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Nexus One deep space station, 2.1 light minutes from planet Karis

It was a marvel of intricate coordination.


Jason helped five bionoids set in a piece of equipment in what would be the control center for their creation, and those five bionoids were just five of nearly 12,000 that were all over the station at that moment, virtually every single bionoid that they’d built so far.  Rook had been mass producing them for days, and every day, more and more bionoids came in and contributed to the effort, up to this point.  The station was crawling with bionoids, all with the same face and all working.  They were laying conduit and datalines, annealing equipment down, building their project with tremendous speed, haste, and skill.  That was because every single bionoid was being controlled by Cybi.  It was 12,000 workers sharing the same mind, and because of that, they were moving with almost mesmerizing coordination.  And operating 12,000 bionoids was using.00000037% of Cybi’s overall processing power.  She could operate several million bionoids in unison before the processing load started straining her external I/O stacks.  It was another very stark reminder of the incredible power of a CBIM, a power deliberately hidden from the rest of the universe.

They were in a hurry.  When Jason told Lorna of their plan, she delayed the 3D attack and formulated an overall plan where they would invade the ship and rescue the Oracle and leave behind a little present for Sha Ra, and the instant they were clear, 3D would strike to further add to the confusion.  They knew what they were doing, and thanks to the CBIMs, the math showed that their idea would work.  Now it just came down to building it, and they had to get it done as fast as possible.  At any moment, Syndicate HQ could approve Sha Ra’s request to kill the Oracle, so they were in a race against time.

But Jason had already made one vow to himself.  If she did that, if she killed that child, Jason would eradicate them.  Down to the last ship.  Down to the last sailor.  The Syndicate and the Consortium weren’t the only ones that had the technological capability to lay waste to entire planets…to entire star systems. If they killed that child, he would wipe out the entire fleet in the furious retribution of hellfire.  He might even go after E Chaio itself.  It showed in the starkest terms the utter evil of the Syndicate, that they were so merciless, so depraved, so devoid of any morality whatsoever that they would intentionally kill a little child in cold blood, it nearly made him furious just thinking about it, and it had driven him since the moment they set foot on this Potra space station.  The Potra were one of the Coalition empires, a humanoid species about the same size as Terrans and Faey, so the station’s layout was compatible with them.  The controls were all at the right height, the doors weren’t too small, and so on and so on.  But, given the Potra were one of the least advanced of the Coalition empires, they’d had to gut most of the station’s infrastructure and replace it with Karinne technology.  Aside from the primitive tech, the station itself was perfect.  It was just the right size, big enough to hold the bridge apparatus and power plants, but not so large that is gravity well would interfere with the system once it was active.  It hadn’t had artificial gravity, was meant to rotate to produce a gravity effect, and that radial design was actually ideal for what they had in mind.  They were placing the actual gateway apparatus in the central core of the station with the power and spatial generation systems along the outer ring, allowing them to focus at the center.

They were building this fast, but they weren’t going to throw this away when they were done.  This technology had use, it had tremendous use.  The ability to open wormhole gateways to anywhere they could get a beacon had strategic and tactical military value, it had political value, it even had economic value.  Dellin was even now building two more of these stations using the exact same design—it really was just perfect, Cynna had knocked it out of the park when she found this station—and those two stations were going to be their literal gateway to Andromeda.


They’d already done the math.  While they couldn’t open a stable bridge to any point within six sectors of Karis because of the curvature of space, anything further from that was stable…and in the usual paradox of spatial applications, the further the terminus was from the origin gate, the more stable the wormhole and the less power it required to open it…at least within the galaxy.  The power requirements did go up over extreme distances, but that power increase was far less than trying to connect two points in space very close together, giving the unit the mathematical power to open wormholes all the way to Andromeda.  And the stability remained the same.  It was the same reason that it took less power to connect a Stargate to a sister gate across the galaxy than it did one only a few light years away.  Distance wasn’t the issue here, it was the forced warping of the curvature space, and that was easier to do over vast distances than it was close together.  Two points close together required more severe spatial warping to connect them, like bending a metal bar into a U, where two points far away took much less, only required a very gentle curve in the metal.  It took more force to bend the metal into a U than it did a gentle curve, and warping space worked more or less the same way.  The only thing that held the technology back was the inability to accurately aim that terminus over vast distances, because of the distance, but biogenics solved that problem by allowing the beacon to communicate with the gate system in real time regardless of distance.  The beacon would allow the bridge to lock in on its location and open a wormhole, a stable wormhole, which would remain stable for about 270 seconds before the movement of both the origin and terminus gate locations started introducing excessive variables into the equation, and thus started destabilizing the wormhole.


270 seconds.  Four minutes, 30 seconds.  That was more than enough time to get in there, grab the child, drop the package, then get out.  And even if they failed to do it in time, all they had to do was wait about 180 seconds for the bridge to cycle and create a new wormhole.  Three minutes.  They could hold a position for three minutes until the bridge could open a new wormhole at their location.


And after this was done, Jason had plans for this system.  He was going to send bionoids to E Chaio, send bionoids to several locations in Andromeda, and assist the Kimdori in their efforts.


Really, the applications were almost limitless.  This system could theoretically connect them to nearly any point in the universe.  They just had to have a beacon on the other end to allow the bridge to lock onto it…and translight drives could get those beacons out there.


The Kimdori hidden aboard Sha Ra’s flagship already had the beacon.  They’d delivered it to him three days ago, and it had taken some very sneaky work to do it, including sending in the Javelin.  The frigate slipped in close enough and jettisoned the beacon and allowed its momentum to carry it to the flagship.  The giant ship’s gravity captured it as it passed and caused it to crash onto the surface of the ship, and the Kimdori managed to get out there and get it out of its container before the maintenance robots that roamed the hull of the ship cleaned up the debris, and possibly alerted the ship’s crew that something artificial had crashed on the hull.  A ship that big was struck by space debris and asteroids fairly often due to its gravity, so cleaning off the burn marks and sweeping up the rubble was an endless task.


But there was a catch to the plan.  The Kimdori couldn’t get the beacon in the room with the child, due to the security.  Nobody was allowed in that room, anyone even trying without authorization would trigger an automated system that would kill the child, and it was usually kept sealed at all times.  He could get it fairly close, about 20 meters from her in a passageway leading to the compartment holding her.  And that was close enough.  A Generation could go through the wormhole, disable the guards and the automated systems in a heartbeat, then tear the door open and get her out of there.  The infiltrator had already supplied them with some plans of the hallway by using spiders to explore both the passage and its void spaces within the walls, locating datalines and power feeds that operated the execution system for the Oracle, allowing them to kill her with the flip of a switch. A Generation could cut those lines, prevent that automated system from going off, in a matter of microseconds, since he or she would know exactly where it was and how to strike.

And that Generation was going to be him.


He’d already had that fight with Aya, and it was a fight.  When he revealed his intention to undertake the mission himself, she completely flipped out, and it had taken physically subduing her to make her stop.  She was utterly furious with him at the moment, but he hadn’t sent her packing.  She and the other guards were out in the outer ring preparing for the mission, because two of them were going as well, Aya and Dera.  Jason would accept nothing less than the Imperial Guard going in with him, Jenn would be going in as the backup Generation, as well as two additional members of the team to protect them in case things went south, Kyva and Liira.  The six of them would go through the wormhole in Gladiators, storm the compartment holding the child, rescue her, drop the package, then get out.  And as soon as the wormhole closed behind them, 3D would attack.

That was the plan.  Simple, efficient, neat, and they had a very high confidence of success.  The only piece of the puzzle left to place was getting the bridge built.  And if they stayed on schedule, they’d be finished with it in about 21 hours.


“Alright, it’s in position, let’s anneal it,” Jason called aloud after they carefully set the unit on the deck.


“Yes, Jason,” Cybi answered through all five of the bionoids simultaneously.


“Stop that,” he told her irritably as he knelt down and picked up his annealer, which made all five laugh.  “You get the mounts, I’ll get the conduit and datalines hooked up.”

[Where are you at on that phase control unit, Jayce?] Myleena asked.

[In place, we’re hooking it up now,] he replied.  [Siyhaa done with the main coding yet?]


[I’m nearly finished, Jason,] she answered.  [The algorithm is programmed, I’m working on the variables now.]


[Good deal.  Where am I going from here, Myli?]


[Outer ring, deck 12, section 32.  Get that last phase control unit in, and we can do a power-up test on the plants.]


[How’s the plasma focusing system looking, Emia?]


[We’re on schedule, Jayce,] she answered.  [We should have the last focusing array in by the time you have the power system up.  Are we really going to leave the plasma feeds exposed?]


[It won’t hurt them, and we don’t have time to enclose the pathways,] he answered.  [The magnetic flux tunnel systems we installed should keep the plasma flowing coherently once it leaves the conduit.  But I bet when we fire it up, it’s gonna look pretty radical from the outside, those plasma streams firing from the outer ring into the core.  We can come back and make everything nice and neat when we have the time.]

[Jason, Kyva and Liira just arrived in the main landing bay,] Cybi warned.


[Have Aya brief them on the mission.  Where’s Jenn?]


[About to leave Karis now.  They’re bringing your tactical Gladiator with him.  They finished the modifications so they can restart from gate passage mode much faster.  But you’ll still be without your tactical gestalts for nearly four seconds after your mecha come back online, Jason.]


[We can handle it.  How’s Tom doing with the preparations?]


[On schedule.  We should have quite a lot of firepower ready when they get the go.]


[Is the package ready?]


[They’re putting the final touches on it now.]


[Then it sounds like we have everything in place,] he told her as he finished annealing down the unit.  [I’m gonna go ahead and get over to the last unit location, you finish setting this up and bring it from the loading dock.]

He was a bit surprised when Kyva met him at the last location, requiring him to go about a third of the way around the outer ring.  Are you nuts, Jason? she demanded as he came up to her.  You’re going?


