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ArIn Takeover
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Emotion: panic! Everybody freeze. Don’t go any farther, whatever you’re doing!

Miriam snapped to full gestalt. “What’s going on, Dmitri?”

The programmer calmed himself. I slipped into the Science ArIn’s programming and looked around, and I found the malware. This bit of script stood out like a flashing light, because the formatting is different from the rest. 

A page of programming language showed on the viewscreen. 

“And for us non-programmers?”

Is this clear enough for you? 

The words “Self-Destruct” flashed in bright blue. 

A stunned pause filled the gestalt. 

“Do you have any more details?”

Look at this section. If, at any time, the ArIn considers the joining gambit isn’t working, it is to attempt a unilateral takeover of the other two computers.

“We expected that.”

That’s not the bad part. He flashed some code further down. 

This is the key line. If the takeover is not successful, the ArIn is to commence a destruction sequence, not just of itself, but of any parts of the station it can reach, that’s most of the structure. Fortunately, we followed your search weeks ago and ascertained no explosives of any size have been smuggled onboard. 

“But they don’t need extra explosives!”

Why do you say that?

“We ran into the same technique on the Chinese Elysium Base. The self-destruct sequence explodes every volatile or corrosive substance on the station. Standard procedure in the old days of the Expansion Conflict, when data secrecy was more important than human life.

Miriam took a deep, shaky breath. “We know that if we lose and the ArIns succeed in creating a Super Cerb, Ares hits us with a ShipBuster. Now, if we win, the Science ArIn blows us up.”

She sent an emotion of grim determination through the gestalt. “I guess we better find another way.”
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​​Prologue: A New Objective 
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AetherCommunication 1: Three Musketeers

Barwolf: Patches

Initiated by: Miriam

Responder: Freighty 

Aether Setting: Micha Mouse’s living room.

Miriam plopped down in a comfortable chair, pulled Bosz’s soft, grey head into her lap, closed her eyes and called up the image of the black barwolf that resided in that special corner of her perception. 

“Patches, put me on AetherCom, please. I need to talk to Factory 4-80.”

Eager desire to please. Image: barwolf imitation of a human smile revealing rows of fierce triangular teeth.

“Stop being silly.”

Emotion: fake apology. Image: Miriam zooming through space to a huge toroid space factory with a blue-and-green planet and a yellow sun in the background.

After a brief moment of disorientation, Miriam’s vision cleared, and she was sitting on a bright-red, spongy chair in a primary-coloured room. A black cartoon mouse in yellow shorts bounced through the doorway from the deep blue haze of the exterior. 

Hi, kid. How’s it going?

“Hey, Freighty. How’s life in the Sol System?”

Business as usual, Miriam. He pulled a huge wad of cartoon bills out of a bulging pocket and leafed through it merrily. Anything to report from Barnard?

“Yeah. Well, maybe.” 

That doesn’t sound very scientific. 

“It isn’t. It’s just a possibility.”

I’m all ears. The toon wiggled his big, black ears.

“No, you’re not. You don’t have ears.” 

Beware, my dear. The Ancient Artifact has ears everywhere. Even there, on your ship.

“I thought I was your eyes and ears on Jerusalem’s Hope.”

You are. One set of them. So, tell me what you have observed. Is it concerning our favourite barwolf pups?

“It is. I’ve just come offplanet from Barwolf Base, and the Three Musketeers are no longer puppies. They’re five years old, and guess what?”

They formed a triad, I suppose. 

“But they can’t mate, can they?”

They aren’t siblings. They were kidnapped at the same time, but from different tribes.

“I didn’t know that. When I was living with them, we didn’t talk about the kidnapping. Both the barwolf gestalt and the human scientists thought it would be a bad idea to dwell on it. We did talk about you, though. They had a great time onboard the Factory while they were waiting to be brought home. They keep talking about going back.”

Do they, now? Tell me about it. 

“Well, I hate to admit it, but that kidnapping and all the time away from Arborea was a more traumatic experience than I thought at the time. I was eight years old; what did I know? It changed them, and nothing we could do would ever fix them completely. Dr. Goodall says they were kept away from the species gestalt for too long at a key time in their development. They created their own private life gestalt, heavily dependent on each other, and peripherally including any Sensitive humans within reach. Apparently, they communicate with ArIns, as well.” She glanced over at Freighty. “Should that make me suspicious?”

Only if you question my motives. I provided leadership when they needed it. 

“And they still see you as their leader. Will you have them visit some day?”

It’s a long trip. We’ll have to see. Now they have formed their own triad, your guardians will train them, and I can communicate with them through the aether.

“Mum and Dad started that months ago. They’re well into their training.” 

Good. Now I can drop in on them as needed. 

“They’ll be elated. Anything else going on?”

Actually, yes. Have you anything important happening for the next couple of years?

“For the next...WHAT?”

Just a thought. 

“No, it isn’t.” She pinned him with her best frown. “I’ve seen this happen to other people. The plans are made, and you’re pretending to ask me for my opinion. Where am I going?”

Micha Mouse picked up a model of Sol System and spun it on his index finger like a basketball. Space Arm is becoming antsy about getting their value out of our little project. Both projects, actually.

“And you’re asking about the pups, because they’re going to be an AetherCom team, which is the goal of that project. Right?”

Right

“You really are easy to pry information out of, you know.” She concentrated, and a large, soft, boxing glove appeared on her hand. She reached out and bonked him. “Talk.”

Our little solo project, bringing your auguar up with barwolves, has been a great success also, and I thought perhaps you’d like to show up and show off.

“Show up where?”

Bosz might enjoy a reunion with his siblings in the Science Branch lab at Space Arm Mars Station.

“I’m going to Mars? To the Sol System?”

Would you like to?

“Of course, but...well...I...”

You’re the ideal person to go. Anyone else at the age of fourteen would have trouble leaving home for a couple of years. But you and your polyglot family? No matter where you’re spread, AetherCom keeps you pretty much with them twenty-four seven, as the Earthers say. 

“Does the team here know about this trip? Of course they do. Why didn’t they tell me. Rosy!” She blasted a call through the family gestalt. “You get over to this conversation right now!”

Her guardian’s head peeked through the doorway. I’m busy right now, dear. You talk to Freighty about it. It’s your project, not mine. Emotion: love. She winked and disappeared.

“So that’s how it’s going to be? When it suits them, I’m all grown up and independent. You shoulda heard the hullaballoo when I kissed Johnny Olav after the Middle School Grad Dance.” 

I would suggest that you refrain from forming any lasting attachments in Barnard System just now.

“Obviously. Well, when do I leave?”

We’re not in a huge rush. You need to complete your final school semester and wrap up the units you’re teaching the kinder-communication group. The next time Jerusalem hits Embassy Station, book passage as a civilian technical consultant on a Space Arm ship coming back to Sol. 

“That will take months!”

You’re in a hurry, now?

She swung the glove at him. “Yeah, Mouse. Reverse psychology strikes again. I’ve got a load of stuff to do, and only a few months to do it. I’m outa here. Bye, now.” 

The mouse stepped out of range. Ta ta, sweetheart. He blew her kisses, which floated through the air like flower petals.

She snorted and broke the connection. 
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​​Book One: GROUNDWORK


1.  ​​Blue Cadre
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Ten months later

Miriam and Bosz walked down the boarding ramp from the destroyer Texas, waving a cheerful goodbye to the purser at his desk. He pointed to a blond ensign with dark skin lounging at the bottom, and she aimed her steps in that direction, her luggage trundling behind her.

The young officer straightened and stepped forward. “Miss Lantz, I assume?”

“I am. This is Bosz.”

He saluted, then stretched a hand to the auguar, fingers turned under. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, Bosz. You and I have a medical check scheduled for tomorrow.” Then he grinned at her. “Glad to meet you, too, Miss. Don’t worry; I won’t be doing a medical check on you. I’m Ensign Rafi Ericson. Just my luck to be on duty when a lovely young lady needs a guide.”

She gave him the grin that she knew dimpled her left cheek. Emotion: pleasant surprise.

She observed his aura and caught a reaction. Quite Sensitive, apart from his augment, a Military 10 full organic. Maybe even 11. Hmm. That’s high for a mere ensign. “Good of you to come. I gather it’s a rather large station.”

“That it is. We had two civvies got lost up here last year, and they didn’t find them for three days.”

She lowered her head to look up under frowning brows. “And the real story?”

He shrugged. “Nobody knows, but when they found the pair, they whisked them back to Mars on the next shuttle.”

“Since I’m not a spy, I’m in no danger of getting lost.” She gestured. “I just take the 4B monorail over there as far as the main terminal, walk two decks sunward, wait five minutes for the next tram to the Academy, where I ride Sidewalk 17 to the Science Branch Headquarters...need I go on?”

“That’s very good, Miss. How did you...? Oh.” He looked down at the large, grey cat staring smugly up at him. “Your auguar.”

“Got it in one. He has all the information I need.”

“Oh no, he hasn’t.”

“No?”

“Definitely not. He just has the fastest route there. I have the best one.”

“What’s better about it?”

“In the first place, we take the 5C rail.”

She accessed her data from Bosz. “But that goes all the way around.”

“Right. It takes ten minutes longer, but you spend the whole trip looking out over Marsport. It’s a famous view. And then...” he paused dramatically, posing in the middle of a gesture which incidentally demonstrated serious muscle tone bulging his shipsuit.

She favoured him with Rosy’s stare, then spoke in flat tones. “I’m all ears.”

He spoke hurriedly. “Well, if you don’t mind a four-deck staircase, there’s a shortcut that brings you out a block from the Academy. Saves about five minutes and counts towards your Daily Exercise Quota.”

“What about my luggage?”

“Well, we could grab a tram and ship it...”

She laughed. “Don’t worry, it’s not heavy. We can take turns. Let’s go.”

She strode out, her legs inured to Jim Campbell’s rigorous gym routines and regular visits downplanet to romp with the Three Musketeers at Barwolf Base on Arborea. The ensign soon caught up, and she observed him out of the corner of her eye. He moved with more confidence than most his age. No hint of a strut, just comfortable on his feet. Military training, I suppose. 

He made small talk on the trip, and she pumped him for information about the social life of the station. 

When he offered to show her around, her basic honesty took over. “Ensign Ericson, how old do you think I am?”

“Huh? I dunno. About eighteen, I guess.”

“You lie. I don’t look a year over thirteen, and you know it. I can’t go gallivanting about the base hotspots with an officer.”

“Oh. Sorry, I just assumed...” He glanced down. “How old are you? Really.”

“Older than I look, but not much. Birthday in two months, but it won’t help.” They were at the bottom of the stairs, and she grabbed the handle of her dunnage bag. “And I’ve been living with a couple of Commandos. Grab the bottom handle and up we go, but not too fast. I don’t want to show up all sweaty. Lead the way, Bosz.”

The grey tabby auguar bounded easily up the stairs, his ringed tail waving, and Miriam gamely followed.

In truth, her luggage was substantial. She was glad to have Rafi take his share of the load, which he accomplished with ease. Both arrived at the top out of breath and red faced, but only because they raced the last flight. Fortunately, the artificial breeze was cool enough to keep the sweat down. 

They strolled the rest of the way, chatting comfortably. When they reached the SciBee Headquarters, he slowed. “I’m to take you to Reception, because they want you to meet the Blue Cadre first. They’ll have someone there to greet you.”

“But you’re something to do with the program?”

“I have Vet Tech training, so I help with the medical checks on the auguars. A bit of logistics and equipment maintenance. Make myself useful, you know?”

“That sounds like quite a bit. Why didn’t you tell me?”

He looked uncomfortable. “We felt it best not to mention it. They didn’t want to skew your responses to them.”

“Why?”

He gave a rueful grin. “You’re working with the military, lady. Get used to it.”

“If you say so.” This sounds a whole lot more like Head Councillor Isaac and the bureaucratic bunch that gave Rosy so much grief back on Jerusalem. Have to wait and see. 

She held out a hand. “Well, thanks for the escort. I enjoyed getting lost with you.”

He shook but did not let go. “Look, Miss Lantz, I hope you don’t think I was coming on to you or anything...”

She retrieved her hand, laughing. “Don’t worry, your reputation is safe with me.”

“That’s not what I meant. This seems a big place, but there aren’t that many people like us.”

She pretended to frown. “And what are people like us...like?”

“Young and lonely and working hard to make up for it. Around here they call that kind of person a “grind.”

“I’ve been called worse.”

“If you’re ever looking for decent company and exercise with other hard workers, come down to the Rec Centre any evening at seven. I teach martial arts in the dojo five nights a week, and sometimes Special Training on weekends.” 

“Me? Martial arts?” She shrugged. “You never know. I might get that desperate. Thanks again, Mr. Ericson.”

“My pleasure, Miss Lantz. Tell you what. I’ll drop your case off at your cabin.”

“That would be great.” She handed him the key fob. “Thanks.”

“Part of my duties: logistics.” He gave her a snappy formal salute, spun about and strode off, her luggage trundling behind. She enjoyed his trim figure for a moment before turning back to the door.

Image: ruffled grouse performing mating dance.

Emotion: denial. He’s just a friendly guy who’s a bit lonely. I’m not in the market. And you be nice to him. He’s part of your medical team, it seems. She recollected their conversation. He didn’t say much about himself at all, come to think of it.

Image: large, long-haired grey-and-black auguar waiting inside.

Emotion: pleasure. Grey and black? That must be Ethan. I assume his handler is there, too? What’s his name? Don’t tell me...Thomas. Let’s go. 

The big double doors slid open. Inside was a lofty entrance hall with desks down one side and waiting room furniture down the other. 

Just rising from the divan nearest the door was a tall, broad-shouldered youth with dark blonde hair and golden complexion. At his side paced a beautiful auguar who must be Ethan, the feisty kitten she had sent off to Sol four years ago. 

She turned her attention to the human. His smile was friendly enough, but there was an air of superiority about him that reeked of privilege. Miriam had met the sort when they visited the Barwolf Lab, and remembered how Rosy always managed to swing them to her side. Well, I don’t have Rosy’s people skills, so I’ll do it my way.

As he approached, his augmented aura made him seem taller than he actually was. He stopped and looked her up and down. Mostly down.

He can’t be doing that on purpose. It’s just habit. I still don’t have to like it. 

“So. This is the famous Miriam Lantz.”

She stepped back to get him in better perspective. “And you must be the un-famous...well, who are you?”

His eyes narrowed. “Don’t you know? You’re supposed to be able to read minds, they tell us.”

“It’s not polite to read people’s minds without permission.” She glanced at the huge, long-haired auguar lounging at the lad’s side. He was a truly beautiful animal, with silky hair patterned like a Maine Coon Cat, and with huge, intelligent green eyes. Emotions: Greeting, Ethan. Query?

The beast’s tufted ears perked, and he sent a question of his own, directed at Bosz. After a quick exchange, she received a flood of information. 

She stared straight into the young man’s eyes. “So. You are the self-proclaimed alpha of the Blue Cadre pride, your name is Thomas von Arnim, and you are seventeen years old. Your claim to fame is as captain on the youth squad of the Mars Base team in the weak imitation of ruggerball that humans play.” 

His face went white. “What...?” Her augment read his heartrate increasing, his breath coming faster. “I thought you didn’t read minds without permission.”

“I don’t.” She smiled and flicked a finger at her auguar. “Bosz just asked Ethan, who told us.”

Thomas regarded his auguar, who was glancing back and forth between the two humans, puzzlement in every line of his body as he registered this conflict.

“Ethan told your auguar?”

“They are brothers, after all. I knew Ethan when I could hold him in my cupped hands.”

“Oh. Yes, I suppose...”

She took advantage of the lull to invite the larger auguar into their gestalt. He plunged in with little hesitation, and they took a moment to share more information. 

“What’s going on?” von Arnim’s voice took on an uncertain note. 

At least he’s Sensitive enough to notice. 

“Miss Lantz, what just happened to Ethan?”

She brought her attention back to the boy, who was looking from one to the other like his auguar had the moment before, similar expressions playing across his face and body. 

“I just invited Ethan into gestalt. At Barwolf Base we gave the pups as much practice as we could before they were shipped out. Surely they’ve been using it.”

“Oh, that. Yes, Ethan and his siblings go into their own gestalt during team activities, but we can’t join in, so we don’t know too much more than that.”

“Well...” Can’t join in? What is he talking about, Bosz?”

Image: Bosz and Ethan in gestalt. Blond boy outside banging on the door.

I see. She brightened. “I guess that’s why I’m here. I just didn’t expect I’d need to start so soon.”

Miriam could tell by the way his body tensed that she had said the wrong thing. She sent a general feeling of ease and relaxation, using the triple gestalt to strengthen it. “Look, Thomas, I’m sorry. We seem to have got off on the wrong foot, and I don’t know why.”

She let the safe feeling grow for a moment. “Let’s try again.” She took a step forward. “Hi. I’m Miriam Lantz, and this is my auguar, Bosz. Thanks for coming to meet me.” She held out her hand. “And as you probably know, I can’t read your mind without a barwolf or auguar to make the connection, and you must be actively trying to send to me.”

He stared at her, running his fingers through his mane of hair. Then he sighed and reached out his hand, looked at it, then wiped it on his pants and reached out again. “Hi, Miriam. I’m usually called Tom, and this is Ethan, as I guess you already knew.”

She grinned. “I should know. I named him.” She reached out a hand to Ethan, who took a deep sniff, then rasped her knuckles with a rough tongue.

Emotions: pleasure, satisfaction.

“But I’d never have recognized him. We knew he was going to be a big boy, but he’s almost as hefty as his father.”

She glanced at the cadet and gauged his feelings. “He’s got the same presence as Chakka, too.”

“Presence?”

“Oh, yes. He’s the alpha male of the pride.” She widened her eyes. “At least, I hope he is!”

Tom laughed. “Oh, yes. Nobody bosses Ethan around. Except his little sister, of course.”

Miriam frowned in concentration. “Let me guess. That would be Vela. There was something about her...” She shrugged. “The name I gave her means “Little Wolf.”

The tall boy regarded her again, his face unreadable. “Well, it looks like there’s a whole lot we don’t know about you.” He turned and started off. “Come on and meet the rest of the pride. The Powers that Be refused to tell us much, but your reputation really does precede you. They’re waiting with great anticipation. We decided I should come alone so we didn’t overwhelm you.” He snorted. “Some chance.”

She quickened her steps to match his long stride. “Oh, I get whelmed quite easily. It’s just that I get upset when people try, and then I’m never quite sure what I’m going to do until it’s too late.”

She thought of adding that afterwards people usually didn’t try again, but she decided against it. Mr. Tall-and-Handsome had been given due warning.

After a winding trip through several corridors, they rounded a corner and approached a heavy door. She could feel a gestalt boiling behind it, and glanced up at her guide. “This could get rough. Better if you stay out of it.”

“What...?” His hand froze in the act of pushing the button, but it was too late. 

The door slid open, and she had time to register a large, circular room with couches spread around. Then three lithe bodies rushed out. 

Emotion: elation!

Three powerful minds reached towards her. She pulled Bosz into the same protective gestalt she had learned against the Space Swimmers, years ago. Then she dealt with the physical problem by dropping to her knees, her arm across her auguar’s shoulders for support, and let them swamp her. 

Emotion: surprise and building anger. “Blue Cadre!” Tom’s voice snapped out. “Control your auguars. What’s wrong with you?”

Emotions: confusion, frustration.

Miriam laughed and pushed a shaggy head away from licking her ear. Command: finish! Sit!

The three auguars dropped to their haunches in front of her. The smallest one, sleeker than her siblings, took one final lick before responding. Miriam stood and spoke aloud for the benefit of the others. 

“Vela, your heart wasn’t in that...”

The little auguar’s head lowered and turned so she could look sideways from under lowered brows. Emotion: ...apology?

“Four years, and you haven’t changed a bit. And look where it got you. In trouble already, and Ethan is laughing at you.”

In truth, the huge male had stretched out on an empty couch, looking quite pleased with himself. 

Vela got up and strolled over to him, butting her head against his shoulder. He ignored her, so she continued her parade to jump up on the sofa beside a big, red-headed girl.

Order: release. Miriam flicked her fingers, and the others rejoined their handlers. She walked over to Vela’s partner, holding out her hand. “You must be Mary Meyer. You have my sympathy. And my admiration.”

The girl tilted her head and reached out to grasp hands. “Can’t argue with a compliment.”

Miriam turned to the other two. “And here are the Oreo Twins. The white one is Blackie, and the Black one is Blondie. So, you must be Pete Rossi, and you are Jane. Rossi as well, of course.”

The stocky girl with the white male auguar frowned. “And you’re the one that named them?”

“Yep. Nzinga bestowed that honour upon me. She and I get along. Same sense of humour.”

“Did you have any input into our pairing off?”

“Heavens, no. I was nine years old when they were weaned. I’m sure SciBee had all sorts of scientific reasons for how they worked it out.”

“Do you know the criteria for your own pairing?”

“He was the runt of the litter, and I was handicapped, so it was pre-ordained. Quite unscientific. Besides, he’d imprinted on me, so it was too late.”

“Fair enough.” Jane pondered, frowning. “One question...”

“You wonder why I gave the Oreos those names?”

“How did you know that?

Her brother, a slim, darkhaired lad of about sixteen, shrugged. “It doesn’t take a mind reader to figure that out. Everybody must ask. Why would you name them opposite to their pelt colours?”

Miriam put on a knowing look. “Ah, that would be a lesson in experimental science.”

Tom threw himself on the couch beside Ethan. “Experimental science? I just have to hear the punch line for this one.”

Mary chuckled, her hand playing with her partner’s ear. “When you put it that way, it’s obvious.” 

“Maybe to some of you.” Pete waved a hand at her. “Go ahead, grind. Take advantage of the chance to show off.”

“Why, thank you kind sir. I will do so.” She turned to Miriam. “Anything to do with not jumping to conclusions based on superficial evidence?”

“It might...” She put on a mysterious look.

“Aha! But let’s not jump to conclusions...”

“Exactly.”

They shared a grin.

The white auguar yawned hugely, as did her partner. “What are you two going on about? Don’t tell me Mary’s got a new partner for the Extreme Intellect club.”

Oops! I can see where this is going. “Oh, no.” Miriam put on an earnest face. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not that smart. I’m Sensitive. I’m the most Sensitive human anybody’s ever found, but I’m no genius. I hardly know what calculus is, and I don’t play virtuoso violin. I just communicate. That’s it. One-trick pony. I guess I’m a grind, too.”

Tom frowned. “There’s nothing wrong with being a worker, but I’m not sure I believe that totally. What’s the catch?”

“Well, if you really must know...”

“It would help us try to fit you in somewhere.” 

She glanced over. He’s completely serious. “Well, when barwolves go into their gestalt, their intelligence increases exponentially with each new addition. If I’m with a barwolf triad, we’re nine times as smart as me all alone. Sort of. It isn’t straight math.”

“But you were talking about our auguars using a gestalt.” 

“With auguars it isn’t as efficient. It’s hard to explain.”

“Can you give us a for-instance?”

“Um...okay. Area of a circle. Pi times the radius squared, right? How many decimals can you give me for pi?”

Tom frowned. “3.141592...6, I think.”

“That’s three better than I can do on my own. Now watch this.” She sent out the invitation. Hesitating, one by one, the four auguars joined in. 

Question: value of pi?

She reeled it off. “3.141592653589...need I go on?”

There was dead silence in the room. Miriam frowned. What’s happening now? 

Emotion: question?

Bosz sent a feline chuckle. Image: Miriam regarding auguars.

She brought her attention to the room. The auguars were frozen, their eyes boring into hers. The partners were also gazing, awestruck and some a bit fearful. Pete tried to turn Blondie’s head to look at him, but her eyes stayed fixed on Miriam.

“I’m sorry. It must be the first full gestalt they’ve ever been in as adults. I didn’t know they’d react like that.” Emotion: finish.

The barwolves came out of their trance, still looking dazed.

“How do you mean?” Tom stared into Ethan’s eyes for a moment. The cat’s tongue reached out and rasped his cheek, and he nodded and patted its head, then returned his attention to Miriam, eyebrows raised. 

“They don’t have much Math training, and probably don’t even know what pi is. Bosz gave us the formula, and we were calculating it on the fly. They should be able to do math at that level and maintain complete awareness of their environment at the same time. It takes practice, but it becomes completely natural. A matter of multi-tasking. One of the younger scientists at Barwolf Base has been working on it. Guy called Joachim Perez, if you want to look up his research.”

Tom glanced at Mary. “Sounds up your alley.”

“I’ll check him out. Is he cute?”

“Definitely not. But he’s very smart. Tell him I recommended you contact him.”

“Fine.” Tom regarded his pride. “Enough excitement. We need time to process all this new data. How about lunch?”

He didn’t seem to be consulting anyone else, so Miriam nodded.

“How soon can you be ready?”

“What’s to get ready?” She grinned and ran a hand down her ship slacks. “I’m dressed for public display.” 

Pete followed this gesture. “Don’t you want to change?”

Miriam frowned. “Why would I change for lunch? Is it a special occasion?”

The smaller boy matched her expression. “It’s uniforms only in the mess, of course.”

“I don’t have a uniform. Must I beg for crumbs outside the door?”

Tom chuckled. “She’s not Space Arm, Pete.”

“She’s not? How did you know that?”

“Because I asked Ethan. He and Bosz have been chatting all this time, getting reacquainted, I gather.” He ruffled the big auguar’s short mane. 

The cat leaned into his hand. Emotion: agreement.

Mary regarded Miriam. “What do you mean, you’re not Space Arm? The military owns all the auguars.”

“Not this one.”

“Who owns him?”

Tom glanced at Miriam, so she took over. “Nobody. Auguars are designated self-aware beings, and as such cannot be owned by people. Your beasts are all under contract and the stewardship of Space Arm. Bosz is under the care of Factory 4-80. In order to work with him, I am an employee of Freighty as well.”

Tom mused a moment. “It will make it more difficult to fit you in with our program.”

She regarded him. “You said that before. I don’t think I’m here to fit into your system.” Oops. I know how that sounded. “I mean, of course I want to fit in so I can work with you. But I get the feeling they want me to stay separate. There’s all sorts of scientific stuff going on, and we’re all test subjects, so we can’t be told everything.”

Mary leaned forward. “What can you tell us?”

She shrugged. “Nobody told me there was anything I can’t tell you. If I don’t tell you something, it’s because I don’t know. Okay?”

Tom nodded judiciously. “We can take that at face value. Why do you think you’re here?”

“I’m assuming they’ll tell us. Definitely gestalts. They’ll be setting up studies, developing norms, you know, the usual scientific stuff.”

“We don’t know much about the science. They just run tests on us, and don’t tell us anything.”

“It wasn’t quite that way with me. You see...”

He held up his hand, stopping her. “This is great information, but the mess hall closes in half an hour, and none of us have eaten. Why don’t we hit the chow line, and we can continue over lunch.”

They flowed out the door in a mass of furry bodies, Tom leading the way, with Miriam in the place of honour at his side. She and Bosz watched with amusement as the pride organized itself into a definite hierarchy, with Vela and Mary close behind, and the Twins bringing up the rear, Jane half a step ahead of Pete.

The dining hall was huge and echoing, although sparsely occupied at the moment. They picked up trays of food, and Tom led the group to a special table with spaces between the chairs for the auguars to sit.

As soon as everyone was settled, Mary leaned in. “This will be great. You two have always been a mystery to us. They never told us anything about you, and it was pretty obvious we weren’t supposed to ask.”

“Oh, that’s the scientific method. They probably didn’t want to contaminate the purity of the sample. It was the same with me, although I was able to worm a whole lot of info out of people.”

“You read their minds?” Pete’s eyebrows disappeared in the dark bangs that covered his forehead.

She laughed. “Not a chance. I guess you don’t know much about barwolves?”

Tom shook his head. “We’ve had limited contact in strict laboratory conditions.”

“Well, I spent a couple of years at Barwolf Base, with a whole tribe of them wandering around, mingling with the humans. I worked with them on a daily basis. Then I moved to Jerusalem’s Hope, where I live in the SciBee section, working with barwolf cubs on a project I’m not allowed to talk about. Bosz and I take classes — if you can call them that — with the older barwolf cubs, and sometimes with the adults. Three special ones I’d call friends.” 

Mary’s eyes were shining. “That sounds the coolest.” Then she frowned. “And how does that affect how you found out about us?”

“Compared to us, all barwolves are mind readers. What one barwolf knows, they all know. So, when humans are dealing with barwolves, they have to be careful what they share. It’s a Security Ops nightmare. On top of that, in both labs there’s a whole level of Sensitives just below my abilities, and with barwolves to translate, the atmosphere is just full of information going every which-way. There’s just so much data around, you learn to screen most of it out or you’d go nuts.

“But the humans are careful about their thoughts. If they didn’t want me to know about something, believe me, the data was not made available.”

“Then how did you get it?”

“Well, part of the time I was a test subject, but because I’m ahead of everybody else, sometimes I was the researcher and sometimes the teacher. People talk about stuff, and it’s easy to direct the conversation, when people are enthused, you know? They sorta forget who they’re talking to.”

She gave a knowing wink, and they chuckled. 

“And then there’s my guardian, Roselyn.”

“We have heard of her. I got the impression everybody liked her.”

“Oh, they do.”

“She’s a soft touch, then?”

“Hah! Not a chance. There’s only one way to get information out of Rosy.”

“What’s that?”

“Ask her. If she doesn’t know the answer, she’ll tell you so. If you’re not supposed to know, she tells you so, and that’s that. But most of the time she gives you the answer you need. Mind you, not the one you thought you wanted. She’s almost as Sensitive as me, and she’s a teacher. You want information, you ask Rosy straight out and be happy with the answer. If you’re not satisfied, then you go away and think, because you’ve been given what’s necessary.”

Mary idly toyed with Vela’s left ear. “It sounds like you have a good relationship. Do you miss her?”

“Not really. We talk pretty much every day.” Better to leave out the fact that I can connect with any member of my family at will, re-ti.

“Yeah, but even the most expensive method, that — what’s it called? — Pony Express, there’s still the lag time.”

“No, no. Not at all...” Oops. I wonder... “What do you know about Barwolf aether communication?”

The pride shared looks, and as usual, Tom spoke for the group. “Pretty well nothing. We know it exists. We’d never be allowed to use it.”

She shrugged. “I think we just hit our first problem. If you don’t know about it, then you’re not supposed to know, so that’s all you’re going to get from me.” And they’re definitely not ready for interspecies families, yet.

He frowned. “You won’t tell us?”

“I don’t think I should. If you want to know, ask your officers. If they give the okay, I’ll tell you what I know, but I bet it’s above their security clearance as well.” 

She held up a hand to stem the protests. “From what I hear, that’s pretty typical of Space Arm. AetherCom is a system you’re not allowed to know about, and here you sit with someone who uses it to call her Mum every day.” She shrugged. “Weird.” 

“Yep, that’s Space Arm. But it tells us one thing.”

All eyes turned to Mary. 

“You don’t need permission to use the system. If you have the ability, you make the call.” She stared at Miriam. “Right?” 

“You are the smart one in the cadre, aren’t you?”

“Yep. Sometimes the genius just flows out of me, and I can’t stop it.”

Pete scoffed. “Yeah. And sometimes it’s cowslop, and it comes out all the same.”

Tom cleared his throat. “And now perhaps someone could ask an intelligent question, before we descend into the mire of our usual repartee.”

Jaane complied quickly. “I’m interested in this naming and choosing. You’ve obviously spent more time with the scientists. What do you think’s going on?”

Miriam regarded them, thinking how to put this. It was obviously more important to them than might be expected, and she stopped herself from asking just how much anybody told them.

“Well, I’m assuming they’re using this group to test what pairings work best. It’s really too small a sample for statistical accuracy, but they’ve got an alpha male human and an alpha male auguar; they pretty well had to be partnered to keep the peace. They have a pair of twin humans who are genetically similar, which is handy for some tests. They partner the male with a female auguar and the female with a male auguar, so they can see how each combination works.” She turned to Mary. “And I’m sorry, but it looks like you didn’t get much choice. The fourth pairing had to be a female/female, and that worked because you’re both mentally strong. If I might make an observation based on my initial impression...”

Mary glanced at Tom. “Oh, by all means, do.”

“Ethan and Vela seem to have worked things out. I can feel it in the gestalt, so I’m pretty sure of that. You and Tom...I must reserve judgement on that, due to lack of evidence.”

The larger girl threw her head back and laughed. “Well, that was diplomatic, I must say.”

Miriam felt the drop in the tension. She reached down and twined her fingers in Bosz’s ruff. 

He gave her a bump with his soft nose and a quick lick on the wrist, then settled. Emotion: satisfaction.

I’m glad you see it that way. I’ve gotta keep my opinions to myself, around here.

They spent the rest of the meal with the pride clueing Miriam in about life at Mars Base. When she mentioned Rafi Erickson, the girls both laughed. 

Miriam regarded them. “Am I missing something?”

They shared a glance, and Jane shrugged. “No, Rafi’s just fine. He’s one of those prodigies. Youngest Ensign ever signed on in Sol System. Apparently, there’s somebody younger out in Barnard.”

“Oh, Andrew Collingwood.”

“You know him?”

She smiled. “It’s a small population out there. His mother, Captain O’Rourke, is Chakka’s handler. They visit us whenever they’re downplanet. Andrew’s a great guy: only moderately weird. His wife, Toni, is Nzinga’s handler and a Commando Weaponless Specialist. I really like her.”

Pete shook his head. “More information in one sentence than we’ve had on the subject in four years. Hard to take it all in.”

“But we were talking about Rafi...”

Jane nodded. “Yeah. He’s betwixt and between. Too young to take part in the usual Ensigns’ foolishness, but he’s an officer, like us. He might have been soft on me for a while, but he found out what I’m really like.”

It came out before she thought. “Oh. What are you really like?”

“Not into minding a baby. I’d be quite happy to attract the attention of one of those older ensigns.”

“He gave me the impression he wouldn’t mind running into me again. Would that be a problem?”

“Not unless it’s in a karate match. He’s deadly.”

“He did mention giving lessons.”

The group chuckled, and all eyes turned to Tom, who blushed. “Okay, okay, I’ll tell her. I took some MA training when I was a kid, and I was pretty good...I thought. Let’s just say he taught me a lesson.”

“But he’s such a pleasant, unassuming guy.”

“That was the problem. It wasn’t getting dumped on my duff that bothered me. It’s just that he was so damned worried that he’d hurt me.”

“That fits. Toni told me that injuring your sparring partner is a no-no. Shows a lack of control.”

Jane peered at Miriam. “You’ve been taking Commando martial arts training?”

Miriam flexed a thin arm. “Heavens, no! I just work out with her for exercise.” She indicated Bosz, who languidly stretched his front claws. “With him, I’m armed and dangerous enough.”

Tom regarded her auguar with more respect. “So, he’s been trained to fight?”

“Not a lot.” She cocked her head and looked at him. “You play human ruggerball. In full protective gear, I assume?”

“Duh! How stupid do I look?”

“I assume you’ve seen vid of a real game.”

“Yeah, I see where you’re going. It’s hardly the same.”

“Well, Bosz plays with the barwolf pups. With no padding.”

“How does he survive?”

“Speed and intelligence. He can read the play several bounces ahead of them. He never gets caught in a scrum, and his passes are pinpoint. He was about the same size as the pups when they were learning. Oh, and the barwolves always play fair. Nobody ever takes cheap shots.”

Tom flexed a shoulder. “Wish I could say the same about humans.” The mess hall staff were turning down the lights, so he stood. “We were allowed an extra-long lunch break to welcome you, but now we must follow our usual schedule. Mary will escort you to your quarters, and we’ll come for you at 17:30 for supper. You can rest up or wander around as you choose. Ethan can upload Bosz with our assigned security area. I doubt you’ll get lost.” 

“I don’t need an escort, thanks all the same.” She paused to retrieve her schedule from Bosz. “Hmm...who is Commander George?”

“That would be Commander Dr. Adam George, the head of the whole SciBee Auguar Program.”

“I see him at 09:00 tomorrow. Any advice?”

Tom grinned. “He rarely talks to mere test subjects like us. Rather aloof and academic, in my observation. No idea how he’ll approach a teenager.”

“I hope he approaches me as a visiting expert.” 

“Don’t hold your breath.”

“I get the message.” She shrugged. “Everyone flying by the seats of our pants, here. We’ll work something out.”

Tom looked down at her. “A bit of advice. In the military, we keep our heads down unless we’re saluting. It seems to work best.”

She restricted her reaction to a nod. Not how we do it in the Barnard System, but somehow, I don’t think it’s time for that discussion.

She turned to the rest. “Thanks for the warm welcome. See you at supper.”

They all smiled and murmured various responses, and she left.

––––––––
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AetherCom 2 Phone Home

BARWOLF: PATCHES

Initiated by: Miriam

Responder: Rosalyn

Aether Setting: Rosalyn’s office on Jerusalem, Miriam’s rooms at Mars Station

For a while, they followed the map Bosz had been given, wandering around their part of the station. Then they navigated easily to her cabin, which turned out to be a two-room suite larger than anything she’d ever owned. She packed her small amount of luggage away, played with the sanitary facilities to get them straight, then flopped on the big, soft bed and opened her mind to her family.

Rosy came online from Jerusalem. You’re there, are you?

Miriam switched the com so they met in the aether version of her own rooms. All established. How do you like my grand suite?

Rosie strolled around, peeking into corners. Very nice. 

Finally treated in the manner to which I will become accustomed. 

Rosy came and sat on the bed beside her. So, dear, how’s it going?

Fine, I guess. It’s pretty confusing, actually.

Emotion: concern.

No, no, it’s not like that. You know how comfortably Chakka and Nzinga slip in and out of gestalt with Captain O’Rourke and Toni? And you and me if they want?

I always thought that’s how the auguar bond works. 

Nobody does that around here. We trained the litter to form a gestalt with each other, but nobody has taken it any further. The handlers use their augments to share, but that’s far below what they’re capable of. Blue Cadre has never been in full gestalt. They use the standard augment gestalt, but I don’t think they know how to commit emotionally.

Are you sure?

I’m not sure of anything, but I’ve been here most of the day, and nobody has even made any augment contact with me. I tell you, it’s been a workout of my social skills, having to communicate only by talking. It sure wastes a lot of time. 

Rosy nodded. It sounds like you have a handle on it. Can you see any source of difficulty because of this situation?

Well, of course I can communicate with the auguars. I must be careful the humans don’t think I’m reading their minds. It seems to be a more serious concern around here. 

I’m glad you know that. I’ve tried hard to teach you...

...many, many times, and yes, I was listening. Come on, Mum!

Rosy sent a calming feeling, and their talk turned to more mundane matters.
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2.  ​​Trouble in the Pride
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Supper was another pleasant social time. Afterwards they retired to the Blue Cadre lounge and were just settling themselves when the trouble started. 

Miriam could see it coming. Each had their own space, and a new sofa had been brought in for her, squeezed into the corner by the drinks machine.

However, when the pride entered, the black auguar sauntered over and flopped himself on the pad meant for Bosz. Without hesitation, the little grey auguar strolled in, hopped up on Jane’s couch and laid his head on her leg giving her his best “please, please” stare. 

In a flash Blondie was at full bound towards his rival. 

Easy, boy.

Emotion: determination. 

Slipping off the couch, Bosz met the larger animal head on in the open space. Blondie seemed to drive straight over the smaller cat, but then his feet left the floor, and he flipped over, landing on his back, skidding to his handler’s feet and coming up short against the couch. He lay there a moment, dazed, then rolled shakily upright. 

His recent opponent was lying in his own bed at Miriam’s side, licking his stretched-out hind leg.

Thomas looked from one to the other. “That was interesting.”

“An honest mistake. Now he knows better.”

“I didn’t see exactly what happened. It was too fast.”

She grinned. “A plain old one-foot judo throw. Basic Commando training. Over the last few years Chakka the Warrior has been taking his fatherly duties seriously. Every time NightHawk and Jerusalem meet, there are several heavy father-and-son training sessions. That’s good, because he needs all the help he can get to deal with his mother.” 

“Why is that?”

“Well, I guess when the kittens in her litter were learning to play fight, she only got half the lesson.” She read their puzzled glances.

“You know that playing kittens are cute and all that. But there’s a serious purpose behind it. They’re figuring out their pecking order. For her littermates, play was just play. For Nzinga, being the alpha of the pride was more important. She made the grade, although she’s average in size.”

Mary nodded. “Yeah, she’s in the literature. The crowning glory of the old-style Commando auguars. She and Toni Jacobs got more re-li action than any pair in the history of the program. 

Miriam grinned. “Bosz and I spent the last five years with them, off and on. Once he got big enough to be obstreperous, she came down on him pretty hard, so I took a hand.”

“You?”

“Well, Toni and I worked together. When Nzinga got too rough, I would pull Bosz into gestalt, but Toni would stay out of it. Any auguar in gestalt with a handler is more than a match for a lone auguar.”

Tom frowned. “That’s a pretty broad statement.”

She shrugged. “Because of his training, Bosz could probably hold his own with any of Blue Cadre except Ethan without my help. By the time we get finished with our training, any one of the other auguar teams should be able to handle Ethan if he’s alone. It’s a good goal to work towards.”

Tom frowned. “We don’t have much of that kind of training. We’re not supposed to be fighters so much as technicians.”

“This has little to do with fighting skill and everything to do with gestalts.”

He nodded hesitantly. “I suppose we’ll have to find out.”

“Oh, I’m confident you will.”
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3.  ​​Dr. Adam George
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The commander was not what she expected. No lab coat, no custom enterpad on his sleeve. He was tall and slim, rather dignified, but not at all imposing. He met her at the door to his office and gestured her to a comfortable chair, taking the matching seat across the low coffee table and stretching out a hand for Bosz to sniff. 

His desk — large, bare, and possibly real wood — dominated the far side of the room. The obvious perk of the office was a large bank of windows that looked through the dome at the view she had seen from the tram: Mars Station, a conglomeration of domes of all sizes spread across the hazy red surface of the planet below. New construction of more earth-like architecture grew in anticipation of the increasing air density due to the terraforming. 

The commander waited until she and Bosz were comfortable. “So, Miss Lantz. How are you settling in?”

She gave the required polite smile. “The cadre has made me feel most welcome. Considering the lack of instructions, they have tried hard to fit me in. I hope my interaction with the rest of the project goes as smoothly.”

“Considering the situation, I would be rather surprised if you fitted in well at all.”

She took a moment to digest that and read his aura. He really means that. Well, Rosy says if they want to be frank... “Thank you for being honest with me, sir. But where does that leave us? Am I a problem for you?”

He steepled his fingers and gave the hint of a smile. “Of course, you are a problem. That’s my job: solving problems.”

He paused, but she decided to wait him out.

Finally, he leaned back. “I’ll put you in the picture. This is the military. I know it’s the Science Branch, but it’s still military. On the surface, we seem to function the same as any science institution, but don’t believe it. Deeper down, there’s a military mindset that drives it all, and don’t fool yourself into thinking you can fight that.”

She nodded and waited again.

“You probably think that true science doesn’t work very well in a military environment. You’d be right. The military is far more oriented towards results.”

“How does that work?” 

“Their attitude to research is slanted by their desire for the practical solution that solves the problem they are working on.” He raised a hand. “Don’t bother. You and I know that’s bad science.”

“I was going to say, sir, that I’m already working on a project in conjunction with Space Arm.”

“Barwolf Communication.”

“And in that case, Space Arm didn’t get what they wanted. Admiral Mira said so in the last general meeting.”

Again he paused, regarding her. “And the message is that you were at the general meeting of a high-security project.”

Now it was her turn for a knowing smile. “I meant that I’m aware of the difference you were speaking of.” She leaned forward. “Have you had much contact with barwolves?”

He frowned. “We have had them onsite several times. I supervise our studies of the species.”

“But you have no experience working in a barwolf-rich atmosphere, where their ethos dominates.”

“How does this help us, here?”

“A lot. I have lived in a cooperative environment all my life. I spent the last four years studying and working with that sort of approach. Communication and cooperation are instilled in my bones. I can’t help it. I get along with everybody.”

“I get that feeling from you.”

“My concern is that people from authoritative systems sometimes take my cooperation for weakness. Any interaction where only one of the participants is trying to win will, by its very nature, turn out skewed results.”

Again he steepled his fingers. “Can you give me an example?”

“Sure. Ensign von Arnim. He and I have been walking a narrow line since the first moment we met.”

The doctor frowned. “Ensign von Arnim has proven an exemplary leader of his cadre.”

“Of course. An exemplary leader who exudes authority, strength and honour. In any military situation, I would follow him without question.”

“So, where is the problem?”

“What happens in a project where I know more about the situation than he does? If he has the idea that I’m a good follower, and suddenly I disagree with his opinion, he’s going to see that as a challenge to his general authority. If he runs true to form, he will then stop work on the original problem and focus on re-establishing his authority by winning the confrontation. I don’t want to be melodramatic, but I was in a situation once where that pattern almost ended up with someone dead.” She regarded him. “And, risking a security breach, I will tell you it was worse than that: lost in Otherwhere.”

He nodded. “You don’t need to worry about the security angle. That report was part of the reason you were invited here. Your little adventure in the aether fog with Commando Sergeant Zueva was highlighted as a warning to all of us.”

“Good. Also, I’m running into situations where I don’t know how much to reveal to the cadre. I was briefed by the SecuriCorps agent on the project, and her advice was to keep my mouth shut unless specifically ordered otherwise.”

Another wintry smile. “That’s what I’d expect from SecuriCorps.” He made a note on his enterpad. “Another problem to deal with. I’ll alert Dr. Lee, the Blue Cadre Research Project Head, and he’ll brief you on the security levels of all involved.”

“Thanks. That will help a lot.”

He went on to outline the general makeup of the project, referring her to a document with its goals and objectives. 

She did a quick scan of the précis Bosz posted for her. “And how much of this is the auguar cadre aware of?”

“Only the main points. Allowing the experimental subjects access to the objective of any specific experiment...”

“...will skew the results.”

“Correct.”

“So, if I read this document, it will give me an idea of what I should tell them and what I shouldn’t. From a scientific point of view.”

“Exactly.” He regarded her. “You seem familiar with scientific procedure.”

“The whole SciBee section of Jerusalem’s Hope is an immersive laboratory. My guardian is one of the main researchers.”

“And even at your tender age, you’re listed as a research assistant. I gather you earn your wages.”

She grinned. “If you ever house trained a pet, you’d know. And barwolves are carnivores, if you take my meaning.”

He touched his nose. “I do.” He glanced at his enterpad again. “Entertaining and useful as this meeting has been, my time has run out, so let’s wrap up.” He counted points on his fingers.

“First, I find you have a mature attitude towards this whole situation.”
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