyway, Miya has the ship, so we’re done here.  We’re done!” he shouted loudly.  “Great work everyone!  Take the rest of the day off, be back at the warehouse tomorrow morning!”


But not everyone was done with work.  After returning home, Jason tracked down Scientist XVZ…to find out that now she was Instructor RDX and was working in one of the Ruu’s smaller universities in their applied plasma physics department.  Her dark blue skinned, long face appeared on a flat hologram in front of his home office desk later that afternoon, after he had a chance to clean up and shave, and she looked quite surprised to see him.  “Your Grace,” she said, bowing in her chair.  “You honor me beyond words with this call, though I have no idea why you’re calling.”

“About ten years ago, you did some scientific research on the tempering effect, attempting to make military-grade armor out of silicon,” he said.


“Yes, I remember that project.  It met with mixed success.”


“Did you release your entire data with the project, or only the pertinent data for your research?”


“Only the pertinent data,” she answered.  “Do you have an interest in that old project?”


“I do,” he replied.  “In fact, I would very much appreciate it if you could come to Karis to serve as a consultant for a research project based on your original work.  Be assured, you will receive due credit as a major contributor if our research proves successful, and I’m offering you a consulting fee of one hundred thousand credits for your time and inconvenience.”


“I—my, that is quite an honor you offer me, your Grace,” she stammered.  “Of course I would come!  The prestige of working on Karis would propel my career!”


“Then we would welcome you,” he said.  “I don’t have the specifics yet, but most likely, in about two or three standard days, someone from my office will contact you with the details.  Can you come on such short notice?”


“If your office contacts the school dean, I assure you, my sabbatical will be approved on the spot,” she stated confidently.  “Until then, I will gather all the data I have on that old project and get it to you as quickly as possible.”


“I’ll have a Kimdori messenger come to your school.  Put the data on a Confederation standard datastick and deliver it to him, and he’ll get it to us.”


“It will be ready as soon as I get to my lab and access the archives,” she assured him.  “I look forward to furthering the cause of science with the only other civilization in the galaxy that honors it as we do,” she told him earnestly.


“We look forward to advancing the cause with you, Instructor,” he replied with a nod.  “I’ll have a project member get in touch with you tomorrow afternoon your time with basic information about the project and the process of gaining permission to travel to Karis.  The Kimdori messenger will arrive tomorrow morning your time, that should give you all the time you need to locate the data and transfer it to a datastick.  I’ll have your consultation fee transferred to your personal account by my project financial officer.  She’ll get in touch with you in two Confederate standard hours to get the necessary information to get you your fee.”

“You would pay me before the project?”


“You’re Ruu, Instructor and I’m familiar with your people’s customs.  You are willing to send me your data, so I am willing to honor that trust by paying you now.  Besides, I know beyond any doubt that you will perform to the best of your ability and honor your people with your contribution to my project.  You honor the cause.”


“You know us well, your Grace,” she said humbly.  “I vow to you by the Overbeing’s wisdom that you will receive my very best for this project.”


“I know I will,” he nodded.


After chatting a bit with Instructor RDX to get to know her on a personal level, Jason let her get to work digging up the data on the old research project and called Miaari and told her about the Ruu.  “I’ll handle it, Jason,” she told him.  “Where do you want to billet her?”


“Let’s give her some nice quarters up at Emrai Village, something with a nice view of the bay,” he said after looking at a map.  “I sure don’t want her to have to live out of a porta-barracks up on Virga.  I don’t think she’d appreciate that.  She is a Ruu with some decent rank, so let’s treat her like the senior member of her society she is.”


“I’ll arrange to have a car and driver available for her to get back and forth to work.  And I’ll have several packmates keeping a close eye on her.  She is an outsider.”


“That’s your department, Mee, I’m sure you’ll keep her out of trouble,” he chuckled.  “You do a great job with the bachi players.”


“Speaking of which, the first game of the season is in three days.  Are you going to attend, or are you blowing that off too?”


“I’ll blow off council summits, but Jys will kill me if I blow off that game,” he said, which made Miaari laugh.


“She would, or at the very least do something truly awful to you while you’re sleeping,” she grinned toothily.


“I like my dick firmly attached to my crotch, thank you very much,” he snorted, which made Miaari explode in helpless laughter.


“Is Dahnai attending?”  Dahnai had made something of a tradition out of attending the first Paladins game of the season since it moved to Karis, though she still attended the first game of the IBL champion and the first Immortals match as well.  And the IBL schedulers finally decided to make it easy for her by scheduling the first match of the season played by last year’s champion in the morning Imperial Standard Time, and the first Paladins game was a night game…though it’d be played around noon local time.  The Immortals always played away their first game to give Dahnai the opportunity to attend the first game of the IBL champions unless they won the championship…and since they’d won the championship last year, Dahnai would be staying in Dracora for the opening of the new season.  And she’d be unbelievably smug when she came to Karis for the Paladins game, since the Immortals were the home team for her.


The Paladins weren’t going to be sitting in the middle of the pack this year.  Jyslin and Frinia had put together a fantastic team this year, and the IBL pundits and analysts were predicting that the Paladins would go very deep into the playoffs, and had a good chance of winning the championship.  Yila, determined not to lose the bet she had with Jyslin, had spent an obscene amount of money on free agents for this year, and her team looked to be equally fearsome.  There was a good chance, at least on paper when one looked at the signed talent, that the Paladins just might be facing off against the Tigers for the Empress’ Crown this year.