You’re damn fucking right I’m going, he replied.  I owe it to the Oracle.  We all do.  That brave little girl saved all our asses, and I’m not about to cower behind my desk when she needs me.  Me and Jenn have more than enough to get her out of there.  I need you, Liira, Aya, and Dera to cover our asses while we do it.


Jason, you are the last person that should go.  Bring Jezzi in.


No, he replied emphatically, with enough force in his thought to make her physically flinch.


You’re too valuable, too important to do something this risky! she protested.


Aya said that too, right before I broke her nose.  Do you want a broken nose too, Kyva? he threatened, balling his fist and presenting it to her.


Easy there, tiger, I’m on your side, she told him.  But I’d be in dereliction of duty if I didn’t tell you that you have no business doing this.  You’re the Grand Duke Karinne.  You have an entire military full of people to do this for you.


And that’s exactly why I’m going, he answered.


Huh?


I’m the most qualified person to do this, Kyva.  I know more about that ship and Syndicate tech than anyone in the KMS, thanks to the intel Zaa’s infiltrator got back to us.  If anything goes wrong, I can get us out of there in one piece.  And I’ll be damned if I sit back and let someone less qualified for this mission take my place just because of my title.

She gave him a long look, then grinned mischievously.  That’s all I needed to hear.  You’ll have me right on your six when we storm that ship, Jason Karinne.


And I’ll never feel any safer, he told her, taking her hand in solidarity.  Now go back to Aya and you two work on the plan.  She has all the intel we’re gonna use, and can get you up to speed on the device we’re building to get us there and back.


Will do.

It took him about half an hour to install the last phase control unit, then he stood up and took a couple of steps back.  [That’s it, we’re done with the power system.  Myli, bring it up, let’s see what we get.]


[On it.  Power systems now in startup.]  The phase control unit began to hum loudly as its indicator lights blinked on.  [Plants are up.  Getting green lights across the entire system, so nobody’s gonna get killed today.  Alright, here we go, initiating plasma feed sequence.]  The control unit gave a sudden loud whine as it went into full power mode, and he could feel the deck plates under him vibrating slightly.  [All six systems are up and running.  We’re getting full power at the collector.  No warning indicators.  I think we’ve got it guys,] she announced.  [Jayce, come in and help Emia with the spatial translator system and I’ll start on the targeting array.]

[The successful test puts us one hour, 46 minutes ahead of schedule,] Siyhaa announced.  [We budgeted that time for troubleshooting.]


[Cybi’s little army is doing a good job,] Jason injected.


[I do things right, Jason, unlike a certain Grand Duke.]


[Bitch, I am so pulling your plug when I get home,] he threatened as he picked up his tool kit.


Nearly sixteen hours of intensive labor later, with them catching cat naps here and there where they could, the four of them and Cybi’s primary bionoid stood at the control system of their new bridge system, which Myleena had coined the Nexus System.  Siyhaa was installing the last dynamic software patches as the others waited, having to hunch over a little bit because the console was at her lower thighs.  They had everything installed, and now they were ready for their first test of the system.  “The operating system is ready,” Siyhaa declared, then she stepped to the side a little and let Myleena take her place at the console.  “We can commence initial testing at your command, Jason.”


“Did they set that beacon on PR-371?” he asked.


“Yup, it’s been there for about ten hours, babes,” Myleena answered as she looked down at the console.


“Then let’s do this.  Cybi, tell them to turn it on and get at least a kathra away from it.  If the targeting system is off, it may kill them when it tries to open the bridge.”


“I’m sending the order now, Jason.”


“Let’s fire this thing up,” Myleena said, taking a datafiber and plugging it into her gestalt.  That was a security feature, only the controller physically plugged into the control console could operate it  “Initiating power up sequence.”  Jason looked out over the chamber as the equipment around the main platform all activated.  The room was circular, the heart of the station where the power plant had once been, but now it was a vast chamber holding a raised walkway that held nine concentric rings. That was the focusing and stabilization system for the bridge, that would form a wormhole along the raised platform within the fifth ring, the four before and after it the anchors that held the wormhole steady and stable.  “Power is stable, I have six threshold levels,” she announced.  “Beginning beacon location and negotiation sequence.”


“How long will this take?” Siyhaa asked.


“Given we’ve never done this before, no idea.  But the math says that it’s going to take the targeting system about ten minutes to lock onto the exact spatial coordinates of the beacon.  The beacon will act like the sister gate to a Stargate or bridge and let this unit negotiate a precise destination.  In effect, it’s going to link to the beacon instead of a sister gate, but all the actual work will be done on this side.”


There was little to do but wait.  They watched a progress bar on the holodisplay that showed the process, as the targeting computer in the nexus unit negotiated with the beacon.  It moved very slowly at first, but then it moved faster and faster, and then jumped from 85% complete to fully complete almost instantly.  “That’s it, we have a lock,” Myleena announced.  “And it only took eight minutes, not bad.  Alright, here we go, guