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Jason had the feeling that Aria was going to be just fine.

She was definitely a remarkable little girl.  He’d spent a great deal of time with her over the last two days, and he was already growing very, very attached to her.  Her trauma made her a little timid, but as she got to know him, she lost much of that.  She was a very intelligent, curious little girl, always asking questions and honestly intestate in this new world, this new life.  And she had tons of guts.  The fact that she was resisting the horrific trauma the Benga inflicted on her to reach out to him and Jyslin and her doctors showed just how brave that little girl really was.


She was much like Rahne, a lost little girl with no past and very little sense of self or identity.  Jason had talked with her about her past, doing it very gently, and learned that she knew almost nothing about herself, her people, or her family.  She was taken from them when she was six, couldn’t even remember the faces of her parents, but did remember that her parents were killed by the Benga when they took her from them.  She remembered seeing them shot down, her earliest defined memory, and that made Jason even more enraged.  Her very first memory was one of terrible pain and loss, and nothing past that ever got better.  She barely remembered what happened between the death of her parents and her ending up on that bed, which were memories she had blocked, and were now safely behind powerful psychic locks to prevent her from accessing them.


Ryn had been the one to do that.  And when she was done, he had never seen her that out of sorts.  She had seen glimpses of those blocked memories as she sealed them deep in Aria’s mind, and just seeing bits and pieces of them had nearly traumatized Ryn.  That meant that they had to be beyond all belief as to how terrible they were.

For close to eight years, Jason figured, she’d been kept in a state of induced sleep, and that sleep had been tormented by Benga telepaths to give her the most dreadful nightmares imaginable, all in the name of drawing out visions of the future that they could use.  She had had no childhood.  She had had almost no contact with others, and what little there was had been negative.  But despite all that, she had clung to the ethereal impressions of her life before this hell began, clung to what little she did remember from her earliest childhood before she was taken, and all of it was centered around one thing.


Her name.


They had tried to torture her into forgetting her name, to lose all sense of identity and self, and she had resisted.  She had focused the totality of her being around one idea, one concept, and she clung to it with every bit of the incredible strength and courage she possessed.  She would not let them take her name from her, because it represented everything that she was, everything that she wanted to be. And despite everything they did to her, everything they threw at her, they could not break her.


But they didn’t use their telepathy to just excise her memories, program her to be a faithful little lapdog, and Jason knew why.  To expose her to powerful, invasive telepathy of that magnitude would incite her own talent to awaken, the way Temika’s talent was awakened by that mindbender, and they must have learned over time that to try to go into their minds like that just accelerated their talent expressing, which in turn made them dangerous.  So everything they did was as passive as possible, implanting thoughts, images, horrors and emotions, torturing her mind without directly using telepathy against her in a way that might incite her to express, then observing her thoughts to find and interpret the visions that torture incited.

She had already shown some marked improvement.  She’d undergone six biotine treatments over the last two days, and while she wasn’t strong enough to walk yet, she was strong enough to sit up in bed and use her hands without them trembling.  He was sitting on the stool by her bed, playing a little game Songa taught her that was actually physical therapy, making her use her hands and working on her motor control skills.  She was smiling and laughing as she tried to keep up with Jason’s hands, taking pleasure in something as simple as the Faey version of Patty cake.  “Stop cheating, Jason,” she accused as she missed his hand.


“I’m not cheating,” he protested.  “You’re just not trying hard enough.  Tell you what.  You catch my hand and I’ll get you another ice cream.”

Her aqua eyes lit up.  “I like ice cream!” she declared.


“You and just about every other child I know,” he smiled, holding his hands out tauntingly.  “But you’ve gotta earn it.”  Songa had her on a very strict diet because she hadn’t eaten solid food for years, had been fed pure glucose intravenously, so she was on a progressive regimen to get her digestive system going again, get it ready for solid food.  She was restricted to broth and non-solid foods, like milk, gelatin, yogurt, and ice cream, and she loved what she’d had so far.  Like just about every kid everywhere, she loved ice cream, and Songa allowed her to eat a lot of it, since it was infused with the essential vitamins and minerals she’d been deprived of for years.  Everything she’d eaten so far had been like that, specially prepared by the annex cafeteria to be packed with nutrients but still very tasty, and it had certainly awakened a love of food and eating in her.


He could certainly understand why.


“Tomorrow you get to try your first solid food,” Jason told her as she tried to smack his open palm with her own, and he danced his hand around to make her work for it.  “Looking forward to it?”

“I don’t know what to try first,” she answered, biting her lip a little bit as she struggled to keep up with his hands.  “What do you like?”

“I’m not tremendously picky,” he chuckled.  “I live with a wife that’s not my species, so I eat a lot of the food she likes.  And one of the people who live with us to help us is a Shio, and she cooks a lot of food from her own people.  She also likes to make foods enjoyed by other races and species that live here on Karis, to let us experience all kinds of new things.  But, if we’re talking my favorite food ever, that would have to be steaks cooked on a grill, something my father used to make.”  He laughed.  “He never was a very good cook.  After my mother died, we had nothing but steaks, hamburgers, and hot dogs made on the grill for months.”


“Your mother died?”


“A long time ago, she died in an accident,” he told her.

“Do you remember what she looks like?”


“Yes, but that’s not how I remember her,” he said, his hands slowing as memories of his beloved mother washed over him.  “When I think of her, it’s always the same, me sitting at the piano with her, watching her as she played it.  She had such amazing hands,” he said in reverie.  “I used to watch them and just be mesmerized how they moved.  It was like her hands were dancing, dancing with the keys on the keyboard, and she made the most beautiful music.”

“What is a piano?”


Jason put a finger to his gestalt, and he projected a small hologram between them.  “This.  It’s a musical instrument, Aria.  Push down the keys, and they play notes.  My mother played the piano for money, she was so good at it that people paid money to listen to her music.  She was what we call a concert pianist.”


“What is money?”


He chuckled.  “That’s a very difficult concept to explain.  In the short term, let’s just say that it’s something that you will never have to worry about,” he grinned.


“I like the pictures in the air,” she said, looking at the hologram.  “And the, the viddy shows on the big one over there.”


“I’m glad you do.  They certainly make the time pass without being bored,” he told her.  “What have you seen on the viddy when I’m not here?”

“Doctor Songa showed me all the places I could go when I get better.  They were really pretty,” she said, going back to trying to slap his palm.  “Then she showed me something she called a program.  It’s like a dream put on the picture that anyone can see.  It was called the Imperial Rangers.”


“Did you like it?”


“It was a little strange.  What is math?”


 “You saw the show, Aria.  Did you understand what they were talking about?”


“A little,” she replied.  “But what do you use it for?”


He had to laugh.  “Math, my little treasure, is what got you in this bed,” he told her with a smile, stopping the game and taking her hands.  “Math is the foundation of the entire universe, a way we can understand things that we can’t see or touch.  It explains how things work, and we use it to build everything you see around you.  We used math to build the machine that we used to rescue you.  So, Aria, math is very important,” he said, tapping her on the nose.  “My life revolves around math.  I told you that I’m the Grand Duke, that I run this planet.  But before I was the Grand Duke, I was an engineer.  And I still am, really, I still do that kind of work.  I build machines and devices, I’m always looking for new ways to make things work, and I use math to do it.


“When you get better, you will be learning about math.  Math, and science, and history, and the other races that live on Karis, about anything and everything.  We call it education, and it is the most important thing I could ever give you.  And I think you’re going to like it.  You’re a very curious and very smart girl, and in just the two days I’ve known you, I’ve seen that you love to learn.  Well, we’re going to teach you everything you ever wanted to know, Aria, and probably a whole lot of things you never knew you wanted to know.”

“I’d like to know more,” she said, smiling up at him.  “Jason.”


“Yes?”


“If you run the planet, why were you the one that came for me?”


He laughed.  “Because, little treasure, I was one of the engineers that built the machine that rescued you,” he told her.  “And we had to go very, very fast, so fast that we came to rescue you almost as soon as we were sure it worked.  We were afraid that they were going to hurt you even more, and we moved so fast, I ended up being one of the ones that came to get you.  And believe me, quite a few people were not happy about that,” he grinned.  “That’s why I was sore yesterday.  One of them made her displeasure very clear the night before.  They don’t like it when I do things like that, they think I should keep myself safe behind my desk, that I’m too important to risk myself that way.  But, as the Grand Duke, Aria, I wouldn’t ask anyone who lives on this planet to do anything I wouldn’t do myself.  So, when the time came to rescue you, I was more than willing to get into that big robot machine you saw and go in there with my soldiers to rescue you, because they needed me, and you needed me.”

“I’m glad.”


“I’m happy that you’re glad,” he replied, putting his hand on her cheek.  They both looked to the side when the door opened, and Aria’s eyes lit up when Jyslin came in.  She was in a plain white tank top and a pair of cargo shorts. 

“And how’s my girl today?” she asked brightly as she came up to the bed.


“Jyslin!  I’m feeling much better.  Did you bring the present?”



She took her hand from behind her back and presented her with a Paladins baseball cap, then put it on her head.  “Right out of the gift shop, pippy,” she said.


“You’re getting her hooked on bachi already?” Jason accused.


“She likes the logo and the colors, but I will eventually,” she winked in reply.


Aria fussed with the hat a bit.  “Does it look alright?”


“It looks fine,” Jason told her.


“Did you go for your treatment?” Jyslin asked.


“Uh-huh,” she said animatedly as Jyslin stood over and behind Jason, her hands on his shoulders.  “I don’t really like it.  The needles are a little scary.”


“Well, just think of how much better you feel when it’s over and you have a chance to rest,” she told her.   “Now, let me get a certain naughty boy out of my seat, and you can tell me all about what happened today!” she said, and Aria laughed when she dragged Jason off the stool.  She shooed him away playfully as she took his place, leaning over and taking Aria’s hands.


“Hey now, you stool thief,” Jason called.


“You were getting up anyway.  Myleena asked me to tell you that you need to go over to your office,” she grinned.  Seriously.  She was about to send for you, but I told her I was coming down here anyway.


Alright, but don’t think this is over, bitch, he warned playfully.  “I’d better go see what she wants.  I’ll be back in a little while, Aria.  I may as well do some of the paperwork that comes with running the planet while I’m there.  I’m way, way behind on it.”

“Okay.”


Jyslin laughed when he kicked the stool a little bit, then he went out and picked up his guards, who were standing on each side of the door and the wall opposite, defending him and the room.


They went over to the White House, and after getting a short briefing from Chirk about the important things that hit his inbox since he was last there, he went into the office and flopped into the chair behind the desk even as he brought up a holo of Myleena.  She was still on Nexus One, and he saw she was in the core.  “Hey Myli.  What’cha got?”


“We’re done here, Jayce, or at least we are,” she answered.  “Naval Engineering is gonna do the finishing projects, and I’ve handed over operational control of the station to Myri.  I’ve already written out the operational specs and trained three operation crews, so they can actually use it.  I’m gonna be heading back to the island as soon as I button up the last few items on my list.  But you’re gonna have to talk to Lorna.”


“Why?”


“She wants us to move Nexus One to Terra,” she replied.  “She’s almost fighting Myri over the station as we speak.”


“She can’t have Nexus One, but I could see fit to build a fourth station and give the CCM access to it,” he mused, leaning back in his chair.  “But the CCM has to pay the operation costs.”


“She’d write that check in a heartbeat,” Myleena laughed.  “She’s like totally obsessed with our new toy, Jayce.”

“I don’t see why, it’s not as useful as she thinks it is,” he shrugged.  “With a limited uptime on the nexus bridge, it’s really only useful for what we did with it.  But for what we did use it for, it’s an awesome toy.”


She laughed.  “Yup,” she grinned.  “I think Denmother will get the most use out of them.  But, there is one thing I want to do with this, Jayce.”


“What?”


“I think I can make a stable nexus bridge by using it the same way we use the original bridges.  Link two nexus bridges together, and the bridge will be stable.”


“That’s an awful lot of credits to cut an hour’s trip down to a minute’s trip, Myli,” he scoffed.  “I mean, fuck, they have to take a ship out to the station anyway.  What’s an extra forty minutes taking a Stargate or a bridge and getting where you were going?”


“I know that, dickhead,” she said, rolling her eyes.  “I want to do it for research.  This is brand new tech, Jayce, and we don’t know the limits of it yet.  I want to see if we can refine the design, make it cheaper, more stable, more tolerant of gravity wells.  My ultimate objective is to get this to where we can build the nexus system inside a gravity well, build one on Kosigi or Karis.”


“Ohhhh, okay,” he said, which made her laugh.


“So, when Nexus Two comes out of Kosigi, and after we finish Project F, I want it to do some research,” she said.


“Not a problem,  I’ll designate them to 3D and MRDD for research, and if we need to use one, we’ll have Nexus Three,” he affirmed.  “At least once you finish Project F.  I’ll put this down as Project H and have Kumi set up an account for it.”


“Yeah, that’s first on the list.  I’m gonna work on this when we finish that.  Gives me something to do,” she grinned.

“Like you never have enough to do,” he challenged.  “That all you needed?”


“Yup,” she replied.  “Me and Emia will be back on the island tomorrow morning.”

“That reminds me, I need to check with Tren on those drives,” he mused.  “Dellin’s already drawing up a schedule to completely refit the entire fleet. You’re sure you have a finalized design?”


“What we have has worked pretty well, Jayce,” she told him.  “If we make any changes, they’re gonna be small.  The ship’s engineers can do them themselves, without having to pull into Kosigi for a formal refit.”


“Alright, but if I have to cycle the entire fleet through Kosigi again, you’re paying that bill, woman.”


“I can buy the KMS, babes,” she said scornfully, grinning at him.  “Seriously.  I have so much money, I don’t know what to do with it.”


“Give it to Kumi, you know she’s jealous,” he said.


“And I want her to be jealous,” she said, which made him laugh.


“So competitive,” he teased.  “Go buy yourself your own planet or something.”


Her eyes lit up.  “That’s an awesome idea!” she said brightly.  “I could be the only private citizen in the Confederation with my own personal planet!”


Jason shook his head with a sigh, which made her burst out laughing.


“Lemme finish this up and head home, babes.  I’m gonna stop by the annex and see Aria.  How is she?”


“She’s just fine,” he said.  “She had her second biotine session of the day, and Jyslin is over there keeping her company.  I’m sure she’d love to see you.  She likes you.”


“And I like her,” she smiled.  “I’m gonna bring Siyara and introduce them.”


“I’m gonna have most of the kids come over after school and meet her,” Jason told her.  “She’s strong enough for it, and I think she’s ready.  Just not all at once.  They’ll come in and meet her in small groups, so I figure it’ll take a couple of hours.  We’re gonna have to have a long talk with Maya about her,” he noted.  “She hasn’t had any education at all, so she’ll have to do a lot of private tutoring until she’s up to where she can go to school.  She didn’t even know what math is.”


“That’s a crime against Faeyity!” Myleena protested.


“I know.  I want her to go to school, I want her to have the social interaction, but she can’t being so far behind.  So I’m gonna talk to Maya and get some advice on what to do.”

“Revered Hive-leader, honored hive-officer Grik’zzk wishes to speak to you,” Chirk called over the intercom.


“Send her in, Chirk.  Work’s calling, Myli, gotta go.  Remember to send the final version of the blueprints to Zaa.”


“Already did,” she grinned.  “A courier picked them up an hour ago.  I got stuff to do too, so see you tonight.”


Her holo winked out as Jason opened the door, and the hulking Kizzik that ran his farming operations clattered in.  “Revered Hive-leader,” she greeted.

“What’s up, Grik?” he asked.


“Did you peruse the presentation my office sent up to you yesterday?”

“I haven’t had time, Grik I’m sorry.  I haven’t even seen it yet, I’m still two days behind on my paperwork.  You’re here now, so tell me about it,” he said, motioning towards the front of his desk.


She came up to the desk but didn’t sit down—Kizzik didn’t sit—settling a bit on her four legs and folding her blade arms before her.  She projected out a hologram from her interface of his desk, reversed so it was facing him.  “We completed our impact studies for the planet Alakis, revered Hive-leader.  Projections indicate that it can be successfully terraformed, a process that will take approximately nine years.  The planet would expand our in-system farming capacity by 1,700%, as well as support a population of over six billion.  Terraforming costs would be recouped within 14 years of completion due to the fact that the planet is within the home system, dramatically reducing transport and maintenance costs.”

Alakis was the second planet in the Karis system and within the “goldilocks” zone of habitation.  Despite its greater distance from the star, however, the planet would terraform to become a planet much like Shio, a hot world with .93 gravity and a 25.7 hour day, which made it within tolerance of most life on Karis.  Alakis was like a warmer version of Mars in the Terran system, a waterless terrestrial world with no magnetic field, which meant it had a very thin atmosphere.  The star’s solar wind had stripped most of it away over the billions of years since its formation.  What might annoy anyone who lived there was that the planet wobbled on its axis by nearly ten degrees in a fairly fast 14 year cycle, which created variations in its seasonal patterns that would create extreme swings in seasonal temperatures over time..

Karis and Alakis were the only real habitable planets or moons in the system.  Everything else was either too hot, too cold, too deadly due to its environment, or not worth the cost to put in domes.

“Terraforming the planet would be fairly easy, once the radiation shield is in place,” she continued.  “It only needs atmospheric and water terraformer units, with organic infusion of the soil.  We already possess all the necessary equipment.  The process would take nine years to complete, due to the size of the planet, but it would be habitable in four.  Estimated costs to terraform would be twenty billion credits.”

“That’s a pretty big investment when we can just find new planets out there, Grik.”


“Yes, but the fact that the planet is within the system makes it economically feasible.  I have already gotten Kumi’s approval.  She sees it as a good investment.”

“Bottom line, Grik.  Do we need it?”


“If current growth projections hold, in 54 years, yes, we will need it.  So it behooves us to have it ready before that need arises.”

“Then I’m sold.  Terraforming falls under your department, Grik, so it’s your project.”


“I will begin the project at the start of the next cycle,” she told him.


“Works for me,” he nodded.


“There is one detail which will require your approval.  My project managers want to stabilize the wobble of its orbit, to make it more amenable to major agriculture,” she told him.


“That’s a pretty big operation, Grik,” he said.  “It’s also going to take about a century to pull off.”

“Not so, revered Hive-leader.  My project manager projects that if we place four of the Syndicate’s large ships in specific orbits around the planet, their gravitational effect on the planet will accomplish the objective.  The wobble of the axis would be stabilized in four years, which is within the time it will take to terraform the planet. Add to that the fact that the current axis tilt of ten degrees is a highly favorable position for large-scale agriculture, which motivates us to move quickly on the matter.”

“They’ll have to be very careful.  They could pull the planet out of its orbit, and that would alter the entire system’s orbits.”


She gave a nod of her wide, flat head.  “I already had astrophysicists do the calculations. They say it is possible.  We just need the ships, so they can get an exact mass and finish the equations.”

“Not that I don’t trust them, Grik, but I’ll want confirmation.  So we’ll run this by the experts over in the Academy.  If they get the same numbers, we’ll do it.  But, one of those ships would have to be left there as an artificial moon to keep the planet stable on its axis.”


“I know, but it would not need engines.  So we could take a derelict ship and insert it into the proper orbit, so long as it has sufficient mass.”

“Well, those things can be used for that,” he chuckled.  “I’ll put the Academy on it to crunch the numbers, and we’ll see if they match what your team came up with.  In the meantime, you have authorization to start terraforming.  I’ll have Kumi open a project account for you.”


They discussed a few of the minor points of the project, and then Grik’zzk clattered out.  He had Lorna’s office track her down, and he wasn’t surprised at all when he saw she was on Nexus One when she got back to him.  “Woman, you’re worse than a ten year old on New Year’s Day,” he accused, which made her laugh.

“I’m up here with Myri and your command staff,” she replied.  “They’re touring the station now that they have control of it.  I take it Myleena told you?”


“You can’t have Nexus One,” he told her.  “Myli’s going to use it for research, see if she can improve the technology.  She said her ultimate goal is to able to build a nexus bridge on a planet, so we don’t have to put it out in deep space.  But, I’ll make you a deal.  I’ll build a fourth station and put it at Terra and give the CCM access to it.  But, a Karinne crew will be operating it, I’ll have Karinne Marines on board to guard it because it holds Karinne tech, and the CCM has to pay its operational costs.  And they’re not cheap,” he warned.


“It’s worth it just to have access to this thing, Jason.  I don’t think you understand just how important it can be.”


“Oh, I do, but I think you’re overestimating just how useful it is,” he said.  “They should finish the station sometime in the next couple of months, they’re kinda busy up there right now.  We’re not really gonna need it for a while, and if we do, you can always ask to use one here.”

“Works for me, nephew,” she told him easily.  “Now if you’ll excuse me, Myri’s giving me a bit of a glare.  I’m holding things up.”


Jason laughed.  “Talk to you later, Lorna.”


He cut the hologram and got down to clearing two days of backlogged paperwork, but he did check on a few things.  The Syndicate fleet had left the galaxy and was out in Flat Space, en route to Oasis.  Jason had wanted to put a trap down in front of it and pin them in interdiction, but the council had overruled him…which did not make him very happy.  Magran had led that effort, on the basis that they couldn’t bargain in good faith if they go and attack the retreating fleet…but that having that trap ready to spring on them in an instant if negotiations failed was acceptable.  The negotiations themselves were going to open when the fleet arrived at Oasis, and Jason expected that Sha Ra would fight to her last breath, at least in a diplomatic sense.  Jason fully expected her to stall like nobody had ever stalled before, to quibble over every single word on every draft brought up when it came to negotiating the permanent end of hostilities, and to do everything in her power to avoid having to surrender her fleet unconditionally.  And he wasn’t going to let her get away with it, even if he wasn’t there at the meetings.

Jason couldn’t really be there because of his inability to control himself in the face of that woman, but maybe he should.  Jason had the feeling that if she was staring at him across the table in those negotiations, she may not be quite so combative.


Maybe…he needed to put a hand in.


But not yet.  He’d give the council a chance to get a surrender out of her.  If she hadn’t surrendered in what he considered a reasonable amount of time, then he was going to move.  And he didn’t give a shit if the council liked it or not.


Trenirk was going overboard, he saw.  With the lull in the fighting and what looked like an ultimate victory, and Myli finalizing the design for the drives, the KMS was going to upgrade the entire fleet to drives and install IP armor on all the remaining frigates.  To do that, they needed the drives and IP systems built, and Tren was outdoing himself getting everything built.  They were going to take the opportunity to install stream weapons on all KMS ships as well while they had them in drydock, replacing several pulse or rail batteries on each ship with stream weapons, except for the frigates.  There wasn’t enough space to install even a single stream weapon on a frigate due to how much space the weapon took up, not if they wanted to keep its particle beam.  But, frigates didn’t really need stream weapons.  They weren’t going to be trying to kill crew to launch a boarding operation, that wasn’t their job.  Their job was to sneak up on their target and murder it before it had any idea what the fuck just happened.  Stream weapons would give his ships more flexibility, chief among them the ability to much more easily board and capture Syndicate ships, reducing the number of defending telepaths they may face.


The other huge factory job going on right now was bionoids.  Cybi’s little trick of controlling just about every maintenance bionoid they’d built simultaneously made those things extremely useful, so Trenirk was continuing to crank them out by the hundreds every hour.  They were going to put a decent number on every ship in the KMS except for frigates, and when they were needed, they’d be activated from Karis to provide extra manpower.  Rook had designed three classes of bionoids for Naval use, and all three were being cranked out.  He’d designed operations bionoids, generic units meant to assist in repairs or damage control or act as additional crewmen on the ship, with “rubber stamp” faces and few extra systems in them that weren’t centered around repair, maintenance, or operation of the ship.  He’d designed expedition bionoids, much more complex and more equipped units meant to be used to safely explore alien environments as well as conduct face to face negotiations with those they found when a telepath wasn’t needed.  Expedition units would look much more lifelike, and have biorhythmics so they could more easily blend in with living things.  He’d also designed combat bionoids, which would be realistic-looking bionoids that would wear standard issue Crusader armor, which would be heavily armed and meant to augment Marine and Tark units aboard a ship, useful either to defend or attack.  Rockers still had a very important use in the Army, but for the Navy, they were going with combat-variant bionoids so they could also be used for other roles.  A combat bionoid would have the manual dexterity to effect repairs in a damage control situation, where Rockers may not.  And since it would look like a living thing, it could also assist expedition units in diplomatic situations.

And on top of those, all officers on board a Naval ship ranked Lieutenant or above and all enlisted ranked Master Petty Officer and above would be gifted personal bionoids for their use that would exactly resemble them, which would be built on the combat chassis. Officers would get two, one would be aboard their ship for use in diplomatic situations, the other would be left at home so they could merge to them when off duty.  For the enlisted, they would get one, and it would be left at home for their use.  They wouldn’t need a personal bionoid aboard ship, since they’d have access to operational and expedition bionoids.  It was a perk for achieving the rank, a gift to all O4s and E7s and above, and a pretty nice one at that.

Kumi and Yila were also cranking out the civilian bionoids, and Jason was surprised by how fast they were selling.  Yila was backlogged from the orders by nearly two months, and Kumi was starting to run out of civilian factory space on Karis to build the ones she sold in the House.  It wasn’t just rich people buying them for personal use on Karis, Jason learned after reading Kumi’s report.  They were wildly popular, and even middle class people were buying them.  They were becoming nearly mandatory high-credit appliances.  Jason didn’t see why, at least until he read a report from Kumi and found that people didn’t want to use generic bionoids that weren’t them when they were using them for recreation.  Couples using them to sit on a beach didn’t like looking over in the next lounger and seeing an unfamiliar face.  So they were buying their own bionoids and having them shipped to the places where they wanted to spend their recreation.  Some people were using them for their jobs, in exactly the same way Jason used his own, using them to visit remote locations in person to talk to people face to face.  They were becoming standard equipment for salesmen and other executives.  Companies were buying them to do dangerous work in their facilities, since a damaged bionoid was easier and cheaper to repair than an injured person.

Twenty five thousand credits was a sizable chunk of money, but people were taking out loans to buy bionoids.  They considered them as important and as useful as a hovercar, and banks were willing to finance bionoids the same way they would other high-ticket items.


That seemed a bit extreme to him, but hey.  If they wanted them and they were willing to pay for them, he wasn’t going to nanny them and tell people they shouldn’t buy them.  They were adults, they had the right to spend their money any way they pleased.  But, he also saw this rush on them as “new toy mania.”  They were the new thing, the hot item out there, and some people probably wanted them just so they could own the cool new thing.  They could easily sell them if they found that they weren’t everything they thought they were.  It didn’t cost that much to refurbish a bionoid to put a new face on it, put a new head on it for that matter, they were built to be modular so they could more easily be repaired, so there would be a market for used bionoids.


Rook had started working on Jason’s other idea as well.  Yesterday, the first giruzi bionoid came off Rook’s lab factory line, as well as the first Pai models and subsequently some one-sixth scale humanoid bionoids.  Jason had his own, a one shakra tall bionoid unit that looked just like him, half the size of a Pai, literally the size of a child’s doll, but it was fully functional.  It even had grav pods in it so it could fly around.  Rook had promised to send it over to him as soon as he was done with the initial QA inspections—they were experimental—and let him play with it.  Rook was working to make them even smaller, as well.  His goal was to build a fully functional bionoid that was only six tikra tall, which would primarily be used by technicians to get inside the equipment they were repairing.  On a frigate, having some of those would be very useful.

He was also experimenting with some pretty radical concepts as well.  A four-armed bionoid was over in Rook’s lab, not an Imxi but a standard Faey bionoid designed on an Imxi skeletal frame, as he experimented with Faey and Terrans learning how to control limbs they didn’t have.  Jason had toyed with that yesterday by merging to a Farguut bionoid, and while he couldn’t use the two extra eyes, he’d messed around a little bit with learning how to control the tail.  He’d gotten to where he could wag it by the time he had to get back to real life, when Aria had woken up.  Dahnai had been there playing with Rook’s experimental units as well, and she’d been in a Sha’i-ree bionoid for a few hours before he merged over.  She’d managed to get a good grasp on controlling the tail herself.


Dahnai was healing rapidly, and the bionoids had a lot to do with it, Songa told him.  While she was merged, she remained perfectly still, and that allowed her body to heal without distractions or risk of complications caused by motion.  She’d be off bed restriction in just a few days, but Jason had the feeling that she wouldn’t be getting out of bed very much at all except for mandatory physical therapy sessions, not when she could do whatever she wanted in a bionoid and neither suffer pain nor need to take pain medication.  Soon, Jason would begin teaching her advanced applications of her Generation abilities, and Saelle would be teaching her the advanced telekinetic tricks.  Her body had to be fully healed for both of those, since using her abilities put stress on her cardiovascular system, and Songa had already forbidden any such thing until she was fully healed from the transplant.

And as soon as Aria was released from the annex and sent home, Jason and Jyslin were taking a little trip to Kimdori Prime.  They’d already scheduled that and worked out the security with Aya.  Songa was projecting that Aria would be released in seven days, so in eight they’d be taking Jyslin over to Kimdori for her treatment.  Aria would be going with them, as well as Rann and Shya, making it something of a micro-vacation where they’d take Aria somewhere cool as a present for getting out of the annex.


The Generations already knew about it, and Jason was pleasantly surprised that nobody had any real issues either with Jyslin joining them or the appearance of favoritism that only Jyslin would get this gift.  Jason had used the elegantly simple argument that she already knew virtually everything anyway, so this was just sealing her to the Generations permanently by making her one of them.  Rahne had said that she didn’t want Adam to be burdened with that “gift,” since it would put some pretty severe restrictions on him, as well as make him a target.


Rahne did not want her husband to become a target.


He could understand that point of view, and respect it.


So, Jyslin joining their little family wasn’t going to cause any problems.  She’d have to undergo the same training as any other Generation, take exomech and Naval training and eventually join Unit Alpha.  Since she was an Imperial Marine, she’d be a natural at it.  He had the feeling she’d be a kick-ass rigger, even better than Symone.

He finished up the last of the paperwork and leaned back in his chair, considering the next couple of months.  Once they got the Syndicate dealt with, they’d have all those prisoners and ships to manage.  As far as the prisoners, he was going to segregate them on Q3XD-19, put the Benga in one place and the rest of them in another, then go through them and see if anyone wanted to leave the Syndicate and ask for asylum in the Confederation.  As far as the ships went, he could see quite a fight over the ships among the council, and they’d probably be mad at him for asking for a few of them himself…they didn’t think he really needed them, he had the KMS with all its super-advanced cutting-edge tech.  He wanted the damaged super-ships, though, so they probably wouldn’t fight all that much about them.  He wanted six inoperative super-ships and one undamaged one, four for the terraforming operation at Alakis for Grik’zzk and three for research and study.  Two damaged ones would go to MRDD for inspection, research, and eventual refit to make them KMS support vessels, and the operational ship would go to the Academy so they could tear it apart and learn everything they could about it.  That data would become public access.


Some empires would be like him, would want the damaged ships, so he’d be fighting them over the damaged ships, he supposed.  A single super-ship was a king’s ransom in raw materials for other applications, and resource-poor empires like the Kirri would be all but drooling over those ships not to use them, but to scrap them and use all that metal for their own purposes.  The armor in a super-ship alone was enough to build thousands of warship hulls.  So, resource poor empires like the Aridai and the Kirri, small empires like the Jobodi and the Shio and the Bolo, they would be his primary opponents when it came to dividing up the damaged assets that were essentially going to be recycled for their materials.

He didn’t think asking for seven super-ships was all that outrageous, given they’d have thousands of them.  Plus, he already had operations going to recover the debris from the battles they’d fought against the Syndicate, collecting the debris for the metal and for intelligence, looking for intact equipment, bodies, and other things that might tell them more about their enemies.  Kumi had that going the day after the first battle, she saw the raw profit in being salvagers.  It was cheaper to scoop it up out of deep space than it was to mine and refine it, so she had sweeper teams out collecting the remains of past battles.  Even though they were pretty thoroughly destroyed by the reactor breaches, there were significant amounts of  remains of the super-ships.  They’d already harvested nearly 987,000 benkonn of scrap metal from one battlefield, and that was from just one super-ship.  Their teams were finding pieces of the armored hull that were hundreds of cubic kathra in volume.  The bigger battlefields were going to yield billions of credits’ worth of scrap metal, as well as substantial amounts of armor-quality metals.

They weren’t the only ones who had that idea.  There were salvage teams from nineteen empires at one battlefield, all of them running around collecting as much debris as they could.  And that was the law of space, part of a series of laws agreed to by most spacefaring empires known as the Maritime Pact.  Salvage was not owned by anyone, not even the empire that may have owned the ship from which that salvage originated if they abandoned it, didn’t leave a claim beacon or other indication that it was not abandoned, and it was free for the taking by anyone if it was in unclaimed space.  Debris within the territorial boundaries of an empire’s planet, star system, or external deep space asset was considered the property of that empire, almost like the old-fashioned Terran “territorial waters” laws.  The debris around Karis after the two battles fought here was the property of the Karinnes, but the ships of other empires damaged or destroyed in those battles were still the property of that empire, were not salvage, because they were not considered abandoned assets.  But the remains of enemy ships…that was all Karinne property, because it became debris, was abandoned, within Karinne territorial space.


Out in the open space where those battles took place, the debris of all ships were fair game if there was no claim beacon out there declaring that an empire that had destroyed ships in the area intended to come get them.  The claim beacon established that the assets were not abandoned, and thus salvage laws were not in effect.  No beacon meant that if you get it in your ship, you own it, no matter who owned it before you did.  Most empires did have claim beacons in place to keep their rights over their own ships, but independent salvagers often ignored those beacons. After all, way out there, who was going to stop you?

And that law was why the every KMS ship had a powerful self-destruct system, and why Karinnes were always so careful to recover their damaged and destroyed ships after a battle, went to such extremes to ensure that not a single biogenic chip was left behind intact.  If they left a functional particle beam or biogenic chip out there and left no claim beacon, they couldn’t demand their return because they abandoned it.  And thus, they no longer had any claim on it.  And even if there was a claim beacon, well, a salvager may not honor it.  Or the debris may be under the control of the enemy that destroyed the asset, who wouldn’t honor their claim to it.

That was half the reason why he had an entire division of the Navy that was dedicated to recovering damaged and destroyed ships, even to the point where they would jump in while the battlefield was under enemy control, grab the ships, then jump out with them.  Jason went to great extremes to ensure that Karinne tech did not fall into the hands of anyone else, not even his friends.

Outside of the super-ships, Jason only wanted two of each class of ship for research, fully operational.  One would go to the Academy, one would go to MRDD.  The rest of the Confederation would be welcome to the rest of the Syndicate fleet.


After all, since he could get to Andromeda, he had the ability to get more Syndicate ships on his own, and he wouldn’t have to share them with anyone.  There were millions of derelicts floating around in Andromedan space, the victims of the millennia-long war with the Consortium, like the battleship and super-ship they’d already salvaged for their own use.  They’d also found several smaller ships that they could get running, were fairly undamaged and repairable.

Then there was the greater problem, and that was Andromeda as a whole.  The colonizing force was on its way, and the chances were good that the Syndicate would launch a full-scale invasion of the Milky Way, the minute they felt they could spare the assets from their war with the Consortium.  And if the Consortium surrendered their remaining territory and joined the Syndicate as the newest mega-corporation, as Zaa’s spies said they would, then they’d be facing the full might of the entire Syndicate and what was left of the Consortium’s military.  That wasn’t going to be an easy problem to solve.

It was going to take a certain degree of utter ruthlessness that Jason wasn’t sure he wanted to enact…but if he wanted his galaxy to not be conquered and enslaved, he’d better be willing to go there.


He did check in on one little minor detail, and that was to call Mikano and congratulate her on her promotion to the chair of the Javelin.  Gia was now settling into her new office over in HQ and preparing to do her new job as the officer in charge of the frigate fleet, the woman responsible for the training of the crews and the maintenance and upkeep of the ships.  Since they were so specialized, they needed a specialist to oversee them, and no captain in the KMS knew more about frigates than Gia.  “How does it feel to be in the big chair, Mikano?” he asked.

She laughed, shifting a little in her Captain’s chair.  She was on duty, and the Javelin was with the Pegasus task force, currently picketed to defend the Stargate at Oasis.  “It feels a little weird,” she admitted.  “I didn’t think I’d be commanding this frigate for my first command.”


“Hey, you know the crew, they know you, and that’s important.  Who did you pick as your exo?”


“Lieutenant Amai,” she answered.


“Good choice,” he said with an approving nod.  “By the way, Jyslin wants me to pull you off duty so you can go shopping with her tomorrow, and meet our new adopted daughter.”


Mikano laughed.  “No,” she replied with a smile.


“That’s what you better say,” Jason teased, which made her laugh again.  “Tim was asking about you too, for an entire different reason.”


“Does that man ever give up?” she asked.


“No, he doesn’t,” he warned.  “You’re the forbidden fruit, Mikano, and that drives him crazy.”  She rolled her eyes, which made him grin a bit.  “Face it, you’re gonna be popular with the boys now.  Pretty and commanding a ship?  You’ve got it all.  You need to get married just to make them leave you alone.”

“Pssht,” she hissed, which made him laugh.


After that bit of business was settled, he finished up and went back to the annex.  Jyslin had brought in the entire family, and Aria looked a little overwhelmed by it.  The toddlers were running around the room, the babies were sleeping in hoverstrollers and being minded by Ayama, Surin, and Seido, and Amber was standing vigil on Aria’s bed, laying near her side and gnawing on a chew treat Ayama made for her to keep her teeth clean.  It was the only “pet-like” thing that Amber would eat …and maybe the fact that Amber didn’t like it when Ayama brushed her teeth had something to do with it.  Since it was made by Ayama just for her and probably didn’t taste like pet food, that must be why she’d eat it.  Myleena and Siyara were just leaving when he arrived, and he chatted with her a bit before going into the room.

“Well, this is a bit loud and noisy,” Jason mused as he came in and leaned over Jyslin, smiling down at Aria.  “I see she brought the whole house.”


“Is it always this crowded?”


“No, they’re usually all spread out through the house,” he told her.  “But I will warn you to watch Ayama over there. She’s sneaky,” he said with a conspiratorial smile.  “Did you learn everyone’s names?”


“Mah,” she replied, which was a way of her saying yes.  She didn’t use it all the time, usually when she was distracted or engaged, when she wasn’t thinking of what she wanted to say.  Jason suspected it might be from her original language, so deeply inset into her psyche that not even what the Benga did to her dislodged it.  She didn’t remember that original language, at least cognitively.  “You have a lot of babies.”


“I don’t have enough babies,” Jyslin told her with a smile.  “But Jason has even more.”


“Why?”


“Jason is one of only two people who were the last of their kind until just a little while ago, Aria,” Jyslin explained.  “So he needed to have lots of babies to make sure that his race didn’t go extinct.”


“Did they kill them?”


“No, sweetie,” Jason told her, putting a hand on her chest.  “It’s a little hard to explain.  Let’s just say that before I came to live here, I lived in a place where there was no cure for a disease that my people are prone to catching.  So most of my ancestors got sick and died before they had any kids.  Me and Rahne, we were the last ones left, but then we came to live here, where they can cure the disease..”


“Will I catch it?”


Jason chuckled.  “No, you’re fine.  It’s not that kind of disease.  And even if you did, Doctor Songa could cure it just like that,” he added, snapping his fingers.


Songa came into the room, and took command.  “Quiet down everyone!” she called, then came over to the bed.  “It’s time for your treatment, Aria,” she told her with a gentle smile.


“I don’t like the needles.”


“I know, but I think that tomorrow, you might be ready to get out of that bed and walk,” she said with a smile.  “So tomorrow’s going to be a big day for you, your first chance to eat real food and your first steps since you came to us,” she announced.  “Have you decided what you want to eat first?”


“I don’t know.”


“Well then, how about I prepare a buffet of all sorts of different things for you to try,” she offered.  “So you can find out what you like and what you don’t like.  How does that sound?”


“That sounds good.  Does food really have different tastes?”


“As many as you can imagine,” Songa smiled.  “And different textures, and some is served hot and some is served cold, so there’s all kinds of different things for you to try.  And Ayama and Seido are going to help make it, so everything is going to be good.”


“We are?” Ayama asked lightly.


“You are now,” Songa smiled back at her.  “You can come invade the cafeteria kitchen so it can be made here.  Aria has some dietary requirements that means we have to make her food here.”

“I supposed we could do that, as long as you have a proper grill,” Seido said.


“I’ll have one brought in,” Songa answered.


They waited as Aria went for her biotine treatment, which took about two hours, and that was long enough for the babies to get a bit cranky and the toddlers to get way too unruly.  Ayama, Surin, and Seido took them home, but they were replaced by Jason’s older kids when they got out of school.  When Aria returned from her treatment, she looked a little tired, but she also perked up quite a bit when she saw the elder kids.  She rather liked them, and seemed to have a particular attachment to Aran.  They all gathered around her bed and gabbed at her, which never failed to scatter her a little bit, but she also enjoyed it.  She was making friends, and that was exactly what Jason wanted to see.

They stayed with her for a few more hours, then Songa more or less kicked them out so Aria could get some rest.  As what had become usual, it was an extended goodbye because Aria didn’t like to be alone, and Songa understood that enough to where she kept a nurse in the room with Aria at all times, a nurse that Aria liked.  “I’ll be back tomorrow morning, my little treasure,” Jason promised.  “But I won’t be here all morning.  I have a very important meeting in the morning that I can’t miss.  And I think it’s time to introduce you to Dahnai and Sirri.  I think you’re up to it.”

“Who are they?”


“Dahnai is a very, very close friend of mine,” he told her.  “Sirri is her daughter.  They’re very anxious to meet you.”


“Why didn’t you bring them before?”


He laughed.  “That’s because I wanted you to be strong enough to handle it.  Dahnai can be a little…pushy.  But I think that you’ll like both of them.  She’s a wonderful woman, and Sirri is a great girl.”


The nurse came in, a young Faey man who was very handsome, with light pink hair himself.  “Good afternoon, Miss Aria,” he said.  “How are you today?”


“Ovin!  I’m feeling better,” she replied.  “Songa said that I might be able to try walking tomorrow.”


“That’s wonderful news!  Your Grace,” he said, giving Jason a bow.


“How you doing, Ovin?”


“Very well, your Grace.  I brought a few games for Aria to play this evening, and I thought we might watch some viddy.”


“I’m sure you’ll keep her entertained,” Jason said, patting him on the shoulder.  He then leaned over and kissed Aria on the forehead.  “You be good for Ovin, my little treasure.”


“I will.”


Aya herded them home on a frigate, and he was greeted at the pad by Dahnai in one of her bionoids.  She’d had another one built, one she left on the strip just so she could jump over and see him.  As what was normal for Dahnai when she was over on the strip, she was nude, wearing only a pair of sandals and a wide-brimmed straw hat.  She must have been out on the beach.  “Dahnai, you finish that work with Rook?”


“It was a blast,” she said brightly.  “I tested out the giruzi bionoid for him.  I never realized walking on four legs could be so challenging.  How is the girl?”

“Fine, and I think she’ll be ready to meet you tomorrow.  How about you come over after the council meeting?  Bring Sirri with you.”


“Sounds good to me.  I’m dying to meet this Oracle.”


“Just never call her that, Dahnai, or even mention anything about the Benga.  She’s terrified of her own power, because it’s tied up in a lot of her trauma.”


“I can understand that,” she nodded.  “I read that preliminary report your office put out, and dear Trelle.  The Benga are beyond cruel.”


“So now you know my position on the Syndicate is beyond justified,” he said darkly as they started towards the house.  “Songa said she’s gonna let her try to walk a little bit tomorrow, test out her legs, and she also gets to start on solid food tomorrow too.  Ayama and Seido are going to go over and cook her a buffet of different foods to sample.”

“That’s nice of them,” Dahnai noted.  “I just can’t get over that brown skin.”


“I kinda like it,” Jason said.  “It makes her look more Terran.”


“And how is that a good thing?” Dahnai demanded.


“It is from my point of view,” he replied lightly.  “It’s the only thing about Jys I’d change.”


“Excuse me?” Jyslin challenged archly, which made both Dahnai and Jason laugh.


“The man with a Faey wife and two Faey amu suddenly decides he doesn’t like blue skin?” Dahnai asked.


“We all have our secrets,” he said playfully, then danced ahead before Jyslin could whack him.


Dahnai more or less hung out at the house while they settled in for the evening, including sitting at the table while they had dinner out on the deck.  Jason traded a few messages with Zaa over Jyslin’s treatment, then he checked in on Aria.  She was playing a board game with Ovin of all things, and he had to laugh when he realized they were playing the Terran board game Life.  But then again, that wasn’t as silly as it seemed.  Ovin would explain what everything meant while they played, teaching her some of the basics that she never learned while a prisoner of the Syndicate.  It was a great way to teach her about the basics of society while making a game out of it, and proved Ovin’s chops as one of the better nurses in the Medical Service.  It was also keeping Aria entertained, and that was important.

“How did Kellin do in his lessons today, Dahnai?” Jyslin asked, making him pay attention again.


“Too well,” she growled, which made Jason laugh a little.  “He’s gotten to where he can use his TK almost every time he tries now.  I swear, the little punk is a natural.  He’s making me look bad.”


“How strong does it look?”

“So far?  Pretty strong,” she replied.  “Today he managed to pick up ten konn, and Saelle doesn’t think he’s reached the limits of his power yet.”


“That’s not shabby at all,” Jason noted.  “Nowhere near you, but still, not too shabby.”


“If he ends up being stronger than me, I’m gonna strangle him,” she stated fiercely, which made them both laugh.


“When is Songa going to clear you to start your own training?”


“Not for at least another takir,” she said with a sour face.  “She said she wants me fully healed before I’m allowed to start doing anything strenuous.  I’m starting to feel like a pig,” she complained.  “The doctors have me on so much bio-accelerant, I’m eating six or seven times a day.”


“Look at it as your chance to eat all you want and not have to worry about gaining weight,” Jason told her.


“I don’t want to get used to that, it’ll just mean I’ll have to work out ten hours a day to keep it off,” she replied.


“I wouldn’t complain too much.  That stuff is why you’ll be getting out of bed in one takir instead of four.”


“I’m not complaining, at least not in front of the doctors,” she answered.  “It’s already done wonders.  I barely feel any pain when I’m not merged now, even without meds.  Just a slight dull ache.  But when I move, it’s another story,” she chuckled.  “It makes going to the bathroom a bit of an exercise.”


Cyra manifested a hologram by the table.  “Jason, Kreel is on the comm,” she relayed.  “He wants to come over.”

“Works for me, I can introduce him to Aria in the morning.  Tell him I’ll clear him in.”


“Of course,” she answered, then her hologram winked out.


“He’s been coming over an awful lot lately,” Dahnai noted.


“Is it a crime to want to hang out with your friends, Dahnai?” he challenged.


“Where he’s concerned, it might be,” she replied.  “Didn’t he almost get you two arrested once?”


Jason had to laugh.  “Hey, we didn’t start that fight, it started at the next table over and boiled over onto us,” he protested.  “And I bet that Bari-Bari he punched was all kinds of surprised.  It’s easy to forget that he has metal in his bones until he hits you with them.”


“I seriously don’t see how he swims.  He should sink to the bottom,” Jyslin chuckled.


“Because they’re not solid metal, just laced with metal,” Jason chuckled. “And Kreel is much stronger than he looks.”


“That’s the truth,” Dahnai noted.


“And how would you know that, Dahnai?” Jason asked lightly, looking at her.


“Shake his hand, Jayce,” she retorted.  “What did you think?”


“That you may have gone to the furry side,” he teased, then laughed when she reached across the table and smacked him.


“That’s…perverted!”


“Well, past Empresses of the Imperium have been known for their depravity.  I thought you might be finally following in their footsteps,” he lilted, then the others laughed when Dahnai literally chased him down the stairs and halfway down the beach, snarling curses at him.


The next morning, Jason learned that Kreel’s impish appeal worked on just about all Faey.


Aria was delighted by Kreel the moment he burst into her hospital room with Jason, making jokes, being silly, and generally just being Kreel.  It took him barely five minutes to get her giggling, and Songa nearly brained him when he picked her up out of her bed and carried up and down the hospital corridors piggyback, and being fairly loud and obnoxious about it to boot.  After Songa chased them back into the room, he settled down a tiny bit, but still kept Aria quite entertained for nearly an hour.

When he went out to go get something to eat in the cafeteria, Aria gave Jason a huge smile.  “I like him.  He’s silly.”


“That’s why he’s one of my best friends,” he laughed in agreement.  “He has a job something like mine.  He runs his people’s government, they call it the Union.”


“He doesn’t live here?”


He shook his head.  “We met when his people, the Grimja, joined the Confederation, and we’ve been friends ever since.  He comes over to our planet quite a lot just to visit, because he has lots of friends here, and Grimja are very social people.  They like to be with their friends.  But don’t let him acting silly fool you, my little treasure.  Kreel is one of the smartest people you’ll ever meet.  He just knows how to have fun, that’s all.”

“Mah.”


“Now, how did last night go?” he asked.


“We played some games, and watched a few of the viddy shows,” she replied.  “But I got sleepy early and went to bed.  I didn’t dream at all.  I’m starting to like sleeping without dreams.”


“Hopefully, soon you won’t need the sleep inducer,” he told her, tousling her pink hair.  “That you’ll be able to sleep and not have the nightmares, that you’ll only have good dreams.”


“Most dreams are bad.”


“But not all.  Was the dream that led me to you a bad dream?”


She considered that a moment.  “No,” she acceded.   “But all dreams seem scary at first.  Many of them start good, but then turn bad.”


“I completely understand why you’d feel that way,” he nodded.  “But trust me, Aria.  In time, you won’t be afraid to go to sleep.”

“I hope so.”


Kreel came back in, with Songa and two orderlies in tow.  “Uh oh, looks like your day is about to start,” Jason chuckled.


“Yes it is, Jason.  It’s time for your morning treatment, Aria,” Songa announced.  “Afterward, we’ll go down to the cafeteria for some ice cream.  This afternoon, after your second treatment, we’re going to try walking a little bit.  How does that sound?”


“It sounds good,” she replied.  “I hate being stuck in this bed.”


“See?  I totally had the right idea!” Kreel declared.  “You acted like I was trying to throw her out the window!”


“Hush, you,” Songa chided, which made Jason grin at Aria as she giggled.


“We’ll clear out and let you get your day going, my little treasure,” Jason chuckled, leaning down and kissing her on the forehead.  “We’ll be back after we have our meeting, and I’ll bring Dahnai and Sirri.”


“Okay.”


After Kreel said his own goodbyes, in his own special little way by assaulting her with his whiskers, they picked up his guards and headed for the roof, where a frigate was standing by to take them to his office.  She’s a cutie, but a little nervous, Kreel noted privately.


They tortured her for years, Kreel, Jason answered, disgust and outrage threaded through his thought.  In ways I don’t think either of us could imagine.  And if we could, we’d probably think ourselves monsters for being able to.

True enough.


They caught an early lunch—there was no telling how long the meeting was going to last—and headed for the White House.  Chirk had brought in a merge pod for Kreel to use for the council meeting, sitting in his office and taking up quite a bit of space.  He hopped right into it and merged to his bionoid over in the Hall of Peace, and Jason sat on the couch and did the same.  They were nearly ten minutes early, but it turned out that they were among the last of the leaders to assemble.  Almost everyone was already present and ready.  Assaba was standing at the lectern, gavel in hand and looking almost like an impatient school teacher, waiting for the last of the leaders to merge to their bionoids and join the council.  Dahnai was attending this council, the first since her accident, but Sirri was also attending in her very own bionoid, sitting beside Dahnai at their desk in the auditorium.

It took a little subterfuge to get away with that.  Since Sirri supposedly wasn’t allowed to have a jack, her bionoid had something of a backstory. Sirri’s cover story was that the bionoid fed its sensory data to her on holograms, and she controlled the bionoid’s movements with a Karinne interface, much akin to the one-way interface controls the Karinnes used for most of their military mecha and ships before developing jacks and merge capability.  So, she could see and hear through the bionoid with speakers and video feeds put onto holograms, but got no other sensory feed off of it. She could control its movements with some degree of finesse, but didn’t have full sensory merge with it.


Amazing how something like interface control was now obsolete technology.  Well, at least for adults on Karis.  Kids on Karis still used interface control for most of their toys and other things, since they didn’t have jacks.  It did still require a Karinne interface to pull off, due to the special biogenic chip that could sense and translate command thought, and that was the reason why the Karinnes hadn’t released one-way interface technology to the Academy.

 When the last leader joined them, Aktut Mobi of the Volarians, Assaba banged the gavel.  “We are all present, so we are now in session,” he boomed, his heavy tail slashing a little behind him.  “The two main subjects of this meeting is to review the operation against the Syndicate at Oasis, and to discuss the upcoming negotiations for the surrender of Syndicate forces.  To provide information on both matters so we are informed in our negotiations, I will call General Lorna Shaddale before the council to give testimony.”

Good old Assaba.  Right to the point, and no chasing butterflies.


Lorna also didn’t disappoint.  When she briefed the council on the Karinne operation to capture the Oracle and scare Sha Ra into negotiating, she didn’t pull any punches.  She made sure to describe exactly what the Syndicate did to Aria before showing them telemetry feed of the operation from the points of view of the Gladiators that went in, and she also revealed the Karinnes’ newest little toy, the nexus bridge, showing them how the Karinnes got in and got out.


That brought Jason into it.  He spent nearly two hours answering all kinds of questions from the others about the bridge, from how it worked to how much they intended to allow other members of the Confederation access the technology for their own use.  Jason sort of dimmed their hopes a little bit by explaining that the CCM would have operational control of one of the nexus bridges, and anyone who wanted to use it for their own empire had to pay the costs to operate it.  And at about C120,000 per use, it wasn’t something that they were going to use without a lot of thought beforehand.  That was a serious chunk of money to move just a few people from one place to another.


But, a few of them had some good ideas with it, mainly to use it to hold face to face meetings with empires outside the Confederation.  It would allow the council to send diplomats just about anywhere they could get a beacon, and that beacon could be delivered by probe.  They wouldn’t even need a ship to get a beacon somewhere, it was small enough to load onto a Karinne hyperspace probe.  They could also use it to send scout teams to new planets that probes had discovered so they could get more detailed scans, alleviating the need to send scout ships.  The nexus bridge was big enough to allow exploration teams to take small exomechs, hoverbikes, and other small conveyances through, given the exploration teams a good deal of mobility when they arrived at their destination.


Jason had to admit, he hadn’t thought of using the bridge as a way to get exploration teams to a planet.  And since the beacon had a biogenic comm unit in it so it could communicate with the bridge targeting system, it gave them a real-time means to communicate with the Confederation.

Things got a little pecky, however, when they discussed Aria herself.  When Golbar Dro suggested that she be handed over to the Academy for examination, Jason nearly jumped up and charged across the auditorium at him.  “Didn’t you hear what Lorna said, Dro?” Jason said hotly, standing up and slamming his hands on his desk.  “They tortured that little girl!  For years!  I am not handing that girl over to anyone that wants to study her, because to incite her visions, you have to literally torture her!  She’s suffered enough!”

“So you intend to hold her away from the rest of us and use her powers for your own ends?”


“Didn’t you hear what we’d have to do to her to get any predictions out of her?” he asked in outrage.  “Do you think me that much of a monster, Dro?  When I got her out of that room, I made her a solemn promise that I would never ask her to use her powers, ever again!”

“You got her out?”


“I was G1, and all of us were PIM on that operation, Dro.  We were in those Gladiators, so our lives were on the line the moment we stepped through the nexus bridge,” he said with an angry look.  “I was the one that cut open the door and picked up that little girl off the bed.  I went in there personally to get that little girl out of that nightmare!  And so help me God, nobody is ever going to exploit her again!  Not you, not me, not this council, not anyone!”


“Then what do you plan to do with her?” Krirara asked.


“Do?  I’ve already made up a bedroom for her in my house,” he answered her.  “I’m adopting her so I can personally watch over her and ensure she enjoys a happy, carefree life.  I promised her I’d take care of her, and I meant it.  So she’s coming to live with me, where I can make sure that nobody ever hurts her again.”  He saw the dubious looks on many of their faces.  “Don’t any of you comprehend what that little girl did for us?” he said.  “She misled and deceived Sha Ra into getting most of her fleet trapped at Oasis.  She fed Sha Ra incorrect information to get her to make strategic mistakes that Lorna capitalized upon, and made sure that she couldn’t predict our own movements and set traps for us that would have made us lose this war.  That little girl saved our asses, and I’ll fight anyone in this room to the death that’s going to spit in the face of her brave act to help us and try to use her the same way the Benga did.  Does everyone in this room understand that?  Because mark my words, they are no idle threat,” he warned, sweeping a hot gaze across the room.  “If you want to see her, that’s fine.  You can visit me at my house and meet her, at least once she gets out of the hospital.  I am going to have her tested by the Karinne Medical Service so they can get an idea of how her precognitive powers work, but they’re going to be passive examinations.  And that information will be made available to all of you through the Academy, so you’re going to know exactly what we know, not an iota more and not an iota less.  You’ll be able to see that I’m keeping my word both to this council and to her.  But I’m going to protect that little girl, esteemed members of this council.  From the Benga, and from anyone that wants to put her back in another bed and torment that child to the point of madness just so they can see glimpses of the future.  If anyone in this room has a problem with that, you say so now so I can come over there and punch you in the face.”

Kreel couldn’t help but laugh, and there were a few other chuckles through the room.


“While I commend the Grand Duke’s zeal in the matter, as chair, it is my responsibility to remind him that making such threats are against council rules,” Assaba said with the slightest hint of amusement in his voice.


Zaa put a calming hand on his arm, and he blew out his breath and sat back down, a bit aggressively.  “I apologize to the council for my rudeness,” he said with a bit of a growl.

“Well, now that we know where Jayce stands,” Kreel said with a grin over at him, “we should start thinking about how we’re going to deal with these Oracles when the Syndicate comes back.”


“We have a plan for that,” Zaa announced.  “I’ll explain in further detail after General Shaddale completes her briefing.”


Lorna worked through the rest of her material fairly quickly, discussing the options they had to deal with Sha Ra at the bargaining table.  “I recommend that in addition to President Mesaiima and High Staff Ethikk, that Grand Emperor Shakizarr of the Verutans, Field Marshal Grran of the Jobodi, Emperor Orgrik Vort of the Vekk and High King Jokik Bor of the Ubutu attend the negotiations,” Lorna continued.  “The four of them have the tactical and strategic mastery of military matters to handle any military issues the Benga might bring up, and all of them are large or physically imposing.  My psychologists suggest that the Benga are not used to anyone being larger than they are, so it will present a psychological advantage.”

“But we’re not larger than they are, General,” Jokik noted. “My people stand a good five Faey shakra shorter than a Benga.”


“You will be in a macro bionoid, your Highness,” Jason answered.  “We scale them with Faey and Terrans being the baseline, the equivalent height to a Benga.  You will tower over Fleet Commander Sha Ra, because you tower over a Faey.”


“Ah. Well, I’m not going to complain about being intimidating,” he chuckled.


Lorna finished up with the dispensation of the enemy fleet and Jason’s plan to trap them at Oasis if negotiations failed, then she yielded the floor to Zaa.  She stood up and went down to the speaking podium.  She first went over some of what she told Jason, giving the council a general overview of the Dreamers as a species and their powers of precognition, emphasizing what had to be done to get the predictions and that even among the Dreamers, Oracles were exceedingly rare, with only maybe one out of ten million having precognitive abilities  “We Kimdori are currently working with the Karinnes to solve the Oracle problem,” she declared.  “We are further studying the bridges recently built to try to use that technology to make a more stable one-way wormhole.  When we refine the design, we intend to use the idea put forth by this council some time ago.  We are going to get a Stargate to Andromeda,” she announced.  “We will send the pieces through using a more stable one-way wormhole, and when we have all the pieces there, we will use the nexus bridge to send over a construction and operations crew.  We have already selected our base of operations, discovered by the expedition I sent to Andromeda that arrived months ago,” she said, bringing up a hologram of the quadrary.  “This is a quadrary supergiant system deep in Andromeda, close to its galactic core,” she explained.  “It is so close that the latent radiation emanating from the core is lethal to 99% of all known life.  We have chosen this system because the four stars are in an orbital system that creates a natural interdiction effect that extends out twelve light years, disrupting hyperspace jump engines.  The effect is so powerful that it also burns out all forms of spatial propulsion and energy generation within one light year of the system, unless those systems are heavily shielded.  Simply put, esteemed members of this council, the Syndicate has no way to get to this system.  Even if they do find some way, their power plants will fail when they get too close to it, their radiation shields will come down, and the natural radiation emanating from the core will kill them in minutes.  As we speak, I have Kimdori there preparing an area that is protected from the natural gravimetric flux in the system that would destroy the engines and power plants of any ship that enters it, as well as prevents the Stargate we intend to send from operating.  When we have the Stargate in operation, we Kimdori and the Karinnes will prepare a base of operations for the rest of the CCM.  Here,” she pointed.  “Planet 21 has five habitable moons in its planetary system, a truly amazing thing given the system’s location in the galaxy.  It is because the magnetic field of the gas giant is powerful enough to deflect most of the radiation but is not strong enough to threaten the life that has developed on these moons, and each moon also has a magnetic field that deflects enough of the remaining radiation to make all five moons able to support life.  We will construct large and comprehensive forward bases on three of these five moons, Moons B, C, and E, each with different environmental conditions conducive to large segments of species within the Confederation.  Moon B has an extremely high proportion of carbon dioxide in its atmosphere, making it ideal for those who breathe that gas.  Moon C and Moon E have very Terran-like atmospheres, predominantly oxygen and nitrogen.  And while Moon K is lethal to most of us, its conditions are considered ideal for a Birkon.  Once we have the moons properly shielded so our technology will operate, the CCM can safely occupy the forward bases.  From that combined base of operations, we will be able to take the war to Andromeda.

“This assumes, of course, that this council votes to prosecute the war beyond the boundaries of our galaxy,” she noted.  “We are not advocating a protracted war against a government that spans all of Andromeda, my esteemed colleagues, but a single operation designed to remove the Syndicate’s greatest military asset, their Oracles.  Once that operation is complete, all military assets would be brought back to our home galaxy, and no further action would be taken in Andromeda.  We plan to retain our forward base, but purely for scientific and exploration purposes.  Even then, however, no member of this council is by rule required to devote assets to this operation,” she pointed out.  “The rules of the Confederation make this clear.  Thus, any who decide to aid us in this operation to take the Oracles away from the Syndicate will have to volunteer forces to that cause.”

She turned back to the hologram and pointed at a new hologram, showing an image of a very distant blue and green planet.  “We are going to use our Andromeda base of operations to make a strike against this star system, the home planet of the Dreamers, the race of beings from which the Oracles hail,” she continued.  “And we have a plan, a plan that not even our enemy’s ability to predict the success of future events will be able to counter.  As Jason told me a few days ago, my friends, the key to beating someone that can see the future is to use it against them.  We will set into motion a chain of events that cannot be stopped, and that the Oracles will foresee as a cataclysmic disaster that will end all life in their entire star system.  We will cause the enemy fleet defending the home planet of the Oracles to flee from this cataclysm, abandoning the Dreamers to what they see as certain doom, and once they are gone, we will interdict the system to prevent them from returning and send in an invasion fleet to destroy what remains of Syndicate military assets and launch a ground operation to free the Dreamers from Syndicate control.  Once we have control of the system, we will undertake an operation to remove the Dreamers from Andromeda and resettle them in our galaxy, on a planet we will find for them that most closely matches their environmental preferences.  Once we have the Dreamers evacuated from Andromeda, we will pull back and engage the Syndicate diplomatically, trying to avoid direct conflict and negotiate a permanent peace that keeps them on their side of the galactic cluster.  After all, their sheer size would make conflict with them a fool’s errand.  And we believe that the best way to bring them to the negotiating table in good faith is to strip them of their Oracles.

“We predict that this has a high probability of success, for two reasons.  First, we have learned through the expedition getting access to the Syndicate’s computer network that the Oracles’ ability to see the future has a flaw, a fatal flaw. They cannot foresee or predict their own deaths.  We will use that against them by making them foresee a cataclysm that kills everyone else in their home system, so by association they will also believe that it kills them as well.  That will convince the Syndicate to flee their system, to abandon them to what they will see as their fate and thereby deny the power of the Oracles to anyone else.  When the cataclysm spares the home planet of the Oracles, we move in and interdict the system to prevent the Syndicate from returning, then take the system by military force.  We believe this will work because of the Oracle we have now.  They resist the Syndicate, my friends.  They are tortured to make them see the future, and the data we stole indicate that the Oracles resist this, that there are many documented cases of Oracles attempting to escape from Syndicate control.  The Oracle that came with the fleet that attacked us saw a chance to escape from them when she was far, far away from the Syndicate’s main force, in a place where she would be taken in and given asylum from them, and she took it by deceiving them into losing the war with us.  We believe that if that opportunity presents itself in Andromeda, the Oracles under the Syndicate’s control will rebel against them in order to secure freedom.  They will help us, because they will foresee that with us, they will be safe and protected.”


“That sounds convincing, but why didn’t they do that against the Consortium?” Vizzie asked.


“Because the Consortium would use them the same way the Syndicate did, so they would see that as trading one torturer for another,” she answered.  “If we are sincere in our desire to help them, to protect them from those that would use them, then they will help us defeat the Syndicate, and thereby protect our galaxy from Syndicate invasion in the future.  We can turn the Oracles against the Syndicate, so long as we show them mercy and kindness.”

“There’s another fact that you need to know.  The Dreamers are Faey,” Jason announced, which caused several gasps and more than a few looks at Dahnai.  He put up a picture of Aria and let them look at it.  “We believe they’re the descendents of the Karinnes that the Consortium abducted and took back to Andromeda about 1,300 years ago, and that was long enough for them to lose their blue coloration and cause their telepathic powers to evolve to where a small portion of them gained precognitive abilities.  So, in a way, that makes the Dreamers my people, and I’m going to go to Andromeda and free them from the Syndicate,” he declared.


“Not just you,” Dahnai said firmly.  “They are Faey, and I will not allow my people to be tortured like that.  You have the full support of the Imperium in that operation, Jason.  We need to get our people out of there, both because we can’t let the Syndicate keep that kind of advantage and because they are us, and it’s my duty as the Empress to protect the Faey people.”


“My analysts suggest that without the Oracles, the Syndicate will be much, much less likely to invade our galaxy, as their guarantee of victory will be removed,” Zaa continued.  “The Syndicate is all about profit, esteemed friends.  Remove the guarantee of gain, and their desire for war will be greatly diminished.  That is why we have only this one military operation planned for Andromeda.  We believe that if we can wrest the Oracles away from Syndicate control, that they will be much more peaceful neighbors.”

“That does sound like it has some possibilities,” Assaba said from the lectern. “I open the floor to general debate.”


They discussed Zaa’s idea for nearly four hours, and the end result was that just about everyone thought that establishing that forward base in Andromeda was a good idea, even if they weren’t going to attack the Syndicate’s home territory. Having that base gave them options, and options were always good.   However, not everyone was sold on her idea to capture the home planet of the Oracles.  But those were the posers and wannabes, and they would probably refuse to devote assets to the operation.  The leaders on the council with real military chops, rulers like Grran, Orgrik, and Jokik, they liked the idea, and the chances were good that they would devote assets to it.  Shakizarr also liked it, and while he wasn’t a true military expert, he was far more versed in military matters than most rulers.  In that respect, he was much like Jason.  That was because while Shakizarr wasn’t a general or admiral in his military, he did happen to be a genius, and he made his command staff explain everything to him, and that gave him a better understanding of military tactics.  That did, though, mean that they might get a sizable number of Shakizarr’s very large navy to assist in the plan.

It was almost dinnertime by the time Jason and Kreel picked up Dahnai and Sirri and returned to the annex.  Jyslin was sitting with Aria when they came in, and Aria’s eyes lit up when she saw them.  “There’s my little treasure,” Jason said, coming over and taking her hands.  “Do your last treatment?”


“Mah,” she said brightly.  “I got to walk!”


“She managed four steps,” Jyslin said proudly.  “I got some viddy of it.”


“That’s amazing,” he told her with a smile.


Kreel came over and grinned down at her.  “Couldn’t wait for us to get back, eh, you naughty little thing?” he asked playfully.


“We waited and waited for you,” she replied.


“I’m sorry, our council meeting went way long,” Jason apologized, then he offered his hand to Dahnai.  “Aria, this is Dahnai Merrane,” he introduced as she and Sirri walked up.  “And her daughter Sirri.  They’re part of my family.  And now, they’re part of yours.”


“Hello, pippy,” Dahnai said in an instantly tender voice, the voice of a mother.  “It’s nice to meet you.”


Aria gave her a long look, then gasped.  “It’s you!  The other face from my dream!” she blurted.


“I am?  What did you see in your dream, pippy?” Dahnai asked seriously.


“You’re the Valkyrie!” she said.  “The woman in golden armor riding the dragon!”


“My, that sounds impressive,” she said, leaning over a bit.  “And what do I do in your dream?”


“You have your dragon eat the giant,” she replied.


Remember, most of her visions are part of a dream, they’re couched in metaphor and symbol, Jason warned privately.  “Is it a good thing or a bad thing that her dragon eats the giant?”


“It’s a good thing,” she replied, looking at him.  “The giant was about to step on a village, but her dragon eats it before it does.”

Jason put that together quickly.  It was a stark warning to him that he needed Dahnai’s help to save the Dreamers.  The dragon had to be her Navy, and the giant the Syndicate.  “Well, then, it’s a good thing I’m here,” Dahnai smiled.


“Mah.  You’re like Jason and Jyslin,” she said, pointing at Jason.  “I know you from my dream, just like I know them.  I know you’re nice.”


“You’ve seen me in your dreams, sweetling?” Jyslin asked.


“Mah, but I didn’t recognize you at first, because you wear a mask in my dream,” she answered.  “But I figured it out.”

“What does she do in your dream?” Jason asked.


Aria sniffled a bit.  “She loves me and takes care of me, like my own mother would have,” she said.


Jyslin’s eyes just melted, and she collected up Aria in her arms.  “That already came true, my sweetling,” she cooed to her.  “I already love you.”


Well, that certainly explained to Jason why Aria warmed up to Jyslin so fast.  She must have seen her in her visions, Jason’s wife and her foster mother.  But why the mask?  That seemed unusual, and it also seemed strangely important.  “Do you know why she was wearing a mask in your dream, Aria?” Jason asked.


“Neh,” she answered, which was her word for no.  “I take the mask off in my dream, I just don’t remember what’s behind it.  She just smiles at me and puts it back on and tells me that I’ll understand when I’m older.”


“And you didn’t have any dreams of me?  I’m hurt, little whisker!  I thought we were friends!” Kreel declared in an insincere voice of anguish.


“It’s okay, Kreel.  I like you anyway,” Aria said with a smile from Jyslin’s hug.

“She can see right through you, rodent,” Dahnai grinned.


“We spent the morning together,” Kreel replied.  “And she liked me before she liked you, so nyah.”


Jason just had to laugh.


They had quite a nice visit with Aria.  She warmed to Dahnai and Sirri very quickly, and Kreel certainly kept her spirits up.  She even managed a few more steps for them, walking very slowly and carefully with Jyslin holding her hands, almost like a baby being taught to walk.

Ryn came in with Aya, and Aria gave her a guarded smile as Kreel carried her around the room on his shoulders.  “Hello, Miss Ryn.  Are we going to try again?”


If you think you’re up to it, kitling, she answered, sending so that Aria could hear her.


“Try what?” Dahnai asked.


“Aria forgot her original language.  Ryn thinks it’s still in there somewhere, and she’s been trying to find it,” Jason answered.


“Oh.  Well, that would be nice.  And useful,” Dahnai nodded.  “Zaa didn’t get a datafile on it?”


“They keep almost everything about them top secret,” he answered.  “Zaa’s people haven’t found anything else about them yet.”


Councilor, if you could  bring her here, Ryn asked, patting the couch beside her as she sat down.  Kreel carried her over and set her down, then tickled her a little bit and made her giggle.


“Do I look like a Councilor when I’m dressed like this, Ryn?” he challenged as he rose back up.


Of course you do, she replied with a light smile, which made him snort.  Aria managed to stay pretty stable as she sat up—the treatments really had been doing wonders for her—and smiled up at Ryn trustingly as she put her fingertips on the girl’s temples.  Remember, if I do anything that seems scary, you tell me immediately, she told Aria.

“Okay,” she nodded, then she closed her eyes and bowed her head.  Ryn did the same, and then they both fell silent and motionless.


Jason could sense what was going on, and quite simply, it was a master at her craft doing her magic. Ryn wasn’t the most powerful telepath on Karis, but it was a very good bet to say that she was the most skilled telepath on Karis.  Ryn could do things that would make most telepaths shake their heads and declare it impossible, and Jason could feel the edges of it as she focused all that skill and training on Aria’s fragile mind.  She moved very carefully, very lightly through the tunnels of Aria’s conscious and subconscious, delicately sifting through memories buried deeply in her mind, many of them blocked because of the pain involved with them.  She touched those memories in a way that didn’t allow Aria to see them, to relive them, saving the girl from that trauma as she pursed her lips, clearly unsettled by what she was seeing herself.

After nearly twenty minutes, Ryn raised her head slightly.  I found it, she declared to the room.  At least pieces of it.  But I know where to look for the rest.  It’s fragmented in her mind, bound up with memories she’s blocking and some of them I sealed.  Give me a little while to rebuild it.


Just be careful, Ryn, Aya warned.


I’ll separate them from her other memories, and make sure that hearing and speaking it doesn’t trigger them, she answered.  Jason, I’ll upload it to my interface and send it on to Cybi.


Sounds good, but you’re teaching it to both me and Jys.


That goes without saying, she replied, then lowered her head again, clearly done talking to them.


It took her another half hour, thirty minutes where they remained motionless and the entire room watched on in tense silence.  Then, suddenly, Aria’s eyes opened wide and she gasped, and Ryn opened her eyes as well and removed her hands.  I’m done, she replied.  I rebuilt the entire language and implanted it in her.  She knew far more of it than I expected.  It seems that it was telepathically inserted into her mind when she was a toddler, the entire language, both spoken and written.  That’s highly unusual, teaching that way usually don’t hold.  Especially in a child.

The Dreamers may be different from the Faey in more than one way.  It stuck with her, so it might be normal for them, Aya speculated.


Or, one of the Oracles foresaw this and had the language implanted in her knowing that we would find it, Dahnai suggested.  So we could talk with our kin when we rescue them from the Syndicate.


That’s entirely possible.  When it comes to someone that can see the future, who knows what’s an accident and what’s intentional, Kreel agreed sagely.  We may be walking down a path the Oracles foresaw years ago, and they put markers on it to help us along.

That’s a pretty deep thought there, Kreel. I’m surprised it came from you, Dahnai teased.


I live to surprise you, Dahnai, he grinned in reply.

I’m all done, Aria, Ryn told her with a smile.  Can you remember now?

“I…I can!  I can remember!” she said excitedly.  “I remember!”


I’m very glad.  It didn’t seem fair that you couldn’t remember your original language.  Do you like it?

“Yes!  It’s musical, like Faey is!  It’s very pretty!”


Ryn stood up.  Alright, who’s first?

“Duh,” Jason said, stepping forward and offering his hand.


“Hold on a second, I’m the Empress here!” Dahnai protested.


“She’s my daughter.  So get in the back of the line.”


They all laughed when Dahnai gave him a rude gesture.


Jason took Ryn’s hand, and they began.  And almost immediately, he was very, very surprised.  The language was called Merai, which in her native language, simply meant the spoken word.  He was expecting a language based roughly on Faey grammar but with different words, as was somewhat usual when a branch language formed from an original, but the language of the Dreamers was drastically different from Faey.  There wasn’t a single word in their language that matched up to its Faey counterpart. Not one.  It even had a significantly different syntax, with some pretty big differences in basic sentence structure.  Faey put the predicate before the verb, following a subject-predicate-verb structure roughly similar to Japanese, but in her language, the predicate came first, almost like speaking like Yoda from the Star Wars movies.  In her language, the basic sentence construct was predicate-subject-verb, where the subject of the sentence or clause modified the predicate and then was put into action by the verb.  I went to the store in her language was to the store I went.  I had spaghetti for dinner became spaghetti for dinner I had or for dinner spaghetti I had, both were acceptable in her language, since dependent clauses and prepositional phrases had no rigid position in their syntax.  Because of that, her language was very dynamic, where so long as the sentence’s basic structure was maintained, the order of its clauses didn’t matter.

How could it have changed so much in just 1,300 years?


When she finished, he took a step back and rubbed his chin in thought.  That was not what he expected.  Something pretty significant had to happen for his ancient ancestors to so drastically change their language that it no longer resembled even the Faey spoken at that time, the Faey spoken by Aura and the Exiles.  Or had it evolved from Faey at all?  Could they have started speaking some other language that the Exiles knew, maybe some language one of them learned at the Academy, for some reason?

You teach Jys, Ryn, I’ll upload this to Cybi, Jason said.  He dumped the language into his gestalt, then let Cybi pull it.  [Go through the archives and the database, Cybi, find out what language it most closely resembles.  Because it’s not Faey.]


[It matches no language in the archives, Jason.  Nor any in the Academy mainframe,] she answered.  [It most closely resembles Amju, a language spoken by one of the races of the Crai Empire.]


[Well, that doesn’t make any sense,] he complained.  [The Crai Empire would have been too far away for them to be visiting the original Academy.  There’s no way the Dreamers could have learned it.]


[Correct.  My best guess is that they didn’t learn it from the Amju, that it just resembles Amju.  There are only so many ways a language can be constructed, Jason, so there are bound to be similarities between languages that form entire quadrants away from each other.]


[True,] he agreed.  [What about the written form?]


[It bears no resemblance to written Faey whatsoever, except that both languages have thirty letters.  It is written from right to left, which is also different from Faey, which is written from left to right.]

[Bizarre.  Even though the spoken language could radically change over a thousand years, how could the written language change direction?  They wouldn’t be able to read their own old writings.  The only real answer is that this language isn’t based on old Faey.  It must be some other language they picked up and learned while in Andromeda, and they forgot their ancestral Faey over the years.]


[That’s entirely possible.]


 [Do me a favor and dig a little on this, Cybi.  This is weird, and it needs some investigation.]


[Of course.  But I can tell you that you need to talk to Songa, she’s working on a similar problem.  It sounds related to this.]

Ryn taught everyone in the room over the course of an hour—a testament of her skill as a telepath—and then they talked about it while Aria was taken for her final treatment of the day.  Ayama, Surin, and Seido were down in the cafeteria preparing the promised banquet of foods for her to try when she was done, and they’d made a party out of it, inviting most of the strip over as a party of sorts to celebrate Aria’s graduation to solid food.  They discussed Jason’s theory that the language of the Dreamers wasn’t based on Faey while Aria was out, then they took her down to the cafeteria when she came back.  She was a little intimidated by all the people there when she came in, but the smells of the food put on the table in front of her overwhelmed her trepidation.  “Now remember, Aria, small bites, and eat slowly,” Songa warned as Seido put down a large platter holding about 20 different dishes, all in sample sizes.  “And expect a sudden bout of queasiness the first few times you swallow.  Wait until that goes away before you take your next bite.”

“Okay,” she said, looking at all the food with wide eyes.  “I don’t know what to try first.”


“You’re eventually gonna try it all, silly, so just pick something,” Kreel told her, snagging a Menodan sugar chute from another plate and gnawing on it.


It was quite an awakening of senses for Aria.  She nibbled on this and that for over an hour, following Songa’s orders, trying everything put in front of her.  She got over the initial queasiness quickly, and Songa kept her from eating too fast by monitoring her.  The cooks had done a great job making everything meant for her a very small portion, giving her the chance to try it out without getting full, and she managed to go through every dish they made for her with those very small sample servings.  They really did give her just about everything, dishes from every major food group, cold foods, hot foods, dozens of different meats and vegetables and grains, appetizers to desserts.

Just about when Aria was done with her meal, Jason sat beside Songa at the table beside Aria’s.  Cybi said I needed to talk to you about something.


I was going to call you up into my office after this, but we can discuss it now, she sent privately.  Jason, Aria is not what we think she is.


How do you mean?


I mean, I’ve run four tests on her DNA, and all of them come back with the same result.  She’s not a Karinne, she replied seriously.  She doesn’t match any of the DNA in Cybi’s archives, not one.


That’s not possible, Songa, he protested.  Maybe she’s descended from a Karinne family that’s not in the database?


There are none, Jason.  The DNA of every single child in the house was sampled and stored in the archives for centuries as part of the Program, she answered.  Even if they weren’t actively a part of it.  You know, looking for potential breeding partners for those in the program within the house.  Aria doesn’t match anyone.


Maybe she’s from a family that immigrated to Karis?


They didn’t do that, Jason.


What other answer is there?


Oh, there is one, but it’s one that doesn’t make any sense, she sent wryly.  I told you I ran four tests on her.  The first three were confirming what I  know now.  I didn’t believe the first one and ran it again, then again.  When I realized that it wasn’t the test, I ran a different test on her looking for more generic DNA markers to determine how closely related she is to us.


What does that mean in non-medical talk?


It means, Jason, I ran a test on her to see just how not related to Faey in general she is.  And the test result was so shocking that I’m having them run it again just for confirmation.


And?


And, her DNA deviated from ours forty thousand years ago, she sent intensely.  Actually, closer to 41,000 years ago to be precise.  That’s how far back I had to go to link her DNA to our DNA, Jason.  She is a Faey, but she’s had forty thousand years to deviate from blue-skinned Faey.  She’s still as much a Faey as I am, just with different colored skin and a few very minor genetic differences that are basically cosmetic.  I guess that after that many millennia, her peoples’ telepathic powers had time to evolve, to give her people the power of precognition.

Do you realize how impossible what you’re saying is, Songa?


Yes, I do, Jason, but science doesn’t lie, she answered.  I can’t explain it.  That little girl is a Faey, Jason, but she’s a Faey that deviated from us blue-skinned Faey forty thousand years ago.  The only possible conclusion I can give based on the data I have, dear, is that some how, some way, forty thousand years ago, her ancestors left our galaxy and traveled to Andromeda and settled there.  Or, we came from Andromeda and settled here.


Songa, he sent, giving her a nearly hostile look of suspicion.


I know, that’s why I’m running the test again, dear, she told him.  Because I couldn’t believe it when I saw it either.  But these tests rarely come back with a different result, Jason.  We may be looking at this impossible scenario.


The Faey were still in their stone age back then, Songa.  How could they have possibly built a space ship capable of intergalactic travel?


Don’t ask me, dear, I’m a doctor, not a historian, she sent with a slight smile.  My only guess is that they didn’t do it.  Perhaps they were visited by a space-faring species that picked some of them up and moved them.


To Andromeda?


Got me.  But one interesting thing I did find in my research is that at about that time, dear, the Faey race was reduced to about five hundred breeding pairs, much like a time in Terran history when the entire race was reduced to approximately a thousand breeding pairs about 70,000 of your years ago, after the eruption of a supervolcano drastically changed the planetary climate.  There is a similar record of such a thing on Draconis at about that time, but in our case, it was a meteor strike that caused a major disruption of the planet’s ecosystem.  We were very nearly made extinct by that meteor, then our race rebounded.  All Faey can trace their lineage back to one of those five hundred ancestor families.  Maybe at about that time, some ancient spacefaring race visited Draconis, found a different small group of survivors on the cusp of extinction, and decided to pick them up and move them to another planet?  To prevent the Faey race from dying out?

Yeah, but to take them to Andromeda? he asked.  I could understand it if they moved them like to Melavar or Kiramina, they’re close to Draconis, but why take them to another galaxy?  That doesn’t make any sense.

I have no answer for you, dear.  I can only tell you what the science tells me and propose a wild theory.  The only viable theory is that, 40,000 years ago, a group of Faey were taken from Draconis and moved somewhere else.  And somehow, some way, they ended up in Andromeda.  How, I have no idea.  I couldn’t explain it even if I was an engineer like you, dear.  But facts don’t lie.  And the fact is, Aria’s DNA deviates from ours at a point 40,000 years ago.  I told you that every Faey can trace her lineage back to one of those five hundred breeding pairs.  Aria cannot. She does not descend from one of those lines.  She descends from another, Faey from a different family group but who are still Faey, that somehow got picked up off Draconis and moved elsewhere.

So, we’ve just found a long-lost branch of the Faey species?


Precisely, dear.  But the question is, the mystery is, how did they get there?  How did they end up in another galaxy?


That…is something I don’t think we’re going to answer here, he told her, leaning back in his chair and thinking furiously.  Recorded Faey history only goes back twenty thousand years, everything past that is the realm of paleontologists and paleo-biologists.  So if you were visited by a space ship that abducted some of your people and moved them elsewhere, it wouldn’t be anywhere in your history.  But maybe we can learn more when we liberate the Dreamers from the Syndicate.  Maybe they know how they ended up there, something Aria would be too young to have learned when she was taken by the Benga.  It’s possible that the Dreamers’ history goes back forty thousand years.  Maybe they have the answer.

Entirely possible, dear, she nodded.  It’s going to give me gray hair trying to figure out.  But in the meantime, it’s really nothing to worry about.  It doesn’t change who Aria is, or the fact that she is as much a Faey as I am.  But, it does potentially explain her precognitive abilities.  Give any race 40,000 years, and they can evolve in surprising ways.


Especially the Faey, given your species’ knack for genetically adapting to your environment, Jason nodded, looking over at her.  You’re a very hardy species, Songa, even if you don’t look it.


I don’t like that thought…hardy.  It makes me sound barrel-chested, she sent primly, which made him laugh despite himself.


So vain, he teased.


Of course I am, dear.  I’m a Faey, she smiled in reply.


Songa went over to take charge of Aria once again, helping her back into her hoverchair , then fighting a bit with Kreel when he wanted to push her around the cafeteria, much to the amusement of everyone else.  This was definitely a mystery, Jason pondered as he leaned back against the table behind him.  There was no way for the Dreamers to leave Draconis that long ago, when the Faey were still in their stone age, so the only answer was that some ancient spacefaring race had visited Draconis, saw the Faey in big trouble because of that meteor strike, and took some of them with them when they left.  An act of mercy, to be sure, trying to protect the species from extinction, but still…why take them to Andromeda?  That just made no sense.  Why not move them to the nearest habitable planet, which was only 5.7 light years away?

Could these visitors have been from Andromeda, and decided to take them all the way back home with them because they were running out of time for their mission?  Perhaps they hadn’t done any other exploration and didn’t know about the nearby habitable planets?  Maybe they took the Faey as a slave race, a stone age society, and the Faey somehow survived that experience?  Perhaps the Faey even back then were telepathic, and they took them for research?  Though the last two seemed pretty dangerous…one didn’t just take a group of telepathic beings for anything, due to the tremendous danger involved in such a thing.  There had to be some logical reason to do such a thing.


The bigger question rose in his mind.  Was it only the Faey that were picked up from their galaxy and relocated to Andromeda?  Could they have done the same to other races?  Were there Confederate races in Andromeda?  Or were there Confederate races that were originally from Andromeda that were moved here?

He needed to do a little study on some ancient history, to see if any other races had records, stories, or legends of being visited by a spacefaring race around that time.  Who knows, they may find Shio or Colonists or Verutans or Grimja in Andromeda as well, other “transplants” picked up from here and taken there.  Maybe they were all picked up and reseeded in Andromeda by this ancient spacefaring race as some gigantic science experiment.

He could start with the Jakkans.  They had records going back nearly 37,000 years, which was very nearly when the Dreamers were taken from Draconis.  There was a four thousand year gap there, but still, maybe there were some Jakkan myths or old legends or maybe some cave paintings or something that might show some evidence of them being visited by aliens.


But that would be something he would pursue some other day, when he had nothing else going on.  In the short term, he had way too damn many things on his mind to stress over it, and the little girl laughing as Kreel spun her hoverchair around was one of the biggest concerns.


He’d only known her for a few days, but he already thought of her as his daughter.  And so did Jyslin.  She’d never want for anything with them, and they would protect her from those who would exploit her for what she could do.


He couldn’t wait to take her home.
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This…was going to be tricky.

Not Aria, that was for sure.  She was enjoying her first ever visit to her new home, on a field trip from the hospital on a fine, sunny, breezy morning.  Jyslin had her upstairs in her room, which was completely empty, the two of them discussing what furniture and what color sheets and curtains she wanted  Aria’s hoverchair was sitting in the living room as she walked around—albeit very slowly and carefully—with Jyslin almost hovering over her.  Songa had told her to walk as much as she could, to walk until she got exhausted all the time, because it would rebuild her muscles that much faster. She was still undergoing biotine treatments, and was scheduled to do so for the next five days, but now she was officially in her rehabilitation phase.  She went from treatments to physical therapy, and Songa didn’t want her to just sit around and be lazy.  She made her walk to exhaustion even outside her therapy, telling her that every step she took would allow her to take three more when she recovered.


And that really motivated that little girl.  After years of laying in a bed, the last thing she wanted to do was sit or lay in one place.  They certainly didn’t have to cajole her into exercising, she pushed herself beyond exhaustion every time she got up and walked.  She’d seen the beach, seen the kids running up and down the sand, and that was what she wanted to do.  So she was doing everything she could to be able to join the other kids and play.


The tricky part was going to be the negotiation today.  It was scheduled to start in three hours, and Jason’s part of it was already in place.  His interdiction trap was set for the fleet that would arrive during the conference.  No, what was going to be tricky was getting Sha Ra to actually surrender.  The Kimdori spies in her fleet were reporting that for the last Terran week, she’d been rushing around madly trying to find a way to build an FTL engine that could move her ship, and thus far, her engineers had come up empty.  He wasn’t sure if she was being realistic in her expectations, trying to get her ship’s engineers to build something they had no experience with out of what was available on the ship, and do such a good job that they could let her ship escape.

And it said a lot about that bitch that she was only trying to escape herself.  She was going to abandon the rest of the fleet and save her own skin.


Because of what Sha Ra was doing, it was going to make her very reluctant to agree to anything.  She was holding out hope that her engineers would find a solution, and because they needed time, she was going to stall.  And considering she was in a no-win situation, that was going to take some balls to sit at that table and stall with a straight face.


Well, Jason had a little plan for that too.  Zaa’s children on E Chaio had been very busy over the last few days.


But, Jason could give Sha Ra a little respect in one very small area.  She hadn’t folded when she lost her Oracle.  Jason would have almost expected the entire Syndicate fleet to surrender at that point, because the Oracle represented so much of their overall planning and strategic thinking that without one, Jason would have expected the Syndicate military to be paralyzed with indecision.  But not Sha Ra.  She had moved straight to a contingency plan, continued planning and scheming despite losing her “I win” button.  In that one very narrow instance, Jason could respect Sha Ra for her tenacity.  She didn’t give up, and even now she was working to try to salvage something out of this situation…for herself.

He went upstairs and up to Aria’s new room, and saw that she was standing at the window with Jyslin behind her, her hands on her shoulders, looking out the window as she gabbed at his wife in her native language.  She’d used it almost exclusively with them since Ryn had pulled it from her memory, like regaining a lost piece of herself, so Jason couldn’t really fault her for it.  This had been Danelle’s room, but she had graciously given it to Aria and taken the room across the hall so Aria could have a room whose window looked down at the beach and ocean.  After all, Danelle didn’t use her room in his house all the time, and had been using it less and less over the last few months since Myleena hired a nanny to care for her and Siyara.

“Hey there, girls.  How’s the room planning going?” he asked in Merai.


“We’ve about settled on everything, love,” Jyslin answered, looking over her shoulder and smiling at him.  “We’re going with neo-noir Faey furniture with dark gray and navy blue accents, blue curtains, and this little sneak here talked me into getting her her own viddy unit.”


“Well, I have to have something to do while I’m resting after therapy, don’t I?” Aria asked innocently, which made Jason laugh.  Aria was wearing an interface—she needed it for anything outside the hospital—and was running a finger along the tine that ran under her left eye.  It had taken a couple of days to teach her how the interface worked, but now she had no problems with it.  “Besides, I like the games that Rann and Shya showed me on the hospital viddy.  They were fun!”


“I’ve adopted a gamer girl.  I’m doomed,” Jason sighed, which made Jyslin burst out laughing.  That attracted Amber, and she pestered Jason into picking her up.


“I was wondering.  Why does she get to come into my room when nobody else can without my approval?” she asked, looking at Amber.


“Because she’s a vulpar, pippy,” Jyslin chuckled.  “Vulpars have an instinctive need to patrol their territory.  If we lock her out of the room, she’ll obsess over getting in so she can make sure everything’s alright.  I find it nice when Amber pops in and visits us,” she added with a smile.  “And since she likes you, she’ll come in just to say hi.”

“I like her too,” Aria answered.


Amber looked around the room, and Jason could tell looking down at her that she was a bit disapproving.  “It’s not going to be empty for long, Amber, calm down,” he chuckled.  “Aria’s picked her furniture, so we’ll have it made up for her by tomorrow.”


“She doesn’t like the room because it’s empty?”


“Partially.  Partially because the room has changed,” Jason answered.  “Whenever we empty out a room, it makes her nervous.”


“Well, we’re going to go get her furniture, probably right now,” Jyslin declared.  “At least if Aria’s new armor is ready.”


“It’s ready and on its way,” Jason answered.


“Why do I have to wear that?  It looks uncomfortable.”


“It’s not bad at all,” Jyslin told her.  “And yes, you have to wear it.  You’re a part of our family now, pippy, and that means you have to wear armor when you leave secured areas.  At least for a little while longer.  We’ll be going back to normal soon.”

That was true enough, and Jason didn’t even have to fight very much with Aya about it.  She’d already told him that as soon as the Syndicate was dealt with, they’d be off restriction.  Jason would be allowed to go back to wearing normal clothes and not being shuttled around in a warship.


“Do the people here not like you that much?” Aria asked.


Jason had to laugh.  “No, pips, that’s not why we wear it,” he answered her.  “I have absolutely no fear walking down any street in any city on this planet.  I trust my people.  We wear armor because whenever we’re at war, there’s always a small chance that some enemy might sneak people onto the planet, so we always wear armor as basic protection in case that happens.  Aya, the captain of the guards that protect us, always makes sure that we’re safe.  And she plans for every possible contingency, even ones that are as outlandish as someone sneaking onto the planet.  It’s almost impossible for someone to sneak onto this planet, so Aya plans for everything, even the almost impossible.”


“Oh.  That doesn’t sound so bad.”


“Exactly, my little treasure.  It’s just a precaution, nothing more.  And the armor itself isn’t really that uncomfortable.  In fact, it might be really useful for you, because it’s powered.  You’re not going to feel its weight at all when you put it on, because the armor more or less moves itself.  It moves with you as you  move to make sure that you don’t feel its weight.  It’s even going to help you stay on your feet when you get tired, because you can have the armor take over for your muscles a little bit.  You can use your interface to make the armor move, and you can just go along with it for the ride, sorta like riding in a hoverchair.”


“Ooohhh, that sounds cool,” she said.


“You’ll have to practice a little bit before you can do that,” Jyslin told her, patting her shoulders.


Once the armor arrived, getting her into it showed one of the ways Aria was a bit different from other Faey…she had modesty.  That was something they were going to have to work on, since she’d be living in Faey society where clothes were a fashion accessory, not a social requirement.

And he felt weird just thinking that.


They gave her a few lessons in dealing with armor, and then they separated.  Jyslin took Aria out into Karsa so they could buy her furniture and some clothes and other goodies for her room, preparing her for her new life once she was out of the hospital, and Jason went back to his office.  He caught up on all the reports that piled up while he was gone, including ignoring about fifty requests for conference from other Confederate members, concentrating on the reports about the upcoming negotiations, as well as his own preparations.  The interdictor trap was set, and he had most of the KMS at Oasis as a precaution, every active ship he had on the board.  There were 237 ships in Kosigi undergoing drive installation or IP armor upgrade, but everything else was sitting at the Stargate, which was located in the uninterdicted space between the two interdiction layers.  There were nearly 3,000 other ships there as well, a major piece of the Confederate fleet that Lorna had stationed there in case things went wrong, which Jason felt was only wise.  A holo of it was fairly impressive, the gigantic Tianne sitting in the middle of a cloud of smaller ships, hovering over them like a guardian angel, with the Aegis, the Pegasus, and the Iyaneri nearby.  That was a tremendous amount of firepower, and that was just the KMS ships.  Dozens of command ships from the larger empires in the Confederation were also there, and some of them were nearly as formidable as a KMS command ship, such as the Faey, Subrian, Urumi, Verutan, Maluki, and Skaa vessels, each powerful in its own way.  From the sheer firepower of the Faey and Subrian ships to the incredible durability of the Urumi and Skaa, they were cogs in Lorna’s machine, each fulfilling a role within the fleet to create a whole much more powerful than the sum of its parts.  From the largest to the smallest, like the squadron of Shurai Warhawk fighters that prowled the edge of the fleet as protection, it was a grand display…that wouldn’t impress the Syndicate much at all.

He wondered if they would follow the KMS and the Faey to Andromeda.  That was far more than they’d signed up for.  They were in the Confederation to protect their home territory from the Andromedan empires…would they cross over into Andromeda to prosecute that war, or would they decide that it wasn’t worth the risk and the effort?  He felt that they’d definitely be aboard when it came to dealing with the Oracles, because removing the Oracles from the equation held a very high probability that it would cow the Syndicate.  To lose the ability to win any war may cause them to decide that conquest was no longer profitable, especially when the Board digests the fact that war with the Milky Way was not a steamroll.  The Confederation had proved to them with their expedition that they had the tools to take on the Syndicate, could defeat them in battle.  And without the Oracles, they would have to fight a real war, against an enemy so far away that it made prosecuting it difficult, yet that enemy could get at them very easily.  There would be no requirement to go on the offensive, and in one case, he didn’t want them to go on the offensive…the Jun.  It would be best if the Jun sat this one out, else their cultural outlook on war would get the Confederation into something they couldn’t finish.

He worked right up to the scheduled beginning of the negotiations, and he probably irritated most of the council by not being present.  He monitored things from his office as he worked on other things, and he was almost disappointed in how right he was.  Sha Ra was stalling, she even drug out the introductions with the negotiating teams, spending nearly half an hour wasting time. When they sat down for the actual discussions, she again stalled everything, even went so far as to waste nearly half an hour quibbling over the chair arrangements.

Oh no.  That wasn’t going to happen.


He watched a moment, then he slowly stood up, picking up his helmet.  Aya.


Yes, Jason?


I’m about to make you hate me all over again, he warned.  We’re going to go put a stop to this ridiculous shit Sha Ra is pulling.


And how are we going to do that?


I’m going to go to Oasis and kick her ass, that’s what I’m going to do, he replied pugnaciously.


And how is that going to stop her?


Easy.  The key to defeating someone who’s all for themselves is to make all about them, Aya.  We’re going to put this on very personal terms for her.


I’ll have a bionoid—


No bionoids, he retorted.  I’m going out there myself, and I’ll kick her ass myself.

What did I tell you about ever going into any hostile theatre PIM again, Jason?


I won’t be in a mecha either.  I won’t need one for this, he seethed.


Dera, lock the door, Aya demanded hotly.


Aya, you don’t want to turn this into another fight.  Just trust me.  I’m not being rash.  I know exactly what I’m doing.


And what are you doing?


I’m going to show that bitch Sha Ra what I can really do, he answered tightly.


There was a long, pregnant silence.  Dera, open the door.  I’ll call in a frigate.


Thank you, Aya, he replied in a steely mental state.

 It took him two hours to reach Oasis, time he spent in quiet, nearly meditative preparation. He knew what he was going to do, and he needed to maintain his composure, to not turn Sha Ra inside out and then rip her head off and yank her brain out through her mouth.  The frigate crew didn’t reveal he was on board when they negotiated for safe passage, declaring that they were bringing an additional member of the Confederate negotiating team, before traversing through the enemy fleet to reach the planet.  He transferred to his personal dropship loaded in the landing bay of the frigate Jacanne, which took up the entire thing and nearly scraped the paint when it took off   He looked down at the negotiation, taking place at the same table under the same pavilion on the same beach as the original one, then took a deep, cleansing breath and stood up when his dropship landed.  The hatch opened, and he waved Aya off as he stepped out through the hatch.

They were all staring at him.  The Confederate rulers were turned in their chairs to look back at him and the Benga were all standing, looking over or between the large, imposing Ubutu, Vekk, and Jobodi leaders as Jason Karinne stalked up towards the pavilion, wearing only a casual man’s robe in the Faey style, loosely belted at the waist.


Sha Ra and her officers gave him a surprised look, then Sha Ra smiled, ever-so-slightly.  That smile faded when he seemingly jumped from the sandy ground up onto the surface of the table, a child among them.  “I’ve seen enough,” he declared in Benga, unbelting his robe.  “I told you that this was not a negotiation, Fleet Commander.  This was a meeting for you to offer your unconditional surrender.  And I also told you what would happen if we ever met face to face,” he said in an icy voice, letting his robe fall to the table, revealing that he was wearing nothing but skin-tight black knicker-like pants, Faey men’s athletic training pants.  He reached up, and with deliberate slowness, removed his gestalt and dropped it to the table at his feet, falling onto his robe.

“And what do you intend to do, Grand Duke Karinne?” she asked in a purring voice.


“Kick your ass,” he replied in a flat voice, staring up at her.  “If this is what it’s going to take, then so be it.  You’re going to offer your surrender, Sha Ra.  You can either do it sitting in that chair, or you can do it on your knees while you’re begging for your life.  Admirals, my esteemed companions from the council, this does not concern you, only the Fleet Commander.  So if you would be so kind as to remove yourselves from the pavilion, we can get on with this.  I have more important things to do today.”


“Jason,” Mesaiima called, but he slashed a hand towards her.


“Stay out of this, Mesaiima,” he called harshly.  “This is between me and Sha Ra.”


“I have no desire to pick a fight with someone so much smaller than me,” Sha Ra said silkily.


“That’s too bad, because this is not a fight you get to choose,” he replied.  He thrust his palm out her, and Sha Ra gave a scream of surprise when she was flung back out of her chair and then landed in the sandy soil a good ten shakra outside the perimeter of the pavilion tent.  Jason jumped off the table through the hole he created by knocking Sha Ra out of the tent and started slowly walking towards her as she got up onto one knee, shaking her head.

“Jason Karinne!  Stop this!” Mesaiima shouted angrily.


“Are you going to fight back now, Sha Ra?” Jason demanded as he stalked slowly towards her.  “Am I worth fighting now, or do you save your aggression for helpless little children, for those who can’t fight back?  I won’t even use my psionic gifts against you, because it would be over too quickly.  I’m going to beat you into submission the good old fashioned way,” he declared, cracking his knuckles.

Her smile turned flat, and she narrowed her eyes.  “If you want a fight, you little man, I’ll give you one!” she snarled.  She struck not with her fists, but with her talent, and Jason could admit that she was both powerful and highly skilled…but it wasn’t enough.  He slapped her telepathic attack aside like it was nothing, causing her eyes to widen in surprise, and he gave a scathing laugh as he continued to approach.

“Is that all you’ve got, bitch?  I’ve faced stronger attacks from children,” he taunted.  “Come on, mighty Benga warrior!  You’re three times my size!  Come at me, you fucking coward!”

With a scream of rage, she lunged from her kneel and did just that.  He watched her with narrow eyes as she charged him, then she came up short and made her strike.  Instead of trying to punch or grab him, she instead tried to kick him.  But her foot met nothing but empty air as he slid to the side with surprising speed and agility, and she committed so much to her kick that her plant foot slid out from under her on the loose, sandy soil.  She gave a cry of surprise and landed flat on her back, and Jason almost insulted her by darting in and slapping her on the cheek with his right hand before darting back out to a safe distance.  She rolled up to her knee and took a lunging swipe at him with her fist, which he ducked effortlessly, then he ducked again when she swung with her other fist.  She then raised her clasped hands together and tried to crush him in an overhanded blow, but he avoided that as well with surprising ease, then almost contemptuously darted in again and punched her in the stomach.  She hunched over with an explosive release of breath, both hands on her belly and gasping for breath as Jason danced back out to a safe distance, then he took a very casual posture and crossed his arms at his chest.


“That’s what I thought,” he said dryly as she wheezed.  “You have no idea how to fight someone my size.  I guess all your life, everyone’s been afraid of you because you’re so big.  Nobody my size was ever willing to take one of you on.  Well, I’m not afraid of you, so you better come up with a better plan than flailing around like a little kid throwing a temper tantrum.”


She lunged at him again, and he evaded with ease as she fell to the sandy ground on her belly after missing.  He ducked under an attempt to grab him, slithered around another attempt to smash him into the ground, then kicked the back of her hand, making her yelp in pain and recoil her hand, bringing it close to her chest as she got back onto her feet.  He evaded several more of her attempts to punch or kick him, starting to get some form into her movements as she stopped reacting on emotion and started thinking critically.  She was three times his size, strong enough to kill him with one well placed blow, and surprisingly fast for her size.  She had some formal hand to hand combat training, but she lacked real combat instincts.  She only trained enough to be proficient, she had never trained her body to fight the way Jason had, had never extensively trained in hand to hand combat.  Her reaction time was almost in slow motion to him, and she had no subtlety in her attacks, just trying to smash him or club him with brute force, trying for that one hit that would knock him out.  And that was exactly what Jason was expecting, which allowed him to all but toy with his much larger opponent.


She got more and more frustrated with each missed punch or kick, each failed attempt to grab him and squeeze the life out of him, but she was also tiring. Her reaction slowed even more, she started to pant for breath, and it took her longer to recover from every punch or kick.  She got easier and easier to avoid, but Jason could sense that it was a trick, that she was trying to bait him into not reacting.  And sure enough, after progressively slower and slower punches, she lashed out with a lightning-fast jab, tightly controlled, with much more form and discipline than her other attacks.  Jason didn’t bother to avoid it, he set his arm and he took the full brunt of it on his left arm and shoulder, which drove him down to one knee on the sandy soil.  It did, however, give him a bloody nose when his head recoiled enough to hit his own arm from the downward force of her blow, driving his protecting arm into his face, but he barely even registered the pain.  She gave a look of surprise when he grabbed her fist with both hands—his hands on hers was like a six year old holding the hand of his mother—and he turned and wrested her hand with every bit of his strength.  She gave a yowl of pain and recoiled, tearing her hand out of his grip, cradling her hand to her chest and giving him a wild, surprised look as she backed up a few paces.  He had sprained her wrist with that move. 


“You haven’t figured it out yet, have you,” he said in a calm, icy voice as the bionoids and Benga at the table looked on in shock, wiping the blood away from his lip absently.  “I may be a Grand Duke, bitch, but before I sat on my throne, I was a soldier.  I’ve trained to fight since I was a child.  I fought for my throne, where you’ve done little more than skulk around back passages and plot and scheme to get where you are.  It doesn’t matter that you’re three times my size, bitch.  I’ve felt you out, and found you lacking.  Now I’m going to beat the shit out of you.”


She managed a scornful laugh, still protecting her sprained wrist.  “You’re not even the size of a Benga child!”


“And yet there you stand, nursing your nearly broken wrist,” Jason retorted, which made her scowl.  “You can spare the beating I’m about to give you, Sha Ra.  All you have to do is surrender your fleet.”


“Ha!”


“So be it,” he declared, walking slowly right at her.


She tried to kick him like a puppy when he got within range, but he again just leaned to the side, evading her attack with contemptuous ease, but then lanced in like lightning, got right next to her plant leg, then turned his torso and drove the back of his elbow into the side of her knee.  She cried out in pain and nearly fell, staggering back, but he moved with her, getting under her and outside of her field of vision, skittered back, then planted a powerful kick in the exact same spot, on the side of the same knee.  That made her leg buckle and caused her to fall to one knee, throwing out an arm to try to balance herself, and as soon as her face came into reach, her head snapped back when Jason gave her a punishing, powerful uppercut under her chin.  He ducked under a sweeping club of her arm, then darted to the side when the other hand whipped in, giving her enough room to stand back up.  He came right back in on her fearlessly, evading three darting jabs from her fists as they punched down at him, and again went after her knees.  She backed up to get out of his reach, but was startled when he dove forward, rolled, and then slid to a stop and pincered her ankle between his calves as she tried to take another step back, hooking her leg.  She whipped her arms out and windmilled them as she fell over backwards, and almost as soon as she landed on her back, Jason was literally in the air as he jumped over her arm, fist clenched and cocked back over his shoulder, and he delivered a punishing blow to her cheek as he came back down.  Her head snapped to the side as he recovered, then he raised his foot and stomped it on her throat, causing her to jerk reflexively and roll to the side, wheezing for breath.  He again literally dove through the air, this time away from her as she tried to grab him, rolling through his dive and coming up onto his feet as he rotated to face her.  She wasn’t expecting him to reverse again and lunge in on her, and she doubled over with an explosive release of breath when he again punched her in the stomach, right on the diaphragm, the upward angle of his blow driving most of the force of his blow up and under her ribs.  She sank to one knee involuntarily while still holding her stomach and hunching over, and that put her head in reach of him.  Her head snapped to the side when he delivered a powerful right cross, then a left hook, then she kiltered backwards when he kicked her right in the mouth, showing a surprising amount of flexibility to plant the heel of his foot that high.  She laid there for several seconds, wheezing for breath as she moved jerkily, then flailed her arms and her legs as if to strike him before rolling to the side and getting to a kneeling position.  But he was nowhere near her.  He was standing nearly five paces away, standing with his arms folded in front of him and giving her a scornful look. 

“Not so mighty now, are you, Sha Ra?” he asked tauntingly.  “You’re getting your ass kicked by a child.  You have no chance against me, so you should save what dignity you have left and surrender.”

“Fuck you!” she snapped, spittle flying from her mouth as she charged at him.  He made no move to avoid her until the last possible instant, and even then he didn’t even move his feet, he just leaned and twisted to the side as she tried to drive her fist through his face.  Her momentum sent her on past him, where she stumbled and fell almost face first into the sandy soil.  He turned to face her again as she struggled to her feet, panting for breath, her face twisted into a mask of rage, incredulity, and even fear.


“This is your last chance before I beat you senseless, Sha Ra.  Surrender your fleet.”


“I will never lose to someone like you!” 

He gave an exasperated sigh.  “Alright, then.  Playtime is now over, bitch.  I think you’re due for a little lesson about who and what I really am, Fleet Commander Au Mai Sha Ra.”


He raised his arm, hooked it around his body slowly, then made a whipping backhanded motion with it.  Sha Ra gave a breathless “Whuaff!” as she was seemingly clubbed by an invisible hand, which sent her flying nearly twenty shakra across the sandy soil to crash into the side of the Benga transport that had brought her to the surface.  She managed to stay on her feet, swaying a bit woozily, blood from where he kicked her in the mouth dripping off her chin.  She was dragged forward, her feet leaving furrows in the sand by her transport, then she screamed in both surprise and pain when she was blown back yet again, landing heavily on her back past the transport.  “My people are telekinetic, Sha Ra,” he said easily as he strode forward like a stalking cat.  “I didn’t have to fight you.  I did that just so I could take some satisfaction out of kicking your narrow ass all over this beach warrior to warrior, skill against skill in a duel of honor, in the traditions of my people.  And, also out of making you live with the humiliation of being beaten in a fistfight by one of the little races.  I could have killed you where you stood at any time.  I could stop your heart, burst your organs, sever your spinal cord, cut off the blood flowing into your brain, without ever touching you.  But I prefer a much more impactful lesson,” he said, swiping his hand to the side, which caused Sha Ra’s head to snap to the side, a line of green blood flying from her mouth with the motion.  She kiltered to the side and fell, giving a cry of pain and shock from the powerful phantom blow.  “Killing you in an instant doesn’t teach you anything, after all.  I want you to have time to fully understand just how big a mistake you made when you decided to invade my home before I’m done with you.  And you can’t regret anything if you’re dead.”  He swung his hand down in an overhanded motion, and Sha Ra was slammed to the sandy ground as if she’d been stepped on by a Titan, then she struggled up to a kneeling position, down on one knee, panting and looking a bit bewildered and dazed, blood flowing from the corner of her mouth and both nostrils.

“I told you the day we met that you have no idea who you were fucking with, bitch,” he said in a hissing voice, continuing to stalk towards her with slow, dangerous steps as she struggled to her knees.  She made a sudden motion, grabbing something from her boot, then she raised a very small firearm of some kind and pointed it at him.  He made no move to dodge as a lance of reddish-green energy erupted from the muzzle of the weapon, just raised a single hand palm out as if to intercept it.  Sha Ra’s eyes widened in shock when the blast bent up and into the sky, sizzling up towards the heavens.  Jason made a hooking motion with his hand and pulled his hand back, and the pistol was yanked out of her hand, then sailed way up over the pavilion to land on the beach down the slope.  He spread his feet and pulled one hand back, then thrust it forward with a snarl of hate.  A brilliant lance of lightning erupted from his hand and flashed across the distance between them, striking Sha Ra in the upper right shoulder, making her pitch over backwards in a scream of pain.   She was again dragged through the sand towards him, then she was hoisted up into the air, her feet kicking and squirming under her as she tried to grab and clutch at nothingness.  Jason yanked his hand down, and Sha Ra was rammed down onto the beach before him on her hands and knees, her body jerking and shuddering as she tried to get up from that prone position, but held fast by that same invisible force.  He made a slashing motion, and all her clothes were torn off her body in an instant, leaving her naked before him.

“Look at me,” Jason said in a deadly hiss, stepping up to get within his arm’s reach of her head.  With her in that position, it put her eyes very nearly at his level, just a little lower.  “Surrender your fleet.  Now,” he ordered.


“F—fuck…you,” she managed to say, her voice unsteady and her words nearly slurred.


“Surrender your fleet,” he ordered once again.


“No.”


“This is your final chance.  Surrender your fleet.”


“Never.”


“Then so be it.”


He never made a move, but Sha Ra gave a shuddering gasp, her eyes rolled up into her head, and she collapsed nervelessly to the sand, face first, her green butt sticking up in the air.


“That was for Aria.  So,” he said, turning around casually, brushing some sand off his hands.  “Who’s next in command?  I think you’ll be a bit more reasonable than your former Fleet Commander.”


The remaining ten Benga officers looked at him like he was a ghost, their green skin pale and their expressions incredulous.  Mesaiima and the others were gaping a little bit as well.

One of the Benga shakily got to his feet.  “I am Adjunct Commander Mor Jo,” he said in a tremulous voice.


“Well, then, Adjunct Commander,” Jason said, walking towards them slowly.  “I offer you the same chance that was given to Sha Ra.  Offer the unconditional surrender of your entire fleet and its crew, and you will see your homes in Andromeda again someday.  Refuse, and you will spend the rest of your lives trapped in this star system, which will be very short.  We don’t have to fight you.  You are no longer any threat to us,” he said bluntly, again vaulting impossibly high, onto the table, and fearlessly walking right between two Benga with his back to them as he strolled towards the bionoids on the far side.  “All I have to do is set a few of my shipkiller weapons in this system out of your reach and allow them to destroy your fleet one ship at a time.  It will take them a few orbits, but just imagine all the anticipation you’ll feel over those orbits as you wait to see who dies today,” he said in a cold, brutal voice, stopping and turning around on the Confederate side of the table, but almost tauntingly within reach of the Benga officers, looking down at them.  Him standing on the table put him about a head over the seated Benga.  “We can kill you to the last sailor, without ever putting a single one of our ships in harm’s way.  You can avoid all of that, Adjunct Commander Mor Jo, by offering the unconditional surrender of your fleet and all its crew.

“In return for your cooperation, I promise you that will eventually be returned to Andromeda.  It may take a few orbits, and it won’t be on your own ships, but we will get you home.  While you are in our custody, you will be treated well.  You will be put on a planet with a favorable climate and simply left alone until such time that we can arrange to return you home.  No guards, no forced labor, no interrogations.  You’ll be permitted to keep all your personal possessions, as well as all the equipment you need from your ships to make your stay on that planet comfortable while you’re there.  The conditions won’t be very luxurious, but you’ll have the freedom to do as you will until we can organize a means to get you home.  We are not barbarians like the Consortium are, Adjunct Commander.  We believe in the fair treatment of a foe that is honorably vanquished, so long as he willingly surrenders.  Say the word, and you will eventually see your family again.  Refuse, and you will spend what remains of your life right here,” he said, pointing at the table.

“You must ask yourself.  Is a few years on a planet better or worse than watching your fleet die, one ship at a time?  Would you rather rule in hell, Adjunct Commander, or serve in heaven?” he asked, putting his hands behind his back and spreading his feet slightly, staring at them with complete confidence and fearlessness, despite the fact that three of them were close enough to reach out and grab him.  And they could kill him easily with their bare hands.

He gave a nervous swallow.  “We will need some time to confer,” he said.  “Without the Fleet Commander, it’s a decision that we should reach by consensus.”


“Fine,” Jason said, motioning vaguely with one hand.  “You have my permission to return to your ship to make an informed decision in friendly and private surroundings.  I give you six divisions to discuss the matter.  But you will leave Sha Ra where she is,” he warned.  “Her body belongs to me, as a trophy of my victory over her in the traditions of my people, and I want her to lay there as a reminder to all of you what awaits you if you make the wrong decision.”


The ten Benga all stared at him, clearly understanding that he had taken control of the conference, then Mor Jo stood and gave him the Benga salute. The others followed suit, and they turned and walked away from the pavilion.  All of them looked at the still form of Fleet Commander Sha Ra as they passed, naked, defeated, and humiliated in the moments before her defeat, heading for their transport.


When they were aboard their dropship and heading for space, Jason turned and faced the six macro bionoids that were all looking at him.  “Jason Karinne, I am very cross with you,” Mesaiima said frostily, but Shakizarr was chuckling.


“Well done, Jason.  Well done,” he complemented.


“Thank you, Shakizarr,” he said modestly.  “Do you think it set the proper tone?”


“I believe that it did,” he nodded, looking over at him.  With them sitting and him standing on the table, Jason’s eyes were over the heads of Mesaiima and Ethikk, almost even with Shakizarr, Orgrik, and Grran, and well below Jokik’s, given the massive size of the Ubutu’s bionoid.  “I take it there’s a tactical gestalt somewhere nearby?”

“In my dropship,” he admitted easily, which made the Verutan chuckle.  “I sure as hell couldn’t do all that without one.”


“I must say, Jason, I had no idea you were so adept at paw to paw combat,” Jokik noted.  “It was clear that she was outmatched, even with her great size and strength advantage.”

“We all have our hidden talents, Jokik,” he answered easily.  “It’s a form of self defense from my home planet known as Aikido, a defensive martial art which specializes in turning the strength of an opponent against him.  I’m sure you could learn it if you were interested.”


“I still can’t believe you, Jason!” Mesaiima fumed.  “You killed her!”


“Did I?” he asked lightly, glancing back at Sha Ra.  He snapped his fingers, and almost by magic, the woman’s body jerked and she gave a ragged groan, rolling over on her back and coughing the sand out of her mouth and nose.  She then went still once again.


“Wha?” Grran blurted.


Jason chuckled.  “There are many things you can do with telepathy, Field Marshall.  If you’re well trained,” he said with a smile.  “Field Marshall Grran, your Imperial Majesty Orgrik, High Lord Jokik, do you think I might impose upon you to perform a low act of manual labor?  Could you kindly toss that miserable bitch into your shuttle?  I would be forever grateful,” he asked, pointing at Sha Ra.  “She’s going to stay unconscious until a Faey mindstriker can release the lock I have on her mind that’s making her comatose.  That will keep her out of trouble until she’s imprisoned aboard the Tianne.  No matter what happens to the fleet, she’s going to stand trial before the Council for her crimes against the Confederation.”


All three of them gave little smiles.  “I’ve always believed that a little manual labor is good for the soul,” Orgrik Vort of the Vekk said easily.  The Vekk were a bipedal, raptor-like reptilian species like the Skaa and Crai, but had leaner, longer heads and snouts.  They were large, tall, very heavily built, and physically powerful, however.  “Jokik, Grran, my friends, shall we?”


“I believe we shall, my friend,” the Ubutu said grandly as all three of them stood up.  The three large, imposing bionoids went over and picked up the still form, then started dragging her towards the Ogravian shuttle they’d used to get to the planet.  And they weren’t being very gentle.

“Jason, we cannot just kidnap the Fleet Commander!” Mesaiima protested heatedly as Shakizarr and Ethikk just chuckled.


“Sure we can.  I told them that her body belongs to me, and they acceded to my demand.  That means we can do anything with her we please.  I never said she was dead,” he said pointedly.  “I may have acted like it, but I never once said that I killed her, now did I?  And they never bothered to check to see if she was breathing.”


“Deceiving the deceivers.  Quite clever, Jason,” Ethikk said with respect in his voice as Jason picked up his gestalt and put it back on, then donned his discarded robe, tying it at the waist


“Thank you, Ethikk,” Jason said modestly.  “Now, I’d better get back to Karis so Aya can beat the shit out of me for this stunt in private, so I’m not humiliated in front of my peers,” he said lightly, which made Ethikk laugh.  “And I think this is all wrapped up,” he added, moving between Mesaiima and Shakizarr and dropping back down to the sandy ground.  “I don’t think the rest of them have the balls that Sha Ra did.  I think they’ll surrender.  We just needed to get rid of Sha Ra, and we’ve done just that.”

“Truly,” Shakizarr agreed, looking down at him.  “You are a formidable fellow, Jason Karinne. I am honored to call you a friend.”


“Why thank you, Your Grand Imperial Majesty,” Jason said, looking up at him.  “And be assured, I hold you in the highest respect as well.  I’ll see all of you in a little while, once I get home and am properly chastised.”

Aya gave him a strange, amused look as he came back into the shuttle, her arms crossed in front of her.  Well? Jason asked with a dry mental tone.


I’m not sure if I should spank you or not, she replied honestly.  That was perfect, Jason.  Sha Ra was the only true obstacle to the surrender of the fleet.  And you removed her both from the equation and from the eyes of her peers.  They saw her lose to a little race, and I saw it in their eyes.  They lost all respect for her.

All part of the plan, he said, rubbing his upper arm, which was starting to develop a spectacular, huge bruise from shoulder to elbow.  Fuck, that woman hits hard.  She almost broke my arm when I blocked that punch.


She would have killed you if she landed a solid hit, Dera told him.


That’s why I didn’t let her, he replied with a slight smile, rolling his shoulder and wincing.  I think we’d better go straight to the annex…and not just to see Aria.


That might be a good idea.

Eight hours later, as he sat in his home office with his left arm and shoulder bandaged and feeling the effects of the bio-accelerant doing its job under those bandages, Jason leaned back in his chair and read the formal surrender of the Third Expeditionary Fleet of the Syndicate Navy.  He hadn’t been in the council session observing the official signing of the document, since he’d been in the annex getting treatment for three microfractures in his humerus, a slight tear in his rotator cuff, and major swelling and bruising in his shoulder and arm.  It was well after dark, with the light of a half-full Kosigi filtering in through his open window, letting in the refreshing early night air with its hint of salty smell.

Sha Ra was currently residing in a security cell on a space station in orbit around Terra’s moon, a special prison built to hold telepathic inmates.  In a demonstration of how quickly the Confederation adapted to new technology released by the Karinnes, the station was manned only by bionoids and Imperial Marines, and had a no-fly zone around it in a 100 kathra in radius, well outside the range of all but the most powerful telepaths, which prevented the 173 telepathic inmates from any opportunity to use their abilities against their jailors.  The only living guards on the station were guards that were far more powerful in talent than the inmates they jailed, there to keep the inmates from attacking each other with talent.  And from what he was told, Sha Ra was pissed off.  She didn’t expect to wake up in the custody of the enemy, in a jail cell that was converted from a small cargo bay, with a wonderful view of the planet Terra’s moon with the planet in the distance through the transparent titanium wall set over where an airlock had once been.  That open-walled cell set the tone for the former Fleet Commander; why try to escape, because you have nowhere to run.  She felt that she was betrayed by her officers, that they just gave her up to the enemy, and Jason’s intervention ruined all her carefully laid plans to escape the Oasis trap and return to Andromeda.

Over at Oasis, the process had already begun.  The Syndicate was behaving, at least so far, preparing to be moved to Q3XD-19 to join the other prisoners, and Jason had kept his word.  They were being allowed to keep all their personal possessions and to remove necessary equipment and supplies from the ships to make their stay on the planet as comfortable as possible for the three or four years they’d be there.  Palla had taken the fleet staff officers there to let them see the planet, see how it was being done, and they were much more amenable about the idea of surrender once they saw that Jason wasn’t lying.  A schedule to disembark all the crews had already been drawn up, where in small groups, ships would be towed out to the Stargate, pass through it to the sister gate being relocated to Q3XD-19 at that moment, disembark the crew, then the ship would be jumped by enough ships to tow it either to the system of its new owner.  The schedule would begin with the ships that had been in the galaxy, were not in the Oasis trap, and to their credit, they were following the orders of their commanders.  They had formally surrendered their ships when the order came down, and as soon as the Stargate was linked, the first group of ships would be towed in.

The council was currently in session, but Jason was blowing it off.  They were already haggling over the spoils, deciding who was getting which ships and how many were going to be proportioned to each member.  Cyra was sitting in for him, and he wasn’t surprised that the House of Karinne’s modest request for just a few ships of each ship class out of the enemy fleet had been granted by unanimous vote. Cyra had, however, taken it upon herself to add one more operational super-ship to the request, and she’d had the holographic balls to ask for the enemy flagship to be the one sent to the Academy, arguing that it would have the most technology in it from which they could all learn.  The council had agreed to that request, to Jason’s surprise.  So Sha Ra’s command ship would be the one systematically disassembled by the Academy to learn the secrets of its construction and its technology, and the Karinnes were going to get a second operational super-ship for their own use.  The full negotiating savvy of the various Confederate members were on display in the council chamber at that moment, as they jockeyed and schemed to get the ships that they wanted, either to use in their own militaries, to research Syndicate technology as the Karinnes were going to do, or for the metal and other valuable materials they contained.  Jason figured that was going to keep them busy for at least a takir, and as far as he was concerned, that was just fine.  They needed these little diversions to keep them occupied and out of his hair, which would let him and certain others, like Zaa, take care of the real business.


Dellin was already preparing an assessment team for the super-ships that would be delivered to Karis.  Unlike the others, Jason had already claimed his super-ships out of the ones at Skirasis, both damaged and operational, and the KMS was preparing to move them to Karis.  They were getting seven, six damaged super-ships and one operational one, and all but one of the damaged ones would ultimately be refitted to become support vessels.  It would take years just to refit one of them, given their sheer size, but it was worth the time and the effort.  A super-ship would be a mobile base of operations for the KMS, holding everything they needed, even fresh-grown food, and the ship itself could be a deadly threat in battle, at least if the KMS used them properly.  A ship that big could easily be equipped with multiple GRAF cannons, like the ones on Kosigi, as well as an absolute arsenal of other weaponry.  But the KMS wasn’t going to use those ships for front-line combat.  They had fatal flaws that the KMS themselves had exposed in the brief war with Sha Ra’s fleet, and they weren’t going to hang them out there to be destroyed.  But as support vessels, as rear-line support assets that could selectively bring that immense firepower to bear from a protected position, and the ability to carry tens of thousands of troops and enough equipment and supplies to feed and equip them, they were ideal.  They were nearly perfect.

“I’m alright, you big worrier,” Jason chided Amber as she sat in his lap, licking his left hand almost in an act of motherly consolation.  He ruffled her head a little bit, making her purr.  “Songa says I’ll be fine by tomorrow afternoon.  But I gotta admit, that Benga woman can punch.”

Amber looked up at him with disapproval.


“Hey, sometimes you have to defend your territory,” he smiled down at her.  “Besides, it did the job.  Sha Ra was trying to stall to find a way out of the trap she was in, so I went over there and beat her up to put a stop to it.  And I enjoyed it,” he said fiercely.  “She had it coming to her with all the people she got killed on both sides, and all of it was completely unnecessary.”

She gave a noncommittal little growling yip.


“I know, but at least Aya didn’t kill me afterwards,” he said in a low tone, which made Amber growl a bit in amusement.  “Yeah, yeah, you jump too when Aya gives you the look, don’t deny it.”  He put aside the handpanel holding the formal surrender agreement, then leaned back in his chair and turned it around to look out over the moonlit ocean, his fingers digging into Amber’s sinfully soft fur.  She settled on his lap and purred in contentment.  “Tomorrow’s gonna be busy,” he mused.  “The harvest festival will start tomorrow, and we may have put it off too long.  The fruits on the tree look about ready to fall off, and given how far they’ll fall before they hit the ground, they could do some real damage,” he chuckled.  “I made you a little sling so you can go with Rann and not fall out.  We’re gonna have a meeting with Songa, too.  Aria’s doing much better than she expected, and she might release her to come home early and set up a schedule where we bring her over to the annex for some of her treatments.  Songa was never one to want to keep a patient in a hospital bed any longer than absolutely necessary,” he chuckled.  “And that means that we’ll be going to Kimdori Prime for Jyslin’s treatment.  That might work out for the best.  Provided she doesn’t have any complications, it means she’ll be recovered right about the time Dahnai’s recovered from her surgery, and that mean they can learn together.  I’d rather teach both of them at once than one at a time,” he observed.  “I am a little worried about that.  The treatment for Jyslin does have some risk, after all.  I mean, look at what it did to Dahnai.  I know that the Kimdori will do everything they can to make it as easy on her as they can, but she’s my wife.  I’m gonna worry just to worry.”


Amber patted his hand with her paw.


“I’m sure she’ll appreciate your concern,” he told her.  “I have to say, Amber, I’m glad that Jyslin is doing this,” he continued.  “I hated keeping secrets from her, and she never complained about it.  And all because she was feeling jealous over Dahnai,” he had to laugh.  “I swear, Faey are even worse than Terrans when it comes to pettiness.  But, they do have their bright spots.  I did marry a Faey, after all.”

“I’m so glad to hear that,” Jyslin said from the door, startling him a little bit.  He turned enough in his chair to see her, wearing a Paladins oversized shirt that went all the way down to her thighs.  “You talking to Amber again?”


“She’s a great listener,” he said, patting the vulpar on the head.  “Where are you off to?”


“Over to Tim’s,” she said with a trill in her voice, speaking because he was.  There as little doubt what she was going over there to do.  “Since you’re ignoring me, I have to go find my fun elsewhere.”


“I’m not done with the paperwork yet,” he sighed.  “Just taking a little break.”


“I did hear that they signed the surrender.  So that’s a good sign.”


“I guess it’s hit the news by now,” he chuckled.  “The war with the Syndicate is officially over.  At least round one,” he sighed.  “You know there’s gonna be a round two.”


“No, love, the war with the Syndicate here is over.  The war with the Syndicate over there is just about to begin,” she said with a grin.


“True enough,” he agreed.  “Lorna, Myri, and Navii are already working up the plan for attacking the Dreamer homeworld, along with a couple of Zaa’s military Elders.”


“Why is Lorna in it?”


“Lorna’s not doing it as the CCM commander, but as Dahnai’s senior military advisor, representing the INS.  We’re assuming that it’s only going to be us, the Kimdori, and the Imperium until we know otherwise.  After all, taking the war to Andromeda isn’t what most of the Confederation signed up to do.  So we can’t use the CCM.   Each empire has to pledge assets to the operation independently.”


“Ohhh, okay,” she replied.  “Any of them commit yet?’

“We haven’t asked officially. But going on what I’ve seen so far, we’ll get at least a couple dozen of them to commit to the operation,” he answered.  “The biggest one will be Shakizarr.  The Verutans have a huge Navy, and them devoting some ships to the plan will help out a whole lot.  Getting Holikk on board would also be a huge plus.  The Subrians can leverage the rest of the Coalition into supporting us, and that gives us a lot of ships.”


“He’ll probably go for it.  He’s smarter than most of them,” Jyslin declared.


“True enough,” he agreed.


“Well, I’m gonna head over.  They’re waiting for me,” she purred.


“Have fun, love.”


“I always do,” she told him, then turned and sauntered out of the office.


Amber gave a little sighing growl, which made Jason burst out laughing.  “I can’t argue with that,” he agreed, scratching her behind her ears, in one of her favorite spots.  “Alright, let’s get back to this.  I’d like to finish before midnight.  I have the feeling that tomorrow’s gonna be nearly as momentous as today.”

She gave a little bark.


“I don’t need to be an Oracle to predict that, you silly thing,” he teased as he swung his chair fully back in front of his desk and brought up the next hologram over the surface.  “Sometimes I wish you and me could trade places.  I’d love to lay in your lap without a care in the world while you handle all this annoying crap.”


She put her head down in his lap and purred contentedly.


“Meanie,” he accused, scratching her behind the ear.
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It was a small first step in the rest of her life.