On paper.  In reality, Jyslin and Frinia had built a team that played well to each other’s strengths and had a coach that knew how to use those talents in her system, where Yila had paid for the best talent she could get regardless of how well that talent would work in her coach’s system.  It was going to be a curious competition of team chemistry versus signing the available big name talent and having them on the same team.  Yila’s approach might work, it might not, but it would be interesting to see how it played out.

“Of course she is,” he replied.  “And no doubt she’ll find some excuse to stay on Karis for a takir afterwards.”

Miaari chuckled.  “She does love her summer palace,” she mused.


“Hate to cut it short, Mee, but I have some other stuff to do.”


“Of course.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”


“Have a good night.”  He arranged the payment for Instructor RDX through Kumi’s office, but since this wasn’t something she needed to attend personally, he organized it through Rahne.  [And where are these funds coming from?] she asked.


[This is 3D business, so it comes out of 3D’s account,] he answered.  [Pay her in credits, she can convert it to Ruu amo if she wants to.  Besides, she’ll need credits while she’s here on Karis.] 


[I’ll take care of it, Jayce.]


[By the way, congrats hon.  I heard you’re pregnant.]


[Songa needs to keep things to herself,] Rahne accused, which made him laugh.


[Blame Cybi for that.  You can’t hide anything from her, and she can’t keep her mouth shut.  So, is it a boy or a girl?]


[It’s a boy,] she replied.  [I’m not sure what I’m going to name him.]


[And did Adam hit his head on the ceiling when you told him?]


[He almost fainted,] she replied, her thought tinged with mirth.  Adam was her husband, a Terran telepath who worked in the financial division.  That was where she met him.  [Songa estimates I conceived on our wedding night.]


[Then it sounds like you were doing what you were supposed to do on your wedding night,] he replied lightly.  [And just think, you have about 24 to go to catch up to me so you can further secure the human Generations from extinction.]


[All your kids are half-Faey.  Our boy is all human,] she pointed out.  [I would tell you to have some kids by human women, but I don’t think there’s anything left in you.  Those Faey girls wrung you dry.]

Jason laughed.  [I’m tempted to prove you wrong, just for the fun of it,] he retorted.  [For us guys, having kids is all fun and no responsibility, you know.]


[Oh, go on with you.  And speaking of going on, I’ll get this bit of work done for you, Jayce.


[I know when I’m being dismissed,] he answered her.  [I’ll let you get it done, hon.  I have some other stuff to do before I can take a break.]


[Alright then.  Have a good night, Jayce.]


[You too.]  That bit of business concluded, Jason bundled up all the notes he’d taken about his powered armor idea while working on the translight drive and sent it to 3D via courier, since the 3D mainframe had no external access to protect its secrets.  Jason couldn’t even commune with it unless he was inside the facility, that was how they’d set it up.  The courier was a Rocker, more of Bo’s testing of the Rocker systems to see how useful they were in independent mode.  It had flown over from 3D in a hovercar by itself, picked up the datastick, and would fly back and upload the stick to the mainframe, by itself.


Rockers…maybe he should talk to Rook about building Jason his own surrogate body that he could send on boring diplomatic trips or send to planets that had lethal environmental conditions for him, something like Rook’s own body but with Jason’s face and skin that wasn’t quite so garishly metallic.  Jason could merge to it from the house and do business without ever leaving Karis.  And since it was biogenic, the connection between him and the Rocker would be completely secure, so he could even conduct sensitive meetings.


Hmm…that was actually a decent idea.  Rook had already built a few simulated humanoid bodies using endoskeletons and internal systems encased in a synthetic polymer that had the same consistency and feel as living tissue.  It would be an interesting experiment to try to build a body that mimicked Jason’s appearance as closely as possible, made it as human as possible, something that would fool people that saw the bionoid from a distance, but may not fool people who were face to face with him.  But it wouldn’t be there to trick people into thinking it was really him, it would be there so he could shake someone’s hand without that hand being encased in armor.  The Rocker surrogate would be the perfect option for things like visits to Birkon Prime and Prakarika, planets with deadly conditions for a Terran.

He was intrigued enough to get in touch with Rook and broach the idea.  [It would be fairly easy, Jason,] he told him.  [I could have my production lab build a synthetic organic bionoid with 99% resemblance to you in about two days.  I’ve managed to streamline the process for polymer casting, and I have an endo unit already built that I was going to use as my next experimental subject.  It can easily be resized to your height.  It’s almost your height now.]


[Awesome, Rook, think you can get it going without it distracting you too much?]


[I can get all the prep work done on it tonight and let the production unit do the building while I’m at work tomorrow.  Then I come home and we see the result.]


[Perfect.  Mind doing it for me?]


[Of course not, Jason.  I take it I should build the unit to be able to operate in most hostile exo-environments?]


[That’s exactly what I had in mind.  Something I can use to, say, visit Birkon Prime without having to wear an E-suit or armor.  Make it as broad as possible, Rook.  Able to operate anywhere from Birkon Prime to Arabok.]


[I can build something that will have operational viability in all but the most extreme environments,] he answered confidently.  [The synthetic polymer I use can withstand temperatures from -300 shuki to 900 shuki without polymer damage, and I can synthesize hair strands made of polymer so the unit’s hair doesn’t burn or melt.  The endoframe will be rated for operation in gravity up to 20 times standard, and can be built with an internal inducer to allow it to operate in even stronger gravity wells.  And I can pull your measurements and likeness out of Cybi’s archives to get exact full-body appearance matching, even give it operational genitalia.  I can build a unit with simulated lungs and vocal chords for more normal speaking and to further project the appearance of life, but like the other bodies I’ve built, it will have no stomach, so it won’t be able to eat or drink.]

[Sounds like exactly what I’m looking for,] Jason answered.  [Go ahead and fire it up, Rook, and bring it over to my house when it’s done.]


[Certainly, Jason.  If anything, you’ll be advancing my research by field testing some of my most recent changes.  And since you’re an organic, you can test the simulated lungs, you know, since you breathe and I don’t.  You can give me feedback on how they work, how they feel to you..]


[Sounds like it’s win-win for both of us.  But, now that I think of it, there’s one thing I want you to include on the unit.]


[What?]


[On board weapons, both ranged and hand to hand.]


[Hmm.  I could build recessed monomolecular blades into the arms that extend out similar to how they work on a Rocker.  And I could build a ranged weapon into the forearm, using an aperture over the back of the hand, or perhaps in the palm, that unanneals the polymer and extends the barrel’s end.  And I could shield the weapon housing so it doesn’t appear on scans.  And since it’s all on the arm unit, the arms could be replaced with ones without weapons in about an hour if you don’t want to have the weapons on the unit for diplomatic reasons.  It would only require a small upgrade to the blueprints to incorporate them into the new design.  I could design it in a matter of hours.]

[Think you can get all that worked out tonight?]


[I can.  It presents a challenge, and I enjoy a good challenge,] he answered.


[Awesome.  Looking forward to seeing the result.]


[I think you’ll be pleased, Jason.]

That little bit of business concluded, Jason finished up the last of his paperwork and headed downstairs.  It was raining outside, so everyone was clustered in the living room.  Rann and Shya were laying on their bellies on the floor watching viddy, Jyslin was sitting on the couch with Jon in her arms, nursing him, Seido was standing over the crib putting a blanket over Julia, and the twins were sitting at Jyslin’s feet, playing with some blocks while Amber laid on the couch over them and by Jyslin’s leg, keeping a close eye on everything.  Even Ayama and Surin were there, sitting on the love seat and with their baby girl Sanjira in a hovercrib beside it, no doubt napping.  It’s about time, love.   Days up in Kosigi, and you run straight to your office when you finally come home.  We were feeling abandoned.


Such a liar, he accused.  I’m finally done, so I’ll be well rested when Chirk murders me tomorrow morning for ignoring my Dukal responsibilities.


What have you been doing, Dad? Shya asked.


We installed a new engine on a heavy cruiser as part of a test of a new engine design, he answered.  It required me to be there, and I can’t lie, I really enjoyed it.  I’d much rather be doing engineering work than paperwork any day.  I also asked Rook to build me a surrogate bionoid body that I can use to visit planets with hostile environments like Birkon Prime and Prakarika.


Ooo, like that Avatar movie?


Something like that, he nodded when Shya looked over her shoulder at him.  Biogenics will make it easy, I can just merge to the computer in the bionoid, so it’ll be like I am the bionoid.  Rook will build it with full sensory capability, he’s really good at it.


That sounds kinda fun, Rann, Shya told him.  Imagine if we merged to adult bodies.  It’d be like being adults.


You’re not merging to anything until your 25th birthday, young lady.  No jack, no merge, Jyslin warned.


You take all the fun out of life, Pamma, you know that?

Jason laughed when Jyslin gave her a tart look.  Don’t old lady me, young lady, she shot back.


You’re practically a grandma already, Jys, Jason teased, then laughed at her withering stare.  How is Jon, Seido?


He’s sleeping, Jason, she answered as she sat in the chair next to the crib.  Having a nice nap after getting his dinner.

“And how are you two lovely ladies?” he asked, startling Bethany a little by picking her up, but she laughed when he pushed her up into the air and caught her a couple of times.


“Are you home, Daddy?”


“If you mean am I done with work, yes I am,” he replied, holding her at arm’s length over his head.  “Have you had dinner yet?”


“Uh-huh,” she answered.  “You took too long.”


“Well, I don’t blame you,” he smiled up at her.  “Your empty belly is more important than my work any day.”


“Can we go walk?”


“It’s raining, pippy, and I’ll be honest.  I’m very tired,” he said.  “We can go for a nice long walk on the beach tomorrow, okay?”


“Okay.”


“Do you want me to warm something up for you, Jason?” Seido asked.


“If you don’t mind, please,” he replied.


“We have plenty left over from dinner,” she said as she stood up.

“You’re an angel, Seido.  Way better than Ayama ever was to me,” he said with a glance at her, and when she gave him a cool, challenging look in reply, he winked at her.

Love, you’re stirring the pot, Jyslin warned privately.

Things have been too quiet around here, I think Sanjira’s had too much of a calming effect on her.  Besides, I love it when she’s mad, he replied, which made Shya giggle.


What? Rann asked.


Nothin’.  I’ll tell you later.
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It…was…creepy.


Jason leaned in and took a very careful look at his own face, which Rook had sculpted out of flesh-like gel polymer and placed on the bionoid that he’d built for him, and it was even beyond looking in a mirror.  Rook had gotten every detail right, even down to the pore pattern of his skin.  The faint scar over his left eyebrow was there, a visible reminder of the attack that took off his hand and killed Rann Berylle, and the color variations in his green irises were also there, perfectly duplicated from images Rook had pulled of Jason from Cybi’s databases.  Jason would bet that the eyes would even have his retinal pattern, since Rook was anything if not thorough.  Rook had brought the bionoid up to his home office for him to inspect.

“The bionoid is sixteen konn heavier than you are, which can be concealed using the internal inducer,” Rook told him as he stared intently at his own face.  “The endoskeleton is foamed iso-aluminum for strength and light weight, and most onboard systems are incorporated into the endoskeleton to remove unnatural bulges or hard spots that could be felt from the outside. Anything unable to fit within the endoskeleton is contained inside the ribcage or within the skull unit.  The power plant, gyroscopic systems, and sensory encoding units are contained within the ribcage.   The primary biogenic control hardware is in the skull, similar to an organic brain, with a secondary and tertiary backup system within the ribcage to provide triple redundancy in case the unit finds itself under attack.  The endoskeleton is based on Terran skeletal structure.  It utilizes the artificial muscle strand technology developed for the Titans to simulate musculature and movement, covered over with gel polymer that gives it the same consistency and tactile sensation as flesh and tissue.  The skin contains a full sensory mesh system, and for aesthetics, is even capable of sweating and goosebumps due to a dynamic inner skin construct.  That is how it mimics a flesh body.  The bionoid is capable of picking up nearly 400 konn, can withstand temperatures from -200 shuki to as high as 930 shuki without the external polymer damaging or the internal systems suffering heat failure.  It has an internal inducer to give it operational capability in gravity wells as high as 46g, and has computer-assisted eyesight and hearing, giving the bionoid sensory capability far exceeding your Terran body.  It utilizes class two nanites to effect maintenance and repairs.  It runs on a class V singularity power pack and also had broadcast power receivers in the skull unit for on-planet operations.  And as you requested, it is armed with monomolecular blades in the forearms, and is equipped with two Korgg tetryon wave weapons, one in each arm, which fire from a retractable emitter crystal in the heel of the palm.”

“Holy shit, you put tetryon wave weapons in it?” he gasped.  Tetryon wave weapons were utterly nasty weapons developed by the Korgg, that fired a pulse of coherent tetryons which were extremely destructive.  What made the weapon so damn brutal was the fact that the wave pulse wasn’t a projectile or even a beam of coherent energy, it was a disc that expanded in size as it traveled away from the emitter crystal.  It was like a shotgun, it hit an area instead of a point, and that area of effect could be altered by changing the focusing aspect of the emitter crystal to increase or decrease the “sweet spot” range, that distance where the expanding disc of tetryons had maximum volume but still had maximum power.  Beyond that point, the weapon’s wave pulse continued to expand in size, but the damage the wave caused diminished.  It could also fire a coherent beam of coherent tetryon energy, acting like most other energy weapons, but that was only for using the weapon for very long range, where the expanding disc shape of the wave pulse would peter out otherwise.  But at close range, anything fifty shakra or closer, nothing was as brutal or as destructive as a Korgg tetryon wave weapon…except maybe a missile or grenade.  They were nasty, nasty weapons, and the fact that Rook had managed to build them into the bionoid made it very formidable.  It was like having a sawed-off 12 gauge shotgun loaded with double-aught buckshot hidden in each hand.

“It was actually the most efficient weapon system to install, due to the fact that most of the weapon’s parts are incorporated into the radius and ulna of the bionoid’s arm and the barrel is a flexible ionic tube.  The weapon can fire with a bent barrel, because the focusing circuitry that aims the wave pulse is built into the base of the emitter crystal at the end of the barrel.  The arms were designed to be detachable just above the elbow, so you can replace them with unarmed versions, if you’ll excuse the pun.”

“Jesus, Rook, I was expecting something less powerful than Korgg tetryon wave weaponry.  I thought you’d put an ion weapon in it or something.  Maybe an internal railgun, but holy fuck, wave weapons.  That’s insane.  Awesome, but insane.”


“If you’re going to have a weapon, Jason, put the best weapon you can in it.  And if you’re

 using weapons while driving the bionoid, it’s best to have one that’s guaranteed to kill whatever it hits on the first shot that doesn’t require pinpoint accuracy.  The large area of effect of a wave pulse and the ability to widen or narrow the pulse makes it a powerful weapon at up to fourteen hundred shakra.  I felt that was more than enough range for your ranged weapon.”

Jason laughed.  “True enough,” he agreed as he stepped back and looked at the bionoid’s naked body.  Rook had perfectly copied his body, even down to those slight imperfections and flaws that every guy wishes weren’t there…he’d even gotten the pubic hair over the simulated penis just right.  “When you said it’s a perfect copy, you weren’t kidding.”

“The genitals are fully functional, and will be capable of full sensory indulgence,” he supplied.  “The penis is even capable of ejaculating a harmless synthetic bio-compatible liquid with the same consistency and viscosity as semen, manufactured and stored in the testes.  It can be altered to simulate multiple flavors, including Terran strawberries.”

Jason looked at him.  “And what earthly reason would I need that for?”


“Because you never know,” he replied, which made Jason laugh despite himself.


“Rook.  You are one sick puppy.”


“Blame Bo for that.  Because of the biological simulation features, the bionoid will need to be supplied with water, which the unit can drink in fair imitation of the biological swallowing process.  That water is stored in an internal stomach until use.  It is important that the unit only drinks water, Jason.  Any other liquid will damage its internal systems.  The unit also has simulated lungs governed by an automated breathing subroutine that simulates the biological breathing process, and the unit is capable of speech using those lung sacks and vocal chords, as well as an audio speaker located in the throat that generates similar acoustics if you have the breathing routine disabled or are in a medium that makes speech impossible, like an extreme high or low pressure atmosphere, or a marine environment.”

“That’s covering the bases,” Jason nodded as he walked around the unit.  Jyslin walked into the office, then stopped short and gasped, then laughed.


“Is that the bionoid?”


“Yup.  Does it look like me, Jys?”


She stepped up and gave it a close inspection, taking nearly ten minutes as she slowly walked around it, then slid her fingers over it.  She gave him a sly wink when she reached down and cupped the bionoid’s testicles.  “It’s not exact, but it’s very close,” she finally proclaimed.  “It looks like you, but it doesn’t feel exactly like you.”


“Perfect duplication is impossible, but I calculate that the bionoid is a 93.13% match for Jason.”

“I’d say that’s a pretty good estimation,” Jyslin agreed clinically, walking around the bionoid again.  “So, this is what you’ll use when you go to places like Birkon Prime?”


“Yup.  I’ll keep it somewhere it doesn’t scare people until I need it.  Probably down in my lab.  Nobody’s going to stumble across it down there.”


“You should test its merge before I leave it with you, Jason.  Let’s make sure the onboard systems are functional.”

“Yeah,” he agreed, going over and sitting down at his desk.  He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and then reached out and communed with the biogenic system in the bionoid.  It allowed him access—only him, he noticed, Rook had made sure nobody was going to drive it but him—and felt himself rise up into the bionoid’s system and merge to it.


He blinked the bionoid’s eyes as its sensory systems went into merge mode, feeding him their sensory data, and then he raised the bionoid’s hand and looked at them.  “It feels like a standard Rocker from the merge side of things,” he said through the bionoid’s mouth.


“Trelle’s garland, it even sounds like him!” Jyslin gasped.


“It took me nearly three hours to get the vocal chords to duplicate his voice acoustics correctly,” Rook supplied.  “It was, by far, the most challenging part of the job.”

“Well, you did a great job,” Jyslin said, her voice impressed.  And to Jason’s bionoid’s ears, her voice sounded just the same…but underneath it was another layer of sounds, sounds his organic ears weren’t capable of hearing.  His vision was a simulation of his regular vision, but he knew from the bionoid’s systems that he could change that vision to different operational modes, like high-res, telescopic, thermographic, and several others.  The arms didn’t feel heavy to him, but then again, it had superhuman strength compared to a flesh and blood body, so there was no reason for his arms to feel heavy to him.  He took a couple of tentative steps, found the system’s onboard gyroscopes and balance algorithms were good, then took the bionoid for a short walk around the office.  Like a Rocker, the body was light and responsive, obeyed his commands, and he found it as easy to operate as a Rocker.  He stepped back and extended the monomolecular blades, which made Jyslin flinch with a gasp and then laugh.  The blade was the length of his forearm and extended out the side of his forearm, just above the wrist, which extended a good shakra and a half of deadly sharp blade out past his closed fist.  Since the blade was anchored to his forearm instead of his hand, it didn’t follow the motions of his hand, and it also gave it a much sturdier anchor.  He retracted the blades and saw that the synthetic skin and polymer pseudo-flesh sealed over and repaired itself—there were nanites in the bionoid that did that repair work—he activated the wave weapons.  The focusing emitter crystals popped out of the heels of the palms of his hands, angled so they were straight with his hands bent up at the wrists and fingers straight or curled safely out of the way.  When he activated them, crosshairs appeared in the bionoid’s vision that told him exactly where the weapons were aimed, including  larger circles around those crosshairs based on both the distance to the object from the emitter and the power level and expansion ratio settings.  The circles represented what would be hit by the wave pulse as it expanded as it traveled away from the emitter.  He changed the power levels and saw the circles change size, changed the expansion ratios and saw them change again, then he switched the weapon to beam mode, which removed the circle entirely, before switching it back to wave mode.  He wasn’t about to fire the wave weapon in his office—it would blow a gaping hole in whatever it hit and could possibly collapse the entire house, since wood and plascrete weren’t anywhere near strong enough to stop a tetryon wave pulse—but outside of actually shooting it, everything else was working just fine.  He deactivated the weapons, which caused the emitter crystals to retract into the heels of his hands, and the synthetic skin and flesh quickly sealed over as the nanites did their job.  “Everything is showing that it’s operational, Rook, I have full sensory capability, and the onboard computer is in perfect sync with me.  The merge is one hundred percent.”

“As I expected, but you never know until you turn it on, as it were.”

“You said this bionoid is capable of independent mode?” he asked.

“Yes, just like a Rocker,” he answered.  “But the computer in the bionoid isn’t as sophisticated as a Rocker’s, so I would heavily suggest that you do not give it any complex tasks unless you’re supervising the unit, either passively merged or physically accompanying it.”

“That goes without saying,” Jason chuckled through the bionoid’s mouth.  “Alright, I’m going to walk it down to my lab and put it somewhere safe and deactivate it.  It gonna be okay to just sit for a while, Rook?”


“Yes.”

“Good deal.  I’ll play with it later, get used to driving it, maybe use it to scare the life out of Ayama,” he added with a dark smile.  “I’ve got a lot of actual work to do, I barely even dented my inbox at work today, and there’s a council meeting in an hour that I’m actually going to attend.  Penance for missing the summit,” the bionoid chuckled in his voice.  “Truthfully, though, most of the other rulers are also attending, something of a post-summit discussion of what happened at the summit.”

“Well, that answers my question,” Jyslin said.  “You’d better get your schedule cleared for the match, love.  You miss that and you’re gonna need that fake body after I’m done with your real one.”


Jason laughed through the bionoid.  “I’ll be at the match, love,” he soothed.


He got the bionoid down to his workshop after warning the house that he was moving it—to avoid startling anyone—deactivated it, said goodbye to Rook with glowing praises for his work, and went back to trying to catch up on his work after nearly ten days of ignoring it.  He barely got anywhere before the council meeting, and saw that most all the rulers were attending in person as their holograms appeared in rows and columns over and beyond his desk.  “You’re looking much cleaner now, Jason,” Krirara noted as she joined the council.  “Did you get everything under control?”


“More or less, yes.”


“Well, now that it’s over, what was it?”


“Unfortunately, I can’t tell you just yet, Krirara,” he answered, which the entire council heard.  “It’s confidential house business.  Hopefully in a little while I can, but until then, no.”


“Ah, so it was scientific in nature,” she noted.


“I will neither confirm nor deny that statement,” he replied dryly, which made Kreel laugh.


“Yup, that’s what it was,” Kreel said with a sly smile.  “Jayce never looks that bedraggled unless he’s neck deep in some technical thingie-what’s-it.”


“Kreel.  Bite me.”


Kreel just grinned impudently at him.


Once the council was gaveled into session, Jason actually listened as they went over a great deal of what they discussed at the summit, which was mainly getting the diffusers installed, but they’d also discussed Zaa’s information about the Syndicate’s stop and return to hyperspace.  Some of the rulers were a bit put out that they didn’t attack them, but they were also respectful of why Zaa and Jason didn’t attack.  To attack unilaterally like that was against the Articles, and they had put the law over personal pursuits.


But it had had an effect on the council, and as Jason listened, they debated the motion that Shakizarr put forth that they declare war on the Syndicate, something they hadn’t done officially yet.  And as Jason expected, the more pacifistic members like Magran and Kriavos lobbied to at least open diplomatic channels to the Syndicate to try to convince them to leave without opening fire, to at least try a peaceful solution first.  Jason was impressed that quite a few of the more aggressive rulers seemed swayed by Magran’s argument, as he passionately and eloquently stated his case before the council.  “I will vote to declare war on the Syndicate along with the rest of this body,” Magran concluded, “but even in a state of war, there is always the opportunity to negotiate.  We should pursue all options, my friends, and if there is the smallest chance we can avert this war before lives are lost, we should pursue that chance until reasonable men and women declare that negotiations have failed.  And if they fail, then we pursue the just military option and drive the Syndicate out of our galaxy by main force.”


“The Grand Master does present a compelling case,” Shakizarr declared.  “And personally, I see no reason why we should not at least make the attempt.  After all, our first attack will be by the Karinnes and their automated weaponry, so even if we lose the element of surprise, we will not lose the element of shock that the Karinnes have documented they can induce in enemy forces with their unorthodox approach to warfare.  Even if the Syndicate expects an attack, they will not expect the kind of attack that will come.  They have no experience with the Confederation and its members.  They have no idea what we are capable of, and they will underestimate us in their arrogance.  We will use that against them, even if they know an attack is imminent.”

“That, my dear friend Shakizarr, is a damn good point,” Ethikk agreed.  “And it does give us the option to at least try to negotiate a peaceful solution before we unleash the Karinnes and all their dastardly toys on the Syndicate.”


That produced quite a few chuckles.


“The Grand Emperor does speak a strong truth,” Holikk, ambassador from the Subrian Coalition, declared.  “Though we’ve not been members of the Confederation long enough to see our new allies fight, we have reviewed the military records you have made available.  I concur that the Syndicate will be in no way prepared for our initial assault, even if they know it’s coming.  They simply have no experience with the asymmetrical approach to warfare that the Confederation employs through its most cunning members, the Karinnes, the Kimdori, the Beryans of the Alliance, the Vekk, and the Jhri.  They will expect an armada of ships to clash with them in a grand battle, not what will hit them squarely in the face.”


“Then I would humbly submit that we should put the matter up to a vote.  The question is, should we attempt a diplomatic solution before engaging in warfare with the Syndicate?” Magran said.


“I second that motion,” Enva called.


“Then it is a matter for vote,” the current gavel stated, Prime Senator Quord from the Jun.  Jason watched as the motion passed by an impressive margin, and Jun struck the gavel.  “By a margin of 26 votes, the motion is passed.  The Confederation will attempt to open communications with the Syndicate before we open hostilities.  And with that motion passed, the original motion is now set forth for vote.  Does a state of war exist between the Confederation of Allied Empires and the Syndicate?”

The vote was unanimous.  Yes.  As Magran promised, he voted to declare war.


“Then let it be stated for the record that a state of war does exist between the Confederation and the governmental entity known as the Syndicate.  Which, by the Articles of Confederation, gives the Confederate Combined Military, all Confederate agencies and bureaus, and all member empires of the Confederation the authorization to use all possible force and all legal means by which to end the threat the Syndicate poses to our galaxy and its citizens.  This state of war will exist until such time that the Confederate Council votes by two thirds majority that the state of war is ended.”


“This is the just path, brothers and sisters,” Magran called.


“It is indeed, Grand Master,” Assaba agreed with a rumble.


“Let this be the day that the Andromedan invaders will look back upon and realize it was their undoing,” Empress Voss of the Crai Empire said strongly.  “They have united our galaxy against them, and now they must face the folly of that endeavor!”


Voss got quite a few cheers, then Quord calmed them down with his gavel, getting them back in order.


“With an official state of war in place against the Syndicate, I will begin operations against them immediately,” Zaa spoke up.  “Two days ago, an expeditionary force of Kimdori scouts arrived at the edge of Andromeda after over four years in stasis for the journey, and they have been awakened from stasis and are ready to begin operations.  They will be our eyes and ears, revealing the secrets our enemies seek to hide from us.  And with them in place, it opens the opportunity for us to send tools of war directly to Andromeda.”


The council stared at her, including Jason.  “And how will they perform this miracle?” Anivan asked.


“We have the capability to communicate with the scouts in real time, august rulers, and using that advantage, they can supply us exacting coordinates to open a one-way wormhole from our galaxy to theirs, similar to the device the Consortium used to open a wormhole from Trieste to Karis.  This wormhole will be too unstable to send any troops or manned ships, but it will allow us to send equipment, such as Kimdori hyperspace reconnaissance probes and automated Karinne weaponry,” she explained.


“Truly?  A wormhole can be opened across galaxies?” Sk’Vrae asked in surprise.


“Actually, yeah, they can,” Jason said, which made them all look at him.  It was well known that Jason was one of the most educated of all the council members in technical matters, because he was an engineer before he was a ruler.  “It’s actually easier to open a wormhole the further away the two termini are from each other, from a power consumption point of view.  It takes less energy to warp space across vast distances than it does short ones, due to the curvature of space-time and the power required to bend it.  We could open a Stargate to Andromeda if we had one over there to link to one over here.  But because of the tremendous distances involved, you more or less have to have someone on the other side to supply exact coordinates in real time, since those coordinates are constantly changing due to the fact that both our galaxy and Andromeda are moving.  That allows the wormhole generator over here to, well, aim the exit terminus, else you could try to open a wormhole to the center of Andromeda and have the terminus open in intergalactic space three galaxies to the left of where you were aiming,” he said ruefully, which made a few of them chuckle.  “With the Kimdori over there to call back coordinates in real time, yeah, we can open one-way wormholes to Andromeda and send disposable equipment through.  I figure more than three quarters of it will be destroyed in transit, but that’s why it’s disposable.  You just keep sending stuff til you get enough through for what you need it to do.”


“That….that is quite surprising.  And quite good news,” Alros of the Rathii mused.  “You could send the pieces of a Stargate through and have the Kimdori assemble them on the far side?”


“Well, I suppose we could, but you’re talking about taking four Stargates out of service, taking them apart, and sending the parts through and hoping you get enough undamaged pieces on the other side to build one.  Do you have any idea how much that would cost?” Jason asked directly.


“Actually, no.  I don’t,” he answered.


“Trust me, Overking, you’re talking about a bill that would make your finance minister’s mind shatter from the shock,” Dahnai said dryly.  “And right now, we don’t have any Stargates to spare for something like that.  We don’t have enough as it is, and we can’t build them fast enough to meet the demand.  Besides, even if we did, it would take the Kimdori over there months to reassemble the pieces into a working Stargate, and then they’d have to operate it.  I don’t think they have those kinds of technical skills, and I’m almost positive they don’t have any Kimdori over there that would know how to operate the gate.  To say that they’re highly sophisticated equipment that require well trained operators is the father of all understatements.  The Stargates you’ve seen around Terra and at Rathiros have very large crews inside of them that operate them and maintain them.  They’re not automated.  I don’t think the Denmother sent enough Kimdori to keep a Stargate operational long enough for it to link back to one here, long enough to get a crew there to man the gate and keep it stable.”


“We’re working on that problem over here on Karis, esteemed rulers,” Jason said, to which Zaa nodded.  “I don’t have anything to report yet, but rest assured, we’re working to solve the problem that our enemy’s home base is so far away that it makes it untouchable.  Until we have a solution, the wormhole generator we’ve built will be able to send little love packages to Andromeda, just to show the Syndicate that them being all the way over there is no protection against the Confederation.”


Kreel grinned evilly at him.  So did Dahnai.


“While it’ll be useful for convincing the Syndicate not to send any more fleets to attack us, it won’t do us any good against the fleet already here,” Jason continued.  “Their communication technology isn’t real-time.  It takes messages over two months to get to them from Andromeda, so anything we do over there, the fleet here won’t hear about it for quite a while.  So, before anyone suggests it, scaring the Syndicate leaders in Andromeda into recalling their fleet won’t work.  But, when the time comes, after we’ve crushed the invading fleet and their leaders know we’ve crushed it, that is when we can use the scare tactic to convince them that we aren’t worth the trouble, and to leave us the hell alone.”


“When that time comes, we will all be glad that we can do such a thing, Grand Duke Karinne,” Ojio Ro nodded.  “The best kind of victory in war is the war you avoid fighting in the first place.”


“Well said,” Overlord Derakk of the Koui concurred.


“Denmother, I believe I can speak as chair and without objection that you have the council’s full support in your operation,” Quord said, which caused a chorus of assent.


“They are already sending back initial scan data,” she replied.  “And will take the opportunity to do scientific research as well.  Their mission to Andromeda is wide-ranging with both military and scientific objectives.”


“I do hope that you’ll be making that scientific data available to all?” Observer A asked, almost breathlessly.


“Of course, Observer.  It will be sent to the Academy for study by all interested parties.”


“And here comes the Academy mainframe crashing,” Kreel quipped, which made Jason laugh.


“You can try to crash my Academy mainframe, Kreel.  I’ll give you a million credits if you pull off that miracle,” Jason said scornfully.  “It’s not a CBIM, but that’s one seriously major piece of computer hardware, one of the most fearsome computers you’ll find anywhere off of Moridon.  The Moridon custom built it for the Academy, fully knowing just how much use it was going to see.”


“And it is one of the greatest achievements of our most skilled computer specialists,” Brayrak Kruu said proudly.  “And I’ll give you ten million credits if you manage it.  The pride of the Moridon is at stake here.”


“If you say it’s uncrashable, that means it’s uncrashable, Overseer,” Kreel grinned at him, then pointed in the direction of Jason’s hologram, at least from his side.  “But you can never take anything he says at face value.  He’s as sneaky as he is smart.”


“I like him just the way he is, Kreel.  He keeps life zesty,” Dahnai drawled, which caused some laughter across the holograms.


“A point,” one of their newest members said, who was still a bit timid in council meetings.  Master Mo of the Readdi Empire had only been in the Confederation for about a month, and had spent most of that time listening.  He was a remarkably Terran-looking humanoid species who looked quite handsome to Jason…if one overlooked the fact bright red skin like a Makati.  “If the Kimdori in Andromeda can communicate back to our galaxy in real time, does that not mean that we could open negotiations directly with the Syndicate rulers?”


“It will take some time to find their home world, crack their communications systems, and then find a way to make contact they would take seriously, but yes, we could, Master Mo,” Zaa answered.


“Then would that not be the best course of action to prevent further invasion attempts?  We could attempt negotiation, and if that fails, we unleash the Karinnes and their robotic weapons upon them to convince them that peace is more profitable.  After all, profit is their only motivation.”


“A valid point we can debate when the opportunity arises,” Zaa nodded.  “But gaining penetration into the Syndicate communication system and mapping out their territory are two of the missions my children were tasked to perform, and will take them some time to accomplish, so it will give us the means to open channels with their leaders when that time comes.”


“Very good, Denmother,” he said, then seemed content to return to silence.


“I think this is a good place for all of us to take a step back and consider the events of the day,” Overmaster Birn of the Birkons injected, his voice strangely resonant due to the methane atmosphere he breathed.  “We have made weighty decisions this day, and it is never a bad thing to step back and consider them in quiet contemplation.”

“I think the Overmaster is politely suggesting that we should take a break.  I think I can second that motion,” Kreel said.  “I’m getting hungry over here.”

“A motion to adjourn has been seconded.  By general acclimation, should it be accepted?” Quord asked.  When nobody objected, he nodded.  “Then this council is in recess until its next scheduled meeting.  Note that Emperor Ogrik Vort of the Vekk Empire will begin his tenure as council chair beginning with the next council session.  It was my pleasure to chair the council for these ten days, esteemed companions.  We are adjourned,” he declared, rapping the gavel.


Well, that went better than Jason expected, and wasn’t as long as he feared it would be.  But it was a momentous council for one simple reason.  The Confederation had officially declared war on the Syndicate, and that meant that Pandora’s box could be opened up on them…at least after an attempt to negotiate a peaceful withdraw of Syndicate forces from their galaxy.  Jason was certain that would fail, he knew way too much about the Syndicate thanks to Zaa, but he also couldn’t fault the council for wanting to try.  It was the decent thing to do, and who knows, maybe he was wrong and the Syndicate fleet would pull out without a fight.


But he seriously doubted that.


And he had to admit, he hadn’t even considered Zaa’s idea to use her the ability to communicate with her scouts in real time to open a one-way wormhole to Andromeda to send them equipment, supplies, and weapons.  That was just way too damn fucking cunning, and it proved that Zaa was every bit worthy of her title as Denmother.  There weren’t enough Kimdori over there to do much, but with them programming and guiding Karinne toys, they could shock the hell out of the Syndicate, and that just might be enough to convince the oligarchs and plutocrats that ran it that the Milky Way wasn’t worth the cost to try to conquer.


And he had seriously lost track of time that the scouts had arrived in Andromeda two days ago, and he hadn’t even realized it.  But then again, he’d been totally engrossed in the translight breakthrough and installing the engine to even take notice of what was going on here on his own planet, let alone in the next galaxy over.


Zaa’s timeline did sound right.  She’d told him that it would take the Kimdori over there about 50 hours to fully awaken from stasis—it wasn’t as easy as flipping a switch and waking them up—and now that they’d had a chance to recover from over four years in cryogenic stasis, they could get down to the business of scouting out Andromeda and learning everything they could about everything, satisfying that overpowering Kimdori curiosity.  They would scan anything and everything, map the stars of Andromeda, identify Consortium and Syndicate territory, and map out that territory.  They’d identify political and military strongholds, supply lines, trade routes, strategically and logistically critical systems, and penetrate both empires’ communication systems…at the same time as they conducted scientific research on just about everything they encountered.  And with them there to call back in real time, they could send through any equipment or supplies they needed, including automated Karinne weaponry to unleash on their enemies.

And from Jason’s perspective, the most important thing he could do was get his ships upgraded to translight drive technology as fast as safely possible, so he could get them over there to rescue those Kimdori if things turned against them.  That, as well as establish a forward base for what he saw as the inevitable need to take the war to Andromeda to convince both the Syndicate and the Consortium that if they wanted to invade another galaxy, there were other galaxies out there for them to choose from.  If they could tow a Stargate over and set it up in a place where their enemies had no hope of either finding it or reaching it, it would open the door they needed to prosecute an offensive that would once and for all end the threat of those Andromedan mega-empires to the Milky Way.


That would make all of this worth it.