With tender care, Jason helped Aria—now officially Duchess Aria Karinne—out of the hatch of the frigate Mairu on a glorious sunny morning and out onto the dock that extended out into the ocean not far from his house.  Her eyes were bright and her smile dazzling, because she was home to stay.  The furniture had been delivered and set up that morning, Jyslin had went in there with Ayama and Surin and they’d fixed up the room with everything that Aria had wanted, and Songa had released her just an hour ago.  She’d still be making daily trips to the annex for both physical and psychological therapy, but she’d be sleeping in her own room and spending most of her time in her house, with her new family, and surrounded by those who loved her and cared for her.  And Songa said that that in itself was a big part of her therapy.  She wasn’t in armor, wearing a Paladins tank top, a pair of white shorts and a pair of leather sandals she’d bought the day before when  Jyslin took her shopping, and she looked quite excited.

“Wow, it’s a long way to the shore,” she noted.


“Well, the dock has to go out a ways to get into water deep enough for the ship to land,” Jyslin told her.  “If you don’t want to walk it, pippy, we can bring up a hoverchair.  And I’d be happy to carry you if you want.”


“No, I can do it, I walk further than that in therapy,” she assured them, keeping hold of Jason’s hand as Amber dashed out of the frigate and ran a few dozen shakra, then turned and gave a commanding little yip and sat down.


“We’re coming, you little terror, don’t kink your tail,” Jason retorted   “Ready for the walk, Aria?”


“Mah.”


“Amber wants to show you your new room,” he chuckled.  “And if there’s anyone in the house you don’t wanna keep waiting, it’s her.  So let’s go,” he winked down at her.


Rann and Shya came out of the frigate behind them, and kept the same slow pace as Aria navigated the long dock, looking around as they walked slowly.  It took them a little time to get down to the beach, and the going got slower when Aria had to deal with the loose sand under her feet, then climb the stairs up onto the deck connected to the house.  They paused there a moment as Aria rested a little bit, taking the opportunity to look over the rail and down at the beach and ocean.  “It really is pretty here,” she said.

“It sure is,” Jyslin said.  “And to think, Jason wanted to live up on the northern continent, where it’s cold,” she added, giving him an accusing look. 


“I grew up in the cold, I prefer it,” he defended himself.


“I grew up somewhere even colder than you, and I hate it.”


“Well, that just shows that you’re a weakling,” he teased.  Aria laughed when Jyslin slapped him on the shoulder.


“I’m ready,” Aria announced, turning back around.


They had one more set of stairs to navigate, getting up onto the second floor where her bedroom was, and then Jyslin opened the door and they led her inside.  She looked around in wonder, at the pictures and posters that Jyslin had put up, at her bed, dressers, viddy, and writing desk, then at the little mobile in a corner that had pictures of her new family on it.  Jason was honestly surprised that instead of looking around and exploring, she instead buried her face in her hands and began to cry.  He folded her into his arms and comforted her as Jyslin tried to do the same, and Rann and Shya also came close and put their hands on her back and shoulders in support.  “We can change anything you don’t like, my little treasure,” he assured her.  “There’s no reason to cry.”


“No.  I’m crying because I’m happy,” she said from his shoulder.  “I have my own room.  My own room in my own house, with my own family.  It’s the dream come true.  A good dream came true,” she said, then started sobbing again.


It took a while to get her to calm down, and after Jyslin cleaned up her face with a handkerchief and a smile, they stepped back and let her do what Jason expected her to do first, explore her room.  She made a bit of a mess doing it, dumping all the clothes they bought onto the floor and going through them, which would make neat-freak Ayama nearly have a conniption when she had to fold everything and put it back, then tried out both chairs and the bed, then went inside her closet and looked around.  She came back out and sat on the bed again, and Jason did the same.  “There’s something I want you to see,” he said, pointing at her nightstand.  It had a holo-clock hovering over the surface, but it also had a small console with two buttons.  “Doctor Songa had a sleep inducer built into this bed,” he explained.  “That’s the machine that lets you sleep without dreams.  Now, she said that you can’t use it all the time,” he warned.  “But if you ever wake up in the middle of the night and you’re afraid to go back to sleep, it will be there to make sure you have a sleep without dreams.  Eventually, you’re not going to need it, Aria, but until that day comes, it’s going to be here for you to help you.”

“Good.  I like to not have dreams.”


“It’s not healthy for you to sleep without dreams all the time,” he warned.  “But for right now, Songa said it’ll be alright.  She wants you to start trying to sleep without it, but if you can’t get to sleep or have a bad dream, it’s here for you.  We know it’s going to take you a little time to get over what happened.  But eventually, you won’t be afraid to sleep anymore, my little treasure,” he said, taking her hand.  “That’s our goal here, that you get to where you’re not afraid to go to sleep.  It’ll take us a little time and a lot of work to get there, but we will.”  He pointed at the console.  “It has two buttons.  The blue button turns it on, and the red button lets one of us turn it off if we need to wake you up early for some reason.  It’s already been programmed with a timer that wakes you up in the morning, and also lets you wake up if you need to go to the bathroom.  When you press the button, pips, you have two minutes to get in bed and get comfortable, then it turns itself on.  But, it won’t turn itself on unless you’re in the bed, so you don’t have to worry about accidentally turning it on.  Got that?”


She nodded.  “Mah.  Sounds simple.”


“It is,” he agreed.


She took off her interface and set it on the nightstand, then fidgeted with it a bit.  “So that’s what that’s for.”


“Yup,” he chuckled as she put it back on.  “Since you can’t so much as flush the toilet without an interface, that’s the first thing you’re going to be reaching for when you wake up in the morning.”


“I like that.  I think it’s neat making things happen just by thinking at them.”


“Now, we’re going to let you settle in a little bit by yourself.  This is your room, your private space, so we’re going to give you a little bit to look around without us here,” he grinned.  “We’ll be in the house, pippy, downstairs, and we’ll only be a call away if you need us.  When you’re done, let us know with your interface so we can come up and help you down the stairs.”

“And remember, we’re going to the harvest festival in about an hour, so don’t spend too much time in here,” Jyslin winked.  “It’s starting soon.”


“Will we really get to fly up and pick the fruit off the top of the tree?” she asked.


“Sure will, pips,” Jason told her with a smile.  “I’ve already got a platform ready for you.  I built a chair into it so you can sit while you’re picking fruit.  That way you won’t tire yourself out.”

“We’re using our hoverbikes!” Rann said eagerly.


“What are those?”


“Kind of like flying seats, like your hoverchair, but they got much faster,” Jason told her with a smile.  “Rann and Shya got them as presents last year, and I’m amazed they haven’t crashed them yet.”


“Maybe we can take you for a ride on one, Aria,” Shya offered.


“Not on yours, they’re too small.  I’ll take her for a ride on mine if she wants,” Jason declared.


“That sounds fun.  I’d like to go really fast.”


They cleared out of her room to let her spend a little time alone, then got involved in the preparations for the festival.  His tree was now completely dominating the entire beachfront district of northwest Karsa, having grown out to the dimensions that the shaman had predicted, which caused its canopy to cover a diameter of nearly five kathra of land some 600 shakra below on the average.  The tree was gigantic, rivaling some of the smaller mature trees in the grove near the Parri village…and to think it grew to that titanic size in just three years…it defied logic.  Even from that distance, Jason could see the tiny reddish-purple dots that were clusters of mature fruit among the golden leaves high above.  All around them, in neighborhoods up and down the oceanfront and almost all the way down to the business district, people were getting ready.  There were 30 different rally points for this festival, where people could get access to flying platforms to go up and pick their own fruit, and it was scheduled to last for three days, to give everyone plenty of time to pick every fruit from the tree.

Not all of it was staying on Karis.  Jason had already arranged to send a crate of fruit from his tree to every Confederate ruler that could eat oye—which was the vast majority of them—as a gift of sorts.  Dahnai had Saelle and quite a few of her Imperial Guard over here to pick fruit for her while she and Sirri were in council, fully intending to get enough to last her for a month.  And that was fair, since the only rule about these fruits were that they couldn’t be sold.  Anyone could pick as many as they wanted, and if someone could pick a full month’s worth of fruits, then more power to them.


Aria didn’t stay in her room very long at all, maybe twenty minutes, and Jason went up and brought her down to the landing pad.  They let her inspect the various vehicles sitting on the pad, let her go inside the dropship and skimmer and Jason let her sit in the cockpit of his Nova, then Jason took her for a ride on his hoverbike, which she really enjoyed.


[Jason, we’re about ready to begin,] Ayama called from where the fair was set up, where they had games, rides, and booths set up for the entertainment of the visitors.  She was managing the festival from there.  [Are we good to go?]


[If Aya says we are, we are,] he replied.


[Security is arranged, so we’re ready here,] Aya answered.


[Then let them loose, Ayama,] Jason declared.  [We’ll be over to the site after we’ve picked a few baskets.]

One of the emergency sirens began to blare, and others picked up its tune.  And seconds later, all manner of flying transports rose up towards the tree up and down the coast and well inland.  The harvest festival had begun.  Aria giggled as Jason swept her into the seat on the converted flying platform, and Jason hooked his safety harness to the rail after strapping her in.  Jyslin got on behind him as the kids took off on their hoverbikes, Amber in a pouch slung on Rann’s side and tethered to it with a harness for safety.

“You ready, Aria?” Jason asked as he started up the engine in the platform.


“Yes!  Let’s go!” she said eagerly, pointing towards the canopy high overhead.


They weren’t the only ones rising up from the strip.  Just about everyone else was doing the same, from Tim and Symone on a platform with Lyra rising up from nextdoor to Temika and Mike with their kids down at the other end of the strip, and all of them went out to sea instead of inland, since nearly half of the tree’s canopy extended out over the ocean.  That was where they’d have the least competition for prime clusters of fruits.


Aria had a blast, and Jason had to admit, so did he.  Her enthusiasm to do something new was infectious, and there were so many fruits that he had no problems finding clusters that were easy for Aria to reach.  They talked to friends and neighbors up under the canopy as they moved from cluster to cluster, filling the three baskets Jason had on the platform, and it gave Jason a chance to introduce Aria to her neighbors in a friendly, exciting atmosphere.  She met everyone from the strip, most of the Generations, and quite a few of the highest ranking government officials up there, with mecha and Wolf fighters prowling at a lower altitude, ready to catch anyone who fell or whose platform went out on them, as well as enforcing the no-go zone around the trunk of the tree, which encompassed the strip.  Other security was up among the branches of the canopy wearing armor, making sure nobody got off their platforms and tried to climb among the branches.


In all, they were out picking fruit for about three hours, and then they visited the fair set up not far from the strip and let Aria play a few carnival games and try some of the food that had been prepared for it.  Jason had quite a haul of fruit himself, picking about three crates of fruit for family use—they went through a lot of oye—and he ate maybe a little too much cotton candy and haka nuts.  Aria tried just about everything the fair had to offer, since she was still enjoying the ability to eat solid food, but enjoyed the games even more.


It showed much about her.  After spending half her life in that bed, she wanted to see and experience everything she could, and the sights and sounds of a street fair were a delight to senses long denied any kind of stimulus whatsoever.


They were about to pack it up for the day when Cybi got hold of him.  [Jason, you need to go to Project G,] she called over the biogenic network.  [RDX has some news for you.]


[Sounds good, tell her I’m on the way,] he answered, a bit bolstered.  News worthy of calling him there in person?  It sounded good.  “Afraid work just called, guys,” he said, patting Aria’s shoulder.  “You be good for Jys, Aria.  I’ll be home as soon as I can.”


“You’re going?” Aria protested.


“Afraid so.  Work waits for no one, Aria, not even me.”


“Don’t worry, pippy, there’s still plenty for us to do,” Jyslin told her.


“But I wanted to do it together.”


“This is the first ugly reality of being in my family, pips,” Jason chuckled, leaning down and kissing her on the forehead.  “I’m not just your father, in a way, I’m the father of everyone who lives on the planet.  And that means that I’m usually pretty busy.  I’ll be home as soon as I can, I promise.”


Aya relented in allowing him to get on a frigate without armor, but she was sneaky in that she had his armor on board.  So, it was an armored Jason that got off the frigate after it landed beside the test facility up on Virga, greeting Scientist RDX in the Ruu manner when she scurried out of the main building.  Scientist, you sent for me? he asked.


Yes, your Grace, she answered with a bright smile.  I have a major breakthrough to show you!


Awesome!  What did you find?


Simply put, your Grace, I have produced viable results! she declared eagerly.  Come, check my findings!

Jason nearly ran into the facility with her, and she took him straight to the main work room and put him in front of a hologram hovering in front of a piece of compressed Neutronium.  As you know from my last status report, I’d come across a composite frequency that was achieving 387% increase in integrity of the sample.  Well, today, I discovered that I’d been using insufficient harmonics in the base frequency.  By including molecular harmonics across multiple quantum states in addition to base state harmonics, I’ve achieved a composite interphasic frequency that increases armor integrity by 10,700%.  Given that the base metal of the armor is compressed Neutronium, that makes the armor section virtually invulnerable, she declared brightly.

Really?  Show me!

She did just that. They retreated behind a safety shield and hard shield, then she activated the IP lab system.  She then had a rail cannon fire on the section, and the results were astounding.  Compressed Neutronium could resist a rail cannon shot normally, but the rail slug did deal damage to the armor.  Repeated hits in the same point could penetrate it.  But the armor section energized by RDX’s frequency showed that it absorbed all the energy of the attack and then used that energy to reinforce the molecular structure of the armor, literally taking the attacking energy and using it to defend.  The energy distribution graph showed it in super-slow motion, and he matched it to the power consumption graph of the IP system. Going on those numbers, he could see that this armor could stand up to any weapon that was based on three dimensional physics even a particle beam.  It would even hold its own against a stream weapon, which was designed to conduct through the armor and get into the ship behind it.

Simply put, it worked.


I am yet unable to reproduce the effects gained in the IP system used on frigates, your Grace, she apologized.  I suspect it might be because of the slightly different molecular arrangement of laminated Neutronium compared to the carapace.  But, with additional research and testing, I should be able to achieve a similar result.  In the short term, I believe that what I’ve discovered is viable for production, she continued.  When I achieve the desired result, we can simply retune the existing IP system with the new frequencies and make whatever changes need to be made to the equipment.


You didn’t make any changes to the IP system?


A few, which I’ve documented in the specs.  We had already devised a suitable insulator to place between the hull bulkheads and the armor, which prevents interphasic bleed into the hull.

Sounds good.


Further, your Grace, I believe that we can install this system in the frigates without interfering with the CMS, by installing a new type of emitter, she continued.  I designed a dual-use emitter that can energize both armor sections, but does not need to be placed inside the carapace the way the current emitters do.  That removes the pinpoint weaknesses in the frigate carapace caused by the emitters.  The CMS waveform can be transmitted through the carapace with only a 17% loss of signal strength, and we can compensate for that with some signal boosters in the system just before the signal reaches the emitters.  The CMS effect only works on the laminate, the carapace only conducts the signal to it.  As with the original system, the CMS and IP can’t be used at the same time.  Even if you install different emitters, the IP system absorbs the CMS waveform while active, which renders it inert.  But, this small design change does remove the pinpoint weaknesses in the KMS frigates by putting the emitters behind the carapace instead of within it.

Jason looked up at the Ruu, and a huge grin bloomed on his face.  Absolutely outstanding, Scientist, he praised, his thought overflowing with respect.  You have truly outdone yourself. And to think you did all this alone.


To be honest, the solitude gave me time to think about the work we’d done before the others left without distraction, she admitted with a small smile.  Further, as per your request, I’ve done some work on creating IP for other armor systems.  I was working on that when my efforts with the carapace system were unproductive, to see if that work progressed my work on the carapace any further.  I have a viable composite frequency for basic Neutronium, Adamantium, Lovarium, Telvasite, Meklium, Pyrium, and even refined Carbidium and all forms of armor-quality Titanium.  Those are the basic armor types used by the majority of the Confederation.  As with the carapace, these frequencies are not yet fully optimized, but they produce results that are viable and make the system worth installing on our ships.  With additional research, we can achieve optimal power, but the basic system itself is now viable.

RDX, that is outstanding, he told her reverently.


To be honest, your Grace, most of the other armor types were relatively easy to discern, because they lack the molecular complexity of Neutronium.  The Telvasite, Carbidium, and Titanium were the easiest, since they are atomic substances, and thus I only had one atomic frequency to consider for each of them.  But, as I said, I haven’t yet found the optimal composite frequency for any of them.  I have simply discovered a composite that makes installing the system on Confederate ships viable.  The increase in armor integrity outweighs the power consumption, which in turn makes the system worth installing.  With time and more research, we can optimize those systems to give them far more protective power.  I have even designed a generic emitter based on shared Confederate technology that any of our allies can use.  Further, I can certify that the emitter itself is ready for production.  I designed it to be capable of emitting any composite frequency, so when we change the frequencies to increase the IP power, the emitters will not need to be replaced.  The only changes will be to the IP generator.

Girl, I should have let you do this by yourself from the start, he noted, which made her laugh.


Not so, your Grace.  I was working on the foundation we laid as a team, she answered modestly.  Without Tom and Bo, and specifically Rook, I would not have gotten half this far by myself.

Well, you’re going to be getting them back tomorrow, he told her.  With the Syndicate fleet defeated, they’ll be coming back.  And I want you guys to work on the IP frequencies for other empires’ armor, he added.  What we have for our carapace hulls will be good enough in the short term, now we need to work on our allies.  What kind of results do you get for standard Neutronium?  That’s what several of the most important Confederate Navies use.

Approximately 8,380%, your Grace.  When energized, it makes it roughly equivalent to the IP system in a frigate.  However, it comes nowhere near the defensive power of an IP carapace.

What about Confederation standard Adamantium?


The best I’ve managed so far with standard Adamantium is 780%.  However, now that I’ve finished work on the carapace system and Neutronium, I’m going to focus my attention on Adamantium, given how many of them use it.  I see no reason why we can’t achieve 8,000% with Adamantium as well. 


Yeah, I’d say that’s more than viable, Jason agreed, then he gave a sudden laugh.  Well done, RDX.  Well done indeed.


It was nothing, your Grace. And as I noted, we aren’t anywhere near done yet.  What I’ve discovered is only a part of the puzzle.  There is much left yet to do.  But, I am confident that with further research, we will discover the optimal composite for every armor used by our allies.

Give me what you’ve worked out so far and put it on a handpanel, he told her.  Specifically for the other armor types.  Emitter installation procedures, distances, insulation requirements for spars and bulkheads, everything you’ve managed to discover.  I’ll take it to MRDD and Naval Engineering and let them design a system our allies can use.  I need everything on carapace hulls on a different handpanel, and everything on standard Neutronium on another handpanel.  I’m going to have different departments work on each of them.  Oh, and include a fourth handpanel for coherent polarized Neutronium, let’s give you something you can present to the Council of Science and get you quite a few ranks’ worth of promotions.  I’m sure you’ve done some work on your own people’s armor.

Of course I have, she nodded.  But that was not what I was hired to do, your Grace.  I was going to do that work on my own after completing this contract.


As much as you’ve done for us, we’d be happy to help you with the fine points and give you something far beyond theory and laboratory models you can present to the council, RDX, he assured her.  I’ll put an entire department of MRDD on designing an IP system for the Ruu.  And they won’t even need to see the blueprints of your ships, just make sure to include the installation requirements on the handpanel and your people’s engineers can adapt what they work up to their ships.


I would be most grateful for that, your Grace, she told him modestly.


You help us, we help you.  That’s how friends do things on Karis, he told her with a smile.  And I think a bonus triple your consulting fee is also required here, which just barely shows how impressed I am with your work.


You are most generous, your Grace, she sent, her thought surprised and grateful.  It was very bad manners in Ruu society for one to turn down such a gift.


It only took her about fifteen minutes to download all the specs onto four handpanels, then she handed them over to him.  There you are, your Grace.  If you don’t mind, I’ll get right back to work while you get things moving.  I’ll concentrate my efforts on Adamantium and Lovarium, as those are the composites I’ve made the least progress on so far.


Then I’ll leave you to it.  You have more than surpassed my expectations, Scientist, and I’m going to make note to Observer A personally of the quality and excellence of your work.


You are far too kind, your Grace, she sent almost girlishly.


Jason was barely back in the frigate before he was talking to Cybi.  [Have you been keeping the installation specs current with RDX’s work?] he asked.


[Of course I have.  I take it you have something?]



[Stop playing coy, woman, I know you know everything in their mainframe.]


[I’m just trying to be conversational, Jason,] she replied lightly.  [To answer your question, yes, I have everything updated with the latest results RDX has managed to produce.  We can begin the refit process for all KMS ships as soon as the emitters are produced and ready.]


[We can start before that, they can go in and start installing the insulators on the bulkheads,] he corrected her.  [How long do you estimate it will take to refit the Tianne?]


[Given its sheer size, perhaps 26 days,] she answered.  [And that’s if we put the majority of Kosigi on it.  If we start with the Tianne, we will make virtually no progress on any other ship.]


[Yes, but the work on that one ship will teach us the best way to do the work on all the others,] he reasoned.  [Tell Juma to pull the Tianne off the board and warn Coma.  And tell Dellin to suspend all other refit activity once the current ships are done.  Then make both Juma and Dellin very mad and tell them that the entire schedule just got changed.  Now every ship is adding the IP upgrade to the drive installation refit.]


[So, we’re delaying the operation in Andromeda?]

[Yes.  It’s more important to get our ships ready for action in enemy territory than it is to press the advantage we have.  Our ships need maximum survivability to get back to the quadrary in one piece.  And I think the entire Confederation could do with a brief respite from the war to gear up and get ready for round two, both for the ships and for the soldiers.  Besides, the IP armor refit for Confederate empires won’t stop our own weapons, so we’ll always have a means to put down any illegal activity one of the empires may pull off.  It also won’t completely stop MPAC and disruptor weaponry either, so that gives the Coalition and Dahnai some breathing room.  And I’ll make sure to point that out and look Anivan in the face when I say it.   That should keep her from getting any bright ideas.]


[So, you intend to release IP to the Confederation?]


[Yes,] he answered.  [We’re going to need our side to be as tough as possible to hold back the Syndicate if they decide to invade in force.  The combination of IP and diffusers will render virtually their entire arsenal useless, at least as long as the ship captains aren’t idiots, and the only thing we’ll really have to fear are the main plasma cannons on the super-ships.  If they send their entire three million ship fleet over here, we’ll need ships that they need those three million ships to destroy to hold them back.]


[I can’t deny that logic, Jason,] she agreed sagely.  [I should have something we can release to the Academy in a few hours.  The system itself isn’t really that complex, we just need the correct distances between the emitters depending on the armor type.]

[RDX already worked that out,] he reminded her.  [And she has the specs in this handpanel for a generic IP armor unit based on Confederate technology.  Where they install that unit is up to them, but we already have virtually everything we need.  I’m going to run these panels up to MRDD and let them finalize the designs for each armor type, then we’ll have something official to put on the Academy mainframe.  Put Cynna on getting our own ships refitted, it’ll be good experience for her.  Besides, it falls under her authority since she’s the Kosigi CBIM.]


[Cybi just sent me everything, Jason,] Cynna cut in.  [I’ll inform Dellin and begin changing the schedule immediately.  I’ll also warn the dock masters of the other empires that something major is going to come down very soon, so they may want to prepare for a major refit operation.]

[Good idea.  Do it,] he agreed.  [How are the IP systems for exomechs and small ships coming, Cybi?]


[MRDD is almost done with the Titan design,] she answered.  [They should have a final design certified by Daira, then they shift to Juggernauts and Gladiators.  They’ve completed the IP design for corvettes, gunboats, and Wolf fighters, so we can start the refit process on them as well.  What you may not know is that Juma had MRDD design CMS systems for corvettes, gunboats, and Wolf fighters,] she told him.  [And given the system that RDX designed, that might be useful.  We can just install a laminate skin over the carapace on them, and we can piggyback the CMS on the IP system the way it’s done in frigates.  We just don’t do it for all of them, only certain select squadrons.  That way we have stealth capability for our small ships for certain operations.]


[That’s a damn good idea, go with it,] Jason agreed. [How long will it take MRDD to convert those plans to RDX’s designs?]

[Not long,] she answered.


[Then I’d better see some results quick, or you CBIMs won’t be worth all the time and effort it took to build you,] he replied.


[Don’t get cocky, Jason,] Cybi teased.  [It would be a shame if that frigate you’re on suddenly crashed into the ocean.]


[You crash my frigate, I’m paying your core chamber a personal visit with a crowbar,] he threatened, which made her laugh.  [Get everyone into the offices that needs in and start explaining things to them, and get the ball rolling, Cybi.  Hunt down Tren and explain what we need and get him to get the factory space for everything.  I’ll swing by the MRDD facility on Kosigi and drop these handpanels off, talk to Naval Engineering about the frigates, then inform the council what’s going on.]

[Alright.  I’ll work up some holos you can use to explain it to the council.]


[Good deal. Most of them need pictures to understand things anyway.]


[Be nice,] Cybi chided lightly.

Jason crashed into Kosigi’s MRDD facility like a tidal wave, hijacking the office and getting them to work on the four different IP systems, then he went over the IP system on the frigates with Gia and several frigate specialists brought over to MRDD from Naval Engineering, discussing the major refit they’d have to do on them with RDX’s changes in how the emitters were installed in the armor.  They’d have to all but completely re-install the entire IP/CMS system in every frigate to move the emitters to the new positions and install the signal boosters along the lines…and in a frigate, installing anything new was usually a massive headache.  The signal boosters were very small, only about six tikra by four tikra by three tikra, but given there was virtually no empty space anywhere inside the hull of a frigate, fitting so many of them into the spaces under the armor and within the bulkheads was going to be a major headache.  But, the good news was, they were all fairly confident they could work it out.  They’d have to do some work moving a few things around, and in one case they’d have to reduce the size of a series of crew quarters on deck 5 by about four tikra by moving the bulkheads inward to provide more space behind it for equipment, but they were certain they could do it.

Since the council was still in session, them all fighting over the spoils, Jason came back from Kosigi and landed right outside the Sora Karinne complex.  They were still haggling over the ships when he walked into the council chamber, and they all went quiet when he stormed right up to the witness box and stepped up to the lectern there.  “If I can have everyone’s attention,” he called loudly.  “In a few days, we’re going to release something new to the Academy mainframe, but it’s important enough to give everyone advance warning, because it’s going to cause a bit of disruption in our immediate future plans.”


“You have the floor, your Grace,” Assaba said from the lectern behind and above him.


“Cyra,” he called, looking at her hologram which was sitting in his usual spot, and a few holograms appeared in the well between him and the tiers.  “This is a new defensive system we’re currently developing called an Interphasic Powered Armor system, or IP system.  What this device does is reinforce the molecular bonds of the armor into which it’s installed, absorbing hostile energy used against the armor and then redirecting it, causing it to actively reinforce the armor into which it’s installed.”  Cyra put up an animation showing a ship’s hull being struck by a weapon, the affected area turning red and spreading out through the local area of the armor.  “Simply put, the more energy you use against it, the stronger this system becomes, up to a saturation point where the armor’s power system overheats, similar to how shields work.  This system works against any weapon that works on three-dimensional physics,” he said.  “Which means that weapons like Torsion weapons, Coalition disruptors, MPACs, and our own pulse weaponry work against them, but virtually nothing else does.  While that may not be very important, what is important is that neither the Consortium nor the Syndicate have any standard weapon that can penetrate this armor when it’s paired with a diffuser, at least within reason.  The two completely nullify almost everything they have, but like shields, the armor can be overloaded and brought down if it takes too much of a pounding.  So, it won’t make our ships invincible, but it will drastically increase their survivability against our Andromedan foes.  Only the main plasma cannons on the Syndicate super-ships and the orbital and planet-based megaweapons the Kimdori have scouted on some planets in Andromeda work against this armor.  Simply put, friends, once we have this system installed, it will turn our ships into heavily armored tanks against our Andromedan enemies, make them extremely hard to be taken out in battle.  And given their vast numbers, we need this, we need this on every ship we can build.”


He had their undivided attention.


“How well this system works depends entirely on what kind of armor the ship has that’s using it,” he continued.  “Our researchers have been researching using Neutronium as a base, so they’ve gotten the best results from that.  But, they’ve done some research on every armor type used in the Confederation, and they’ve come up with something viable for every member.  However, that’s only right now.  My lead researcher assures me that with additional research, she can come up with a much more powerful form of the powered armor for every member of the Confederation.”  Cyra put up a graph showing the increase in armor integrity depending on the type of armor used.  “As you can see, we’ve gotten better results with some armor types than others, but even the weakest system increases armor integrity by 291%, which makes it worth installing as-is.  And that result is only going to go up as my research team has more time to do their work.  Eventually, my research team thinks we can reach a minimum of 8,000% increase for every armor type, not just Neutronium, which would turn even something like low-grade Carbidium or laminated Titanium into a major piece of armor that the enemy would be hard pressed to penetrate.  But that’s just an example.  Remember, this powered armor increases the base strength of the armor into which it’s installed.  More durable armor makes more formidable powered armor, so everyone should continue to use the strongest armor they have available.  We know that everyone is working to upgrade their armor to Confederate standard Adamantium baseline, but we’ve still designed IP for your original armor systems so you can at least get it installed on the ships that have yet to be refitted, or on ships you don’t intend to refit.  We want everyone to have the ability to provide maximum protection for your ships, even older ships that you may not deem worth the expense to upgrade to Adamantium armor.  This way, you can go with a much less expensive IP system to turn older armor into something much more formidable.  And the best part is, as my researchers optimize this system and increase its power, it won’t require extensive refits to upgrade.  It will just take a few very minor tweaks to the main IP generator.  That way everyone can install the system even if it’s not all that powerful, because it will be once my research team has enough time to finish their work.

“We haven’t completely worked out all the bugs in this system yet for other empires in the Confederation,” he warned.  “But we’re very, very close.  Like within a few days of having something we can release close.  Given what this does and how important it could be to us, I’ve decided to warn everyone now, when usually I don’t release anything until the specs are put on the Academy mainframe.  The main reason is because it’s going to require a major refit of every ship to install this system, and it’s best to give the dock masters as much advance warning as possible so they can get everything ready.  This refit is going to be time-consuming due to the way the IP system works, but it won’t be very expensive.

“The other reason is because, in my personal opinion, we should postpone the upcoming operation to liberate the Dreamers in Andromeda until we can get this system refitted into every ship that’s going to participate,” he continued.  “We’re going to need every advantage we can get when it comes time to strip the Syndicate of the Oracles, and for one, I’m not sending my ships over there until I have this system installed on every ship that goes to Andromeda.”


“Seriously, Jayce?  Eight thousand percent?” Dahnai asked.


“For standard Neutronium armor, yes, at least something close to that.  Actually, I rounded down,” he nodded, his voice confident.  “I’ve seen the recordings of the small and large scale tests my research unit did, and it’s very  impressive.  I’ll have it released to the council as soon as I can.  My lab team set up a piece of powered armor and threw almost everything they could at it that’s based on three dimensional physics, and they didn’t even so much as scratch it.  The large-scale tests we did showed that it can even partially resist a particle beam, the most powerful weapon based on three dimensional physics possessed by any Confederation member.  Everyone here has seen what a particle beam can do to most any ship, but against this armor, it couldn’t slice it apart in the blink of an eye.  It did manage to penetrate the armor, but not by very much, and it took it a while to do it.  But, when it comes to the weapons our Andromedan foes use, dark matter weaponry, ion weaponry, even powerful weapons like hot plasma and high-yield missile warheads, the armor took it all and didn’t so much as get a dent.  The only weapons they use that it can’t defend against are Torsion weapons, but that’s what the diffuser is for.  With both a diffuser and IP on a ship, it renders our ships virtually immune to most of the weapons they use, at least so long as the captain’s not a gung-ho moron that charges a thousand enemy ships by himself.  And that is why I’m standing up here right now telling you about this instead of waiting until we have a final product that we can release.”


“I think you made the wise choice,” Assaba said from behind him.  “What results with Adamantium armor?”

“Right now, we’ve achieved a 780% increase in armor integrity,” he said, pointing at the hologram.  “But I have my research team focusing on Adamantium, since that’s the strongest baseline armor available to any member of the Confederation.  Give it time, and that number is going to increase, your Imperial Majesty.  And if I know my team, it’s going to go way up.”


“What’s involved with this system, your Grace?” Gau asked.


Jason spent nearly two hours explaining the system in detail, exactly what comprised it and how it worked, using holograms to provide visual examples of the physics behind the system and how it interacted with energy shields.  He got a bit hung up trying to explain interphasic theory to a good half of the council, since they weren’t physicists.  Quite a few of them couldn’t wrap their heads around the paradox that was interphasic physics, how something could exist in multiple states and only one state simultaneously.  Eventually, though, he got enough of them to understand enough of it to have a very basic understanding of how the system worked.  And he honored RDX in his explanation.  “This is based on two disparate projects, Karinne CMS technology developed by the research arm of 3D and the work of a Ruu scientist, Scientist RDX, who spent some time studying the tempering effect in silicon conduit, trying to increase the effect to produce armor-quality silicon,” he said.  “We brought her into the project to consult, and I’ll say right now that she’s a critical reason why we’re as far as we are.  Observer A, I can’t tell you enough good things about the work she’s done,” he said, looking at the Ruu, who was smiling at hearing that.  “We may never have developed this technology without her assistance.”


“This is the very reason I sit in this council, your Grace, to combine our scientific knowledge with the Karinnes for the benefit of all,” he said magnanimously.


“Well, in this case, it paid off,” Jason said with a smile of his own.  “We put a Ruu and a Karinne in a room together, and they came up with something brilliant.  Anyway, friends, that’s basically how it works.  The interphasic waveform infuses the armor and causes it to absorb any energy used against it, which then strengthens the molecular bonds holding it together.  The stronger the weapon used against it, the stronger the armor becomes to resist it.  Give us some time, and we’ll have a final version we can officially release to the Academy mainframe.  In the meantime, what you can have your factories build are the emitters, my team says that design isn’t going to change.  I’ll have the specs for them on the Academy mainframe as soon as the research team certifies the emitter for production.  Any changes they make are going to be to the IP generation unit, the device that generates the interphasic waveform used by the system.  So you can get a head start on emitter production and get with your navies and prepare a refit procedure based on the data we can put on the mainframe, and once we have a final IP unit ready for production, you can get those built and start the refit process.”


Cybi manifested a hologram, standing beside Cyra.  I’ve already placed all pertinent data onto the mainframe, Jason,” she announced.  “It’s ready for all members’ engineering divisions to download and study.”

“And there we go,” Jason said, waving a hand.  “What everyone in this room should stress to your engineering and science divisions when you confer with them is that this is not purely naval technology.  My research team has already determined that this can be installed in fighters and exomechs,” he stressed.  “So you should have your people look into using this technology anywhere you use armor, from static defensive positions to exomechs and tanks to fighters to line vessels.  The IP generation unit can be as large or as small as required based on its power output.  The larger the surface area it has to cover, the larger the unit has to be, so it can easily be installed in much smaller military assets.  My team hasn’t determined how much they can miniaturize the IP generation unit using shared Confederation technology, but they do know for sure that we can install it on exomechs the size of Karinne Juggernauts.  Anything that size or larger can take a Confederate IP system, which are most exomechs and armored mechanized units used by Confederate army and marine units.”

“That makes this even more useful,” Dahnai said sagely, to which Jason nodded.


“Now, if you’ll all excuse me, I have quite a few people I need to talk to,” Jason declared.  “So with the chair’s permission, I’m going to leave the meeting.”

“Permission granted, your Grace,” Assaba declared.  “I think we should all follow suit.  I move that we adjourn for five standard hours to study the data released by the Karinnes and discuss this development with our internal advisors.  Is there a second?”


“I second,” someone called.


“All in favor?” Assaba asked.  He barely had to look at the voting results board on his lectern.  “Motion passed.  We are in recess for five standard hours,” he declared, then banged the gavel.  He then took a step back and sat on the chair behind the lectern, and it sank quickly into the floor to stow his bionoid.


[And just how much of that was for show?] Dahnai asked over the biogenic network.  [I’m sure your version of it is much further along.]


[Not by much,] he answered.  [The only leg up I have over everyone else is the Karinne version of the IP armor is ready for production.  I haven’t even started refitting the ships yet.  Fuck, we haven’t even started building the units yet, that’s where I’m going now.  I gotta get with Tren and have him hammer out a production schedule.]


[Then why is every KMS ship hovering around Kosigi?]


[That’s for a different refit, but now our entire schedule is murdered,] he told her as he walked down the hall with Aya and Dera.  [The ships that already finished have to go back and get refitted again.  I’m sure Dellin’s pretty mad at me right about now.] 


[I was going to come over, but not now.  I need to read what you put on the mainframe and talk with R&D and Black Ops,] she told him.  [Basically what you’re doing.]


[Just don’t push yourself love, you’re still recovering.]


[I have a bionoid over at the palace, I’ll just jump over and call them in,] she assured him.


Jason hurried over to the White House, and he was almost kidnapped by Myri, who literally grabbed him and yanked him into the command center as he walked by on his way to Trenirk’s office.  Cybi spread the word, she sent with an eager smile.  Are the IP units ready?


They’re ready, and I was going to go arrange it with Tren to start building them before you dragged me in here, he accused.  Get everyone together and I’ll explain everything after I talk to him.  No wait, actually, he trailed off.  [Tren, I need you down at the KMS command center,] he called over the local network.  [Meya, Myra, Jrz’kii, Kumi, I need all of you here as well.]


[We’ll be over in a few minutes, Jayce,] Meya called.


[I am in the building and on my way, revered Hive-leader,] Jrz’kii responded.


[Kumi.  Kumi!]


[She’s in the pool, Jason, she doesn’t have her interface on,] Cybi warned.


Kumi, workout is over.  Dry off and get up to the KMS command center, he sent.


I was on my last lap anyway, be right there, babes.

I take it the meeting’s going on here?


May as well, most of the people I need to talk to are in this room anyway.

About ten minutes later, Meya and Myra hurried into the room, and they were the last.  Kumi was there, still in her bathing suit, and most everyone else was either wearing office clothes or duty uniforms.  Jason and the guards were the only people in the room wearing armor.  Dellin and Navii were present as holograms, and the CBIMs and Coma were also present as holograms.  “I’m sure it’s gotten around the building by now, but just in case you were in the pool and didn’t hear,” he said, looking over at Kumi, who laughed, “3D and our Ruu consultant cracked the IP armor system.  Actually, it was mostly the Ruu,” he chuckled.  “But the bottom line is, we have a unit certified and ready for production and installation.  The specs are final, and Tren, you should have the templates in your database by now.”

“I do,” he nodded.


“So, I don’t think I need to say it, but I will anyway.  We stop everything and we refit absolutely everything we can to IP.  Ships, corvettes, gunboats, fighters, exomechs, anything we can get IP into, we’re gonna do it.  Jrz’kii, Meya, Myra, that’s why you’re here.  The KMM and the KES are also going to get this system,” he told them.  “The power consumption on it is minimal, which means we can put it on KMM freighters with minimal power issues.  I’m going to leave it up to you if you want to upgrade the tugs, Jrz’kii, but I definitely want any freighter the size of a KPS 400 or bigger refitted with powered armor, just for basic protection.  And no matter what, any ship with a drive installed gets IP armor, period.  So if you put drives on tugs, Jrz’kii, they have to be refitted with armor.”


The huge Kizzik nodded in understanding.


“Meya, Myra, you need to get with Dellin and work out a schedule to refit the scout ships with armor, pulling them in from their current missions, refitting them, then getting them back out there,” he told the twins.  “Military ships are going to have priority, but Dellin, I want you to work in at least one scout ship every three days.  We need those scout ships back out doing their jobs.  Start with the two scout ships that already have drives installed, work through them, then start on the rest of the KES fleet.”


“That won’t be a problem, Jason,” Dellin assured him.


“The same goes for the drive-equipped freighters, Dellin, except I want you to refit the KT-2K freighters we have with drives as fast as you can.  We may need those ships to run supplies to Zaa’s people in Andromeda, so we have to get them back on the board as fast as possible.”

“Again, not a problem,” he answered.  “But I don’t think MRDD has a refit procedure ready for the non-military vessels yet.”

“They’re working on it right now,” he answered.  “Oh yeah, that reminds me.  Change in policy, girls,” he said, looking at Meya and Myra.  “Any scout ships that leaves the galaxy to do exo-galactic missions has to be armed.  I’m going to have MRDD refit the scout ship class vessel with some defensive armament, and when the ships come in for the refit, any scout ship we refit or built with a drive will also be fitted with some weaponry.  Not enough to make the ships KMS line vessels, but more than enough to deter anyone that comes after them.”


“I don’t see a problem with that,” Myra said.  “As long as we don’t arm all of them.  We need to keep some scout ships unarmed for diplomatic missions.”


“You two run the KES, you figure that out on your own,” he told them.  “But I’ll give you that much.  You can have two drive-equipped scout ships without armament, but I want those to only leave the galaxy if they’re on diplomatic missions.  They stay inside the galaxy the rest of the time.  The rest have to be armed.”


“That’ll work,” Meya nodded.


“Tren, Dellin, this is gonna be all on you,” Jason said, turning to the Makati and the hologram.  “Tren, you get the IP systems built as fast as you can, it has complete priority over everything until you’ve built an IP for every current ship in the inventory already refitted with a drive.  Keep in mind that we’re gonna need tens of millions of the emitters, Tren, so be ready to mass produce the everliving fuck out of them.  I think the Tianne alone is going to need close to two million emitters to do the install.  I don’t remember the exact number, but it had seven digits in it.  Once you have enough IP units built for the ships with drives already installed, you produce the new drives and the IP for the ship meant to get that drive at the same time.  Work it out with Dellin so he knows what’s about to come off the production lines and can have the ships waiting in the docks for the units, just like you did with the diffusers.  And Tren, be ready to branch out with the IP systems.  Keep in mind that systems for fast attack ships, fighters, and exomechs are gonna be designed and put on the queue, so be ready for it when you get the templates.  I already understand that we have way too many tactical assets to get all of them refitted quickly, but do your best to get as many of each class built as you can so we can get some upgraded mecha up and running.”

“I’ve got a large block of new factories about to come online, Jason,” Trenirk said.  “I’ll have the production capacity.”


“Dellin, Juma, I know it’s a gut punch, but our old refit schedule just got wiped out,” he told them.  “We need to get a new schedule that takes all the ships we’ve already refitted with drives and send them back for another refit,” he chuckled.  “Dellin, I want you to focus on those ships first for the IP refit.  Once every ship in the fleet with a drive has IP installed, start on the rest of them.  And just do it all at once.  The drive, the IP, the power plant upgrades, all of it.  I want you to start with the Tianne, and you pull whoever you need to pull to get it done within 26 days of when you start the refit.  Coma, you’re in charge of the refit for your ship,” he told the hologram.  “Take the data and specs on the Project G mainframe and get with the Shield’s Hammers, and work up an installation procedure.  While they’re doing the job, watch, see what works and what doesn’t, then use that experience to design installation procedures for every class of line vessel except frigates, we already have a procedure ready for them.  Take what you learned from your ship and alter the procedure to make it as efficient as possible for everyone else.”


“I’ll begin immediately, Jason,” she answered.  “I should have an initial draft ready for inspection by tomorrow morning.”

“Sounds good.  Kumi.”


“What?  I’m not sure why you even brought me into this meeting, babes.”


“You’re the one that’s going to pay for all of it, Kumi,” he told her, which made half the room chuckle.  “But the main reason you’re here is because the refit to the KMM might disrupt some of our commercial cargo deliveries.  Have your office get with Jrz’kii’s office and figure things out, and if it does, well, you know what to do.”


“Reschedule,” she grinned.


“Just do what you can to make sure none of our customers are mad enough to take their business elsewhere,” he chuckled.  “I know this is gonna cause some major issues for just about everyone, but as far as I’m concerned, this is absolutely necessary,” he told them all.  “I don’t want any ship to leave this galaxy that isn’t prepared, and that means IP armor.  And we’re going to need it when we go to rescue the Dreamers from the Syndicate.  If our plan to trick the Syndicate into leaving the system undefended fails and we end up having to take the system by force, we’ll need every single ship we can muster with IP installed. So, that’s it.  Everyone knows what to do, and there’s plenty enough of it.  So meeting’s over.  Go get it done.”

The non-KMS people hurried out of the command center, all the holograms winked out, and Juma and Myri all but ran over to the board so they could start planning the new schedule.  Jason didn’t linger, he left the command center himself, but he didn’t run up to his office.  There really wasn’t much more he could do, so he was going to go home and check on Aria and let his people do their jobs.  He had full confidence in their ability, after all.  They’d proven themselves again and again over the years, and he was honestly humbled that he had such a great staff to keep everything running.  He didn’t have to micromanage them…and in Myri’s case, trying that would just get him the stool in the corner.

They would do exactly what he wanted them to do, and they would do it far better than he ever could.  And that was a lesson that it had taken him more than a few years to finally learn.  It was hard for an engineer to not want to have his hands in everything.  It was sort of what they did.
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He honestly wasn’t sure if he should really be looking forward to this, or terrified of it.


Things were under control enough for Jason to fulfill his promise to Jyslin, and they were on their way to Kimdori Prime so she could undergo the treatment to become a Generation.  And while a part of him wanted it for her, the other part of him was more than aware that this was not a risk-free procedure.  He had every confidence in Zaa’s medical team, but given Jyslin’s age, there was always a risk that she would reject the treatment, and that could put her life in jeopardy.


But, there was certainly one person in the family that did not want Jason and Jyslin to go, and that was Aria.  They’d originally planned on taking her with them, but Songa had more or less shot that in the foot.  She refused to medically clear Aria for a trip to Kimdori Prime, and not even Jason could make her change her mind when he sicced Luke on her.  It was one of those things that reminded Jason that Songa was a doctor first and foremost.  Aria was her patient, she felt Aria was not ready for the rigors of a journey like that and the restrictions it would place on her, and that was that.  Jason couldn’t intimidate her into changing her mind, Luke couldn’t sweet talk her into changing her mind, and Aria couldn’t sad baby doll eyes her into changing her mind.


So, it was a very weepy and more than a little frightened Aria that clung to Jyslin at the loading ramp for the capitol ship Pegasus, docked to one of the main spars in Kosigi, and Jason could tell that leaving Aria behind was threatening the entire plan.  Jyslin looked torn, and the tears in her eyes were not in any way feigned or faked.  Aria didn’t want them to go, and that alone was almost enough to make Jyslin change her mind.

But Zaa was not a woman who changed schedules based on emotions.


“Oh, pippy, you’re going to be fine,” Jyslin sniffled a bit as she hugged the pink-haired Dreamer.  “Ayama and Surin and Seido are going to be there, and we’re only going to be gone for two nights.  We’ll be home the day after tomorrow.  I know you like them, and they’ll take very good care of you,” she assured her, patting her on the back.  “And it’s not like we’re not going to see you.  We’ll be checking in every hour while we’re on Kimdori, so you’re going to see us over the hologram.”


“It’s not the same,” Aria said, clutching at Jyslin’s shirt.  “Rann and Shya are going.  I’ll be alone.”


Jason saw that Jyslin wasn’t going to leave so long as Aria kept her there, and Aria had learned enough to know that she could get her way if she made Jyslin feel sorry for her.  In that respect, Aria was as devious and cunning as any Faey girl.  So he intervened, kneeling beside them and pulling Aria free of his wife, then giving her a hug.  “It’s going to be alright, pippy,” he told her in a calm, gentle, reassuring voice.  “And you’re not going to be alone.  Remember what I told you about this?” he asked, tapping her interface.

“That you can talk to me anywhere, and I can talk to you.”


“Exactly.  We’re only going to be a call away, or at least I am, the whole time.  Jyslin is going to be asleep for a little while so she can let the doctors do their work, but you can talk to her before that and after that as much as you want.  Trust me, Aria.  You’ll be just fine.  You may even have fun while we’re gone, who knows,” he said as she pulled back to look up at him.

“I don’t want you to go.”


“Look at me,” he said, and she did so, her eyes sheened over.  “Do you not want us to go, or do you not want us to go without you?”

“I don’t want you to go without me.”


“Well, my little treasure, welcome to one of the bad things about being awake.  The fact that sometimes, you have to do things you don’t want,” he told her evenly.  “We don’t want to leave you here any more than you want to be left behind, but that’s life.  Songa says you’re not ready for a trip like this, and we can’t postpone it.  So, here we are.  I’ll use the robot that looks just like me to check on you while Jyslin’s in the hospital, and you can talk to us using the interface while we’re on the way over and after Jyslin wakes up.”


“Tell ya what, Ari,” Rann said.  “Me and Shy stay here so you’re not alone.”


“Really?” she asked, looking back at Rann.


“I think you need us more than Mom does,” he declared.  “Besides, Dad can put some bionoids on the ship and we can use those to see Mom when she wakes up.”


“Yeah, we can do that,” Shya agreed.


That’s very mature of you, son, Jyslin sent with some pride in her voice.


I don’t really wanna stay behind, but I think she’s about to freak out, he answered.  Me and Shy can just use the bionoids Rook made us to see you when you wake up.

“Oh, thank you than you guys!” she said, giving him and Shya a hug.  “I won’t feel alone if you’re here!”


I’ll call down to the house to have their bionoids brought up, Mai offered.


Yeah, go ahead, Jason nodded.


It took a little bit to get everything organized.  Rann and Shya’s bionoids were brought up from the house, along with another guard detachment, and they took the kids back home with their luggage, at least after a lengthy farewell on the ramp.  Jason and Jyslin boarded the ship and went to the stateroom not far from the personnel ramp along with a full detachment of eight guards led by Dera, and they had a seat on a nice couch in front of one of the large viewing windows as the Pegasus released its docking clamps and slowly pulled away from the column.  After the chaos of the last month, it was nice to just sit on a couch with his wife, her snuggled up against him and his arm around her, spending some quiet, quality time together before her procedure.  They’d fought a short but very violent, costly war, they’d adopted a new daughter, and the last seven days had been a chaotic whirlwind of activity as the entire Confederation geared up to prepare to refit their fleets to IP armor.  Jason must have spent two straight days running around getting everything ready, including spending some time over at Project G helping RDX, Tom, Bo, and Rook as they got back to work, and their focus was increasing the power of Adamantium IP armor.  They’d gotten it up to 1,007% when he had to go back to his day job, breaking that 1,000% barrier.


But things were slowly getting back to normal, and what Jason found most relieving, Aya had partially removed her wartime restrictions on Jason and the family.  He still couldn’t drive himself to work in a hovercar, but she’d removed the armor restrictions in what she considered to be safe zones on the planet.  That meant no armor to leave the house or his office as long as he stayed on the strip or on the White House complex grounds, no armor to go to the Parri village, and no armor in controlled military facilities like on board a ship or in Kosigi.  But, she did say that once the transfer of Syndicate sailors to Q3XD-19 was complete and all Syndicate ships were transferred to Confederation custody, then all restrictions would be removed.  Any further action against the Syndicate was going to take place in Andromeda, and Aya considered that far enough away to not lock everything down.

Things were looking up on several fronts.  Myleena was close to finishing her testing on the drives, and was close to officially certifying them.  But, that certainly hadn’t stopped Jason or Zaa from getting as many ships as they could upgraded, once Myleena stated that the base design of the drive wasn’t going to change.  Any further changes would be made to the base design, which meant small refits that the ship’s engineering department could make themselves.  Project F had worked out almost all the operational specs for the drives, determining their safe operational ranges and their unsafe ones, learned just how far they could push them before they broke, and so on and so on.  Myleena’s last report said that she may have the final specs certified by the middle of Hiraa, including having all the documentation written up, both operational and maintenance docs.  Jason had told Zaa that Myleena was literally writing the book on the drives, and that book was nearly finished.


It was enough to give him hope.  With both the drives and the new IP armor, he was starting to feel more and more confident about taking on a government that controlled 90% of a galaxy.  It would not be a head-on war, not if they could help it, but the House of Karinne preferred not to fight wars that way.  Their method of warfare was much less straightforward, and a whole lot meaner.  In that respect, the House of the Karinne and the House of Trefani got along very well.


The Kimdori had already begun their great exodus from their home planet, just as Jason expected.  As exploration ships were refitted with drives, they headed out to explore the galaxies on their side of the cluster.  Zaa was building exploration ships with nearly as much zeal as she was military vessels…and after things were settled with Andromeda, most of those military vessels were going to become exploration ships.  The Kimdori were going to all but scatter to the winds in their mad rush to satisfy their curiosity about the galaxies surrounding them, going out to explore.  At their heart, that was what the Kimdori were, explorers, almost obsessive in their quest to know what was over the next hill, to know what was around the next curve in the road.


He could admire that.  And the Karinnes were more or less going to do the same thing, that was why he had 650 new scout ships ordered for the KES, which would keep Kosigi busy when the need to build military ships ebbed, and many of their frigates and destroyers were going to be pulling starcharting duty as well once the war was over, paving the way for the scout ships to come in behind them and explore in more detail what the frigates and destroyers discovered.  They’d have all those ships, there was no reason to just mothball them.  They may as well use them to go out and explore.


Well, one part of what was coming was going to be a head-on war…the capture of the homeworld of the Dreamers.  Myri and the military minds were busy at that moment designing the plan for that operation, and the number of participants had expanded to 82 empires, and with some very important members among that number.  Both Skaa empires, the Verutans, the Haumda, they were all in, and what was most important, the Subrians had done what Jason hoped and leveraged the entire Coalition through their mutual defense treaties to contribute assets to the operation.  Sure, they were only chipping in maybe 20 or 30 ships each, but those ships were going to matter when the time came to take the Syndicate’s queen off the chessboard.

Once they had the Dreamers out of the Syndicate’s clutches, Jason hoped the Syndicate would back off.


Mmm, this is the way to travel, Jyslin purred mentally, putting her head on his shoulder.  Nervous?

A little.  This isn’t completely risk free, he admitted.  But on the other hand, Zaa’s confident they can keep you from having any major complications.


The only thing I’m really looking forward to is the TK, she told him.  I’ve always wished I could do it, since I was a little girl.  It’s been the one real regret in my life.


All because of your best friend, he teased lightly.


Jealousy is a major motivation for a Faey, baby, she admitted shamelessly.  It always burned me up that Liki had TK and I didn’t, since I was so much stronger in talent than she was.


You said she could barely move a feather.


Well, yeah, but she could do something I couldn’t, she protested, which made him chuckle.


And I’m sure she was jealous over how much stronger in talent you were.


So?  I wanted her to be jealous.

He had to laugh.  Why did I ever marry into this species? he lamented.


Because you have more sense than most Terrans, baby, she replied cheekily.  Admit it, you’d be miserable if you had a Terran wife like Temika.  I don’t see how Mike stands it.


Maybe because he has the same beliefs she does? he challenged.


Two wrongs are still wrong, she retorted.  All these years we’ve tried to get Temika laid outside her marriage, and that stubborn bitch just refuses to budge.

Jason laughed raucously.  Just remember, you’re playing with fire, love.  Someday she’s gonna make her displeasure with your meddling abundantly clear with a right hook.


If it wasn’t dangerous, it wouldn’t be fun, she told him lightly.


They watched as the vast gloom of the interior of Kosigi yielded to a very close view of the exit tunnel for the capital doors, the wall beyond looking like it was sloped because the ship had to turn at an angle to get out, lining up its stern with the widest aspect of the tunnel.  Widening the tunnel yet again was on the board for after the war was over, widening it just enough to make the process of getting a fleet flagship in and out less daunting.  As it was, it was a process that required all three navigators on the ship and about 30 tugs deployed at the widest part of the stern to make sure the ship didn’t drift into the wall.  The ship crept through the tunnel at a speed that took it nearly twenty minutes to clear the doors, and once they were out, the ship turned towards the center of the galaxy.  We’re about to jump, your Graces, Jeya warned as the view outside snapped, a visible indication that they’d gone mode one to get to jump distance.  Are you ready?


Ready to go, Jeya, Jason answered.


“All hands, prepare for jump.  All hands, prepare for jump,” Jeya’s voice came from the shipwide intercom.  “Estimated jump time, seventeen minutes, fifteen seconds.”  The viewing window’s blast shield lowered—standard operating procedure when jumping hyperspace—and seconds later, they jumped out of three dimensional space.  And thanks to all the advances they’d made in recent years, they weren’t in jump restraints and Jason wasn’t already wishing it was over.


But, there were a few things to do.  Jyslin, you need to armor up, Dera reminded her.  We’re in a section abutting the hull.


Oh yeah, she nodded, looking towards the newly-promoted Lieutenant.  Can one of you girls get it out of the storage room, please? she asked as she stood up.


Look at the bright side.  You won’t need it on the way back, Jason smiled as she took hold of the tail of her shirt and pulled it over her head, revealing her lovely breasts.


She laughed.  That is so gonna take getting used to, she answered as Mai went into the storage closet holding their luggage.  Just knowing I’m gonna be resistant to radiation after this is over is a weird feeling.  Almost like I’m turning into a superhero.


It’s not all that much of a super-power, but it does have its uses, Jason chuckled.  But it is somewhat rare company.  Only us, the Kimdori, and Jakkans have strong resistance to radiation.  And the other two blow us away, their resistance is much stronger than ours.


I’ve always wondered exactly how that works, Jyslin mused.


Simple.  Radiation deals damage by breaking down and killing cells and damaging DNA.  It doesn’t do that to us, at least up to a certain point, he answered.  Our cells are much more resilient against high-energy particle bombardment, which is more or less what radiation is.  Kimdori get around that because their bodies are built on viral structures, and Jakkans metabolize most forms of radiation, their bodies actively absorb it.  Which is why Jakkans have to wear radiation containment suits, because they’re radioactive, he sent with a chuckle. But, after this, you’ll be able to shake a Jakkan’s hand without either of you having to wear a suit.  And trust me, it’s not all that great an experience.  Jakkans are even uglier out of their suits than they are in them, he sent distastefully.  They look like withered zombies.


No offense to the Jakkans, but I shiver a bit whenever I see one.  That no nose thing just creeps me out, Jyslin admitted.


My opinion of them went way downhill there for a while because of Graith, but I’ve gotten over that.

And what are you looking at, baby? she asked playfully as she started unbuckling her belt.


What do you think I’m looking at?


You’ll see plenty more in just a moment, she winked.  Maybe on the way home we can join the hyperspace club.

He had to laugh.


Jyslin got her armor on in plenty of time, wearing a helmet with a transparent faceplate, but it turned out to not be needed.  The ship’s shields came up just as they came out of hyperspace, which protected everyone near the hull.  “Jason, Jyslin, Zaa’s people say that everything in on schedule,” Jeya called over the stateroom’s intercom.  “You’ll land at the medical center and go straight in.  They’re waiting for you.”

“Good, because I really don’t want to wait around,” Jyslin answered.  “The sooner we get this done, the sooner I get home to the kids.”


They loaded themselves and the kids’ bionoids into a skimmer and exited the huge ship, and Jason piloted them down on the vector supplied to them by Kimdori’s traffic control with Jyslin in the co-pilot’s chair.  She was in good spirits, bantering with him and the guards on their way down, but she got a lot more serious when they landed at the medical center and saw ten Kimdori standing there waiting for them, Zaa, Grun, Miaari, Kiaari, and Kemaari among them.  Jason felt more gravity about the situation himself as they came out and greeted them.  “Your Graces, I am Hervaan,” the most mature of the ten Kimdori declared.  “Elder with the most experience in this procedure.  We have everything prepared, and we can begin the procedure whenever you feel ready.”

“I’m ready right now, Elder,” Jyslin declared.  “Am I going to need armor?”


He shook his head.  “We have a special room set up with radiation shields for you,” he answered.  “And we must get you inside before the ambient radiation works its way into your armor and forces you to decontaminate it..”


“Oh yeah, I forgot about that,” she laughed.  “Lead on, then.”


In a nearly shocking amount of time, they had everything prepared.  Jyslin was again nude and laying on a medical bed in a room deep in the center, a room set up with radiation shielding.  The Kimdori placed an IV in each of her arms as he stood at her bedside with Rann and Shya in their bionoids, holding her hand as she tried to get comfortable.  Aria was also attending in the only way she could, a hologram of her hovering at the foot of the bed as she looked on in concern.  “How long will I be out, Elder?” she asked.


“About thirty hours, your Grace,” he answered.  “You’ll be asleep through the entire process.”


“And I’ll be here the whole time,” Jason assured her.


“I’ll watch over you while you sleep, Pamma, just like you do for me,” Aria said, which made Jyslin smile in the hologram’s direction.


“I’m sure you’ll make sure I have good dreams, pippy,” she told her.  “Alright, Elder, doctors, let’s get this going.”


Moments later, Jyslin was asleep, and they were evicted from the room to an observation room nextdoor.  Rann and Shya took turns sitting with him, splitting their time between him and Aria, but Jason didn’t leave the room.  Hour after hour he sat on the comfy chair and watched over his wife, watched the status hologram behind her as her body’s cells were rewritten by the retrovirus introduced into her body, and he worried.  He didn’t have to worry that much because her vitals were strong and the Kimdori kept him apprised of her progress, which was very good, but he still worried.  Her body showed early signs of accepting the therapy, and they had her on several medications that both eased her body through the process and kept her comfortable.

He stood vigil over her through the night—at least night on Karis—while the kids slept, and they were right back with him when they woke up.  About halfway through the procedure, Hervann came in and told him that the largest part of the danger had passed, that her brain, heart, liver, bone marrow, and pancreas had all been completely altered by the retrovirus, and that the prognosis for a complication-free procedure was very good.  As darkness fell on Kimdori he continued his vigil, catching little naps while Rann or Shya watched for him.

He was taking one of those small naps when Hervann woke him up.  “Your grace,” he said.


“Ya?” he asked sleepily.


“The procedure is complete,” he announced.  “Duchess Jyslin suffered no complications, and we’ll be waking her up in just a moment.”  He leaned back and motioned towards the room, and Jason saw that they’d taken down the radiation shields.  After all, they weren’t needed now.  “You can go into the room now.”


He hurried in as Aria popped up on a hologram in the room, and Dahnai and Sirri popped up on another.  Rann and Shya both jumped into their bionoids and rushed into the room with him, and he took her hand as Hervann removed the two IVs.  Seconds later, Jyslin’s eyes opened, and she focused them on him with a sleepy smile.  “Hey you,” she said in a low voice.  “I take it we’re done?”


“The procedure is complete, your Grace, and was a success,” Hervann said before Jason could answer.  “You are now a cousin.”

“I don’t feel any different,” she mused.  “No, wait. I feel something strange looking at you, at all of you.”

“That’s all the proof we need,” Dahnai chuckled.


“Why can’t I hear anything?” Aria demanded.  “I see your mouths moving.  Is something broken?”


“Dahnai, guys, remember, nobody outside of the Generations can know, not even Tim, Symone, and Aria,” Jason warned, then he enabled the audio for Aria’s hologram.  “Sorry pippy, I forgot to turn on the sound,” he apologized.  “Pamma Jyslin is all done with her treatment, and she’s just fine.”


“See, pippy?  Awake and feeling fine,” she said, waving to the hologram.


“She’s just fine, young cubling,” Hervann agreed, taking on a very gentle, nurturing voice.  “And she’ll be home tomorrow morning your time.  We just need to keep her here for a little while to make sure the treatment didn’t cause any side effects, and then she’ll be free to go home.”


“Hear that, baby girl?  I’ll be home in time for breakfast,” she smiled at the hologram.  “And since I’m awake, I can come see you in one of the robots.”


“I like the robots.  I think it’s neat that you can see and hear through them from so far away,” Aria declared.  “How do they work?”


“That would take a long time to explain, pippy,” Jason laughed.  “Uh, she is cleared for that, right?” he asked Hervann”

“After an exam, a meal, and a brief rest,” he answered.


That was taken care of quickly, while Jason and the kids waited in the observation room.  Jyslin returned about an hour later, walking confidently on her own and looking entirely recovered.  She gave Jason a deep kiss and a hug, then knocked his socks off.  [This isn’t that hard at all,] she communed.  He gave her a surprised look, then had to give a bright laugh.


[I shoulda known,] he smiled back at her.  [You always were an overachiever.]


[It’s how I keep up with you, love,] she winked in reply.  [And I can’t wait for the TK lessons.]


[I’ll enjoy ordering you around,] he grinned.  [You’ll have a few other things to learn as well, like splitting and accessing a gestalt.  Those parts aren’t instinctive.  But I can say this, my love.  It feel so right being able to commune with you.  I’m glad you asked for this.]

[So am I,] she smiled, gazing lovingly into his eyes.  [I’m with you now, Jason, I’m a part of you and your life, and the lives of my children.  I belong now.  You don’t have to hold back from me anymore.]


[Never again,] he vowed, then he gave her a long, lingering kiss.


And kids, being who they were, always knew the best way to ruin moments like that.  Rann pestered her for his own hug, and she finally relented and attended to her son and adopted daughter, then her other adopted daughter once a hologram of Aria appeared in the room.  “All done with the exam, Aria,” Jyslin said with a bright smile.  “I’ll be over in the robot in a few minutes to see you.  So will your pam,” she added, poking Jason in the side.


“Are you okay?”


“Doctors say I’m just fine,” she assured the Dreamer with a smile.  “No complications at all.  They said I’m perfectly healthy.”


“Then why do you have to stay?  Can’t you come home now?”


Jyslin laughed.  “Because the doctors say so.  And in Faey society, one never argues with a doctor,” she said firmly. 

“Well, I do, but I’m special,” Jason said lightly.


“Yeah, and how many of those arguments with Songa have you won, baby?” Jyslin challenged.


“Enough to keep doing it,” he replied with a shameless smile that made her laugh.  “Besides, I love the look on Songa’s face when I remind her that she doesn’t run the house.”


Aria brightened right up when Jason and Jyslin merged to their house bionoids and sat with her during breakfast, hearing all about what she, Rann, and Shya had done yesterday while waiting, then they saw her off when Ovin came from the annex to take her for her therapy.  After she was off to start her day, Jason and Jyslin went for a walk outside the medical center, along purple-plant lawns with those strange wispy trees and bright green flowers planted in a small garden, and Jyslin almost acted like a little kid.  She touched all the plants, more than once put her palms up to the sky to feel the radiation emanating from the sky, and even dared wade through a small stream that flowed over the grounds.  [You’re just being silly now,] Jason accused as she leaned down and ran her hands through the water.


[Hey, we didn’t have sensor mesh tech the last time I was here,] she reminded him.  [It’s an entirely different experience when you can feel everything.  This water is radioactive.]


[Love, everything on this planet is radioactive,] he reminded her with an audible chuckle.  [That’s why you have to leave your clothes here.  They’ll be irradiated by the time we leave.  And we’ll have to take a decontamination shower once we’re back aboard the Pegasus.]


[Like I need a reason to take my clothes off for you,] she said with a grin at him, then she waded out and back to the lawn and put her slippers back on.  [So, are you going to bother trying to explain everything to me, or stipulate here and now that I already know everything?]

He had to laugh.  [There are a few things I think you don’t know,] he told her.  [And now I know what you’re up to when I wake up and you’re already up, looking down at me.]


[The biggest job of any girl is to make sure she keeps hold of her man,] she communed shamelessly.  [And if that means I have to do a little spying, then I’m gonna do a little spying.]


[Oh please,] he scoffed, which made her laugh.  [And remember, woman, I can do the same thing to you.]

[I don’t have any secrets from you, baby, so go right ahead,] she grinned at him.


[That is such a lie.  All women have secrets.]


[Maybe Terran women.]


[I’ll make a Terran out of you yet.]


[Don’t ever think that again,] she retorted forcefully, which made him laugh.


[I’m not as well trained as you think I am.]


[I’ve seen how crazy you drive Aya,] she winked.  [So, what do you think I don’t know?]


[Let’s see.  Do you know about the Kimdori?]


[Yup.  I know why you call them cousins.  And I knew what it meant when I looked at Hervann when I woke up.  I know you can sense each other.]

[Okay.  What about the Program?]


[I know enough to know why it was so hard for you to make the decision,] she answered.  [I get the feeling there’s more there, since you bury it pretty deep in your memories.]


[I’m going to explain some of that to Dahnai, so you can learn at the same time.  Now, the biggest question.  Do you know how to keep a secret?]  She gave him a flat look, but it didn’t deter him.  [I’m not being funny, Jyslin.  Tim and Symone may know about Dahnai and the kids, but they will never know about you.  The only people who will ever know about you are the people that you can’t possibly hide from, the Generations and the Kimdori, and the Imperial Guard, because we can trust them..  That means you have to keep a secret from someone that close to you, and it’s a pretty big one.  Tim can never know.  Symone can never know.  Maer can never know.  Your parents and brother can never know.  Lorna can never know.  Ayama, Surin, and Seido can never know.  The strip girls can never know..  Aria can never know,] he stressed.  [Everyone closest to you in your life that aren’t Generations will never know that you’re a Generation, Jyslin.  Take it from me, sometimes that can be a burden.  And if I’m not enough of an example, talk to Saelle.  Dahnai is her best friend, but before she was changed, she had to keep those secrets from her, and it did affect her relationship.  That’s why you see the Generations all living around the strip.  It’s not so much that we stay together out of some common bond, it’s just that it lets us talk to people who understand, people we don’t have to hold back a part of ourselves from.  It can be a little lonely to bear this burden, Jyslin, so we live near each other so we can support each other and bear it together.]

[And that’s the secrecy part.  You also bear the same burden we do, love.  You will have tremendous power,] he communed soberly.  [And it’s your responsibility to use it carefully and use it wisely.  I try to avoid any semblance of arrogance, Jys, but it’s just a simple fact that we are much stronger than those around us, and we can pose a danger to them.  But Jyslin, don’t ever think that just because you have more power than they do, that it makes you better than them.  That is the trap that our ancestors fell into just before the destruction of the house.  Just because we have more power, it doesn’t make us any better than anyone else.  It doesn’t make any more right, any more deserving, any more entitled.  It is our responsibility to respect both the power of our heritage and the rights of those around us not to be victim to the power we can wield.  We use our power only for self protection and defense, and if there is any one lesson I want you to learn, it’s that.  We have the potential within us to become monsters, Jyslin.  Far greater monsters than the Syndicate and the Benga ever were, exactly because of the tremendous power that we can wield.  It’s the most solemn duty of the house to make sure that never happens.  My primary goal as the Grand Duke Karinne isn’t to protect ourselves from the galaxy, it is to protect the galaxy from us.  That is why being a Generation is much more than just what we can do.  It’s about who we are, both where the rest of the world can see us and when the only person looking at us is our reflection in the mirror.  Being a Generation is about having the moral conviction to not become the monster within, Jyslin Karinne, to protect home and planet, to use our abilities in the defense and aid of friend and ally, but to never become what the Benga have become.  And now, that is your burden as much as ours.]

[And now you’re a part of our very small family,] he smiled, taking her hands as she came up to him.  [And I have to admit, I’m very relieved that you are.  Now, instead of having to keep these secrets from you, we can keep them from everyone else together.]


[That was all that I wanted, my love,] she smiled, gazing into his eyes.  [And I promise you, I can keep this secret.  It won’t be that hard, since I have a jack.  Any time I commune, people will just think I’m using my interface.  We can make up some story that I had latent TK all along and never developed it.  I believe that I’m going to spend some time with Ayuma after her work’s done the next few takirs, going through the exercises she used with Shya.]


[We may have to,] he acceded.  [It would be best if you kept your TK a secret, but if you make a big production out of seeing if you have any latent talent, that might work.  And nobody would really be surprised if you developed it.  But just how strong you are, yeah, that’ll be a secret.  Cause I get the feeling that you’re going to be very strong.]

[As for the rest of it, I’ve been with you since the beginning, Jason,] she smiled.  [I think you can admit that if there is one person in this world that understands the responsibility that comes with this, it’s you.  And you’re all the role model I need.  You have so much power, both personal and political, yet you’re the most humble man I’ve ever known,] she told him, putting her hand on his cheek.  [And now that I know what I know, it shows me just how incredible you truly are, Jason Karinne.  To have what you have, yet be who you are, you are truly special.  I am truly the luckiest woman in the world to have you as my husband.]

[And, you just saved yourself from divorce,] he communed, his thought light and playful, and that made her burst out laughing.  [Now, why don’t we go back inside and see if we can talk Hervann into letting you go home early?]


[You hold him down, I’ll tickle him until he gives in,] she grinned.


They didn’t get to go home as early as Jyslin wanted, but that was Zaa’s fault.  When they went back in, she took Jyslin aside and had a four hour long talk with her in private, no doubt telling her everything Jason had but with more formality and making sure she understood the situation, lecturing her as only Zaa could.  Jyslin managed to survive that conference, coming out of the room with a smile and rolling her eyes a bit, but Jason was a bit surprised at just how much Zaa told her.  Zaa had revealed the Kimdori’s greatest secret to Jyslin, their ability to share…mainly because she knew that Jyslin already knew about it.  That was one of the things that she’d picked up from Jason, and to her credit, she’d kept it a secret for years.

And it said much about Zaa’s opinion of  Jyslin that she had left her alone all this time.  She’d entrusted Jyslin with that secret, and Jyslin had not disappointed her.


Eventually, however, they did manage to get out of there a good six hours early, after Hervann gave Jyslin another exhaustive exam and decided that there was no chance of a complication showing up late.  And Jyslin all but ran out of the medical center as soon as Hervann signed off on her release, afraid they’d drag her back.  They escaped back up to the Pegasus and had Jeya get them on their way home, again as fast as they could.  But, it wasn’t about Jyslin rushing away from Kimdori, it was about her getting home before Aria woke up so she could surprise her.  Jeya didn’t disappoint, getting them back to Karis within half an hour of them boarding, taking Miaari and Kemaari with them back to Karis, and Jyslin just barely managed to change into some fresh, non-irradiated clothing before they came out of hyperspace.

It was 6:30 when the skimmer landed on the pad, a good three hours before sunrise, but Ayama was standing on the pad waiting for them.  Good grief woman, get some sleep, Jason chided her as they landed.


I was already up, she replied as Jason opened the hatch.  Would you like something to hold you over until breakfast?


Actually, that sounds awesome, Ayama, Jyslin answered.  We kinda hustled out of there before we had dinner.  Breakfast, whatever.  The time difference on Kimdori Prime is pretty big right now.  I’m gonna have space lag today, she sent ruefully.


A quick nap always takes care of that, Jason told her as he came out of the skimmer behind her, and the guards filed out behind him.


Ayama didn’t get too fancy, pulling the leftovers from dinner out of the fridge and heating them, then she made a pot of coffee and sat down with them at the table after serving them.  Jyslin got her first experience at keeping secrets as she had to explain what the trip was about to a curious Ayama, going with the prepared story and sticking to it, and doing just fine.  After eating, Jyslin went to take a nap before the kids woke up, but Jason didn’t join her.  He decided to enjoy the pre-dawn breeze out on the deck, leaning on the rail and looking out over the starlit ocean.


Jyslin, he felt, was going to be just fine.  He’d been worried about the gene therapy, and she’d come through.  But what was more, the shaman was right that he didn’t feel guilty over giving her what she wanted…mainly thanks to Zaa and her assurance that she wouldn’t allow the Karinnes to restart the Program.  Not that he was worried about anything like that happening anytime soon, but there was always a chance that in a few centuries, long after Jason and Rann were gone, that one of their descendents might decide to change Karinne policy.  Thankfully, Zaa would always be there to keep his children’s children in line.


But there were lots of other things on his mind as well. With the new IP armor, the Confederation was going to have a much easier time of things with Andromeda.  It would give them a decided advantage in battle, and would give them a real shot at taking the homeworld of the Dreamers if his plan to trick the Syndicate into leaving the planet undefended failed.  Their giant fleet would come up against ships that would shrug off their missiles and their converted ion cannons like they were nothing, then proceed to kick the everliving shit out of them.  The only real trick there was going to be taking the planet—moon, it was a moon—before the Syndicate destroyed it.  All it would take would be one super-ship set on a collision course, and that would effectively wipe out the Dreamers.  But, he had faith in Lorna and the others.  They’d take his ideas and use them to come up with a solid plan.

And he couldn’t forget, the Consortium was coming.  Their colonization force was only two and a half years away, a gigantic fleet escorting hundreds of thousands of civilian transports.  The council still hadn’t entirely decided on what to do about that, but one thing was for sure.  If it came down to a war with the Consortium, it would be ugly.  A fleet that size could spread across the entire galaxy and wreak havoc, do untold destruction before the Confederation could stop them.


And there was still the threat of the Syndicate.  Taking their Oracles may not quell them, and they very well may see the attack on the Dreamer homeworld as a declaration of all-out war with the Confederation.  There was the possibility that they would send their entire fleet at them, millions of ships, so they had to be careful.  The Syndicate problem was the most daunting that they faced, and they couldn’t afford to screw that up.  The solution to them had to be diplomatic, but the big question was, how long it was going to take the Syndicate to come to the bargaining table.  It might be losing their Oracles, it might be after the Karinnes had a little time to romp around their galaxy and blow enough stuff up that it started showing up on their profit margins.  And there was always the chance that they would never accept any kind of real, lasting peace, that their lust for conquest and spoils would drive them to break every treaty made with them.  But, they had to find a way.  Getting into an all-out war with a government that controlled all the resources of an entire galaxy, and a big galaxy at that, was going to doom the Confederation to centuries of endless war.  It might turn the Milky Way into Andromeda, with entire sectors laid waste by an enemy that didn’t value life, that saw the systematic genocide of trillions of people as little more than the cost of doing business.  The risks were great when it came to the Syndicate, but there had to be a way to secure a lasting peace.

But, he had hope.  And here lately, he was almost feeling optimistic about things.  He wasn’t sure if the Parri had anything to do with that—just thinking about that made him put his hand over his jaingi—but he just has this good feeling, something that came from deep inside.  That feeling told him that the worst of it was behind him, and while the road ahead was certainly not going to be easy, it did ultimately lead in the direction he wanted to go.  And he wanted to believe that his feeling was right.

The alternative was the bitter cynicism of a man who watched his entire world burn.


But there were also some mysteries for him to solve.  Aria was one, and the Parri was the other.  He still couldn’t fathom how her people ended up in Andromeda, and it was his hope that he would find out when he talked to her people once they were liberated from the Syndicate.  Perhaps they remembered who took them there, when it happened, and why the did it…because he just could not understand why they would do such a thing.  Truly, it just made no sense to him for some ancient spacefaring race to pick up a species and transplant them to another galaxy.  Was it part of a plan, or just dumb luck?  Were the Dreamers placed in Andromeda for a purpose, or just because that was where that spacefaring race came from?  And what of that ancient race?  If they were traveling between galaxies 40,000 years ago, where were they now?  What had become of them?


Then there was the Parri.  His curiosity about their “magic” had not waned one iota since he discovered a new part of himself, and he wanted to know more.  He didn’t want to become a shaman, but he wanted to learn what the shaman was willing to teach him about what the Parri could do.  Was it magic, or was it psionic?  What kinds of things could they do that they hadn’t showed him yet?  He was almost driven to distraction by his questions whenever they bubbled up to the forefront of his mind, but he’d just had no time to satisfy his curiosity.

Soon, hopefully, he would.  He could use the lull in action over the next few takirs to take a few trips to the Parri village and have a few long talks with the shaman.  He could do it in the evenings, after he finished teaching Dahnai and Jyslin.


He rose up from his leaning posture on the rail and took in a deep breath.  It really was just heaven here, with the sea and the breeze keeping it from getting too hot.  His home, this was his home.  And now, it felt a little bigger, but also much better.  He had an adopted daughter he loved like his own, and a wife that he no longer had to treat as something other than what he was.  His kids were all healthy and happy, his babies were showing quite a bit of promise and potential, and the house was showing great resilience and resolve over the last few months, dealing with several changes to the basic way things worked and dealing with the short but ugly war with the Syndicate’s invasion fleet.


Things were good.  And he had this good feeling that maybe, if he was careful and didn’t fall into any traps, that things would get better.
Thus ends the story of Conviction.

In the next story, Retribution, the

Confederation takes the war to

Andromeda to free the

Dreamers, playing a dangerous

game of escalation that very

well may plunge two entire

galaxies into total war.

And there will be other stories to tell.
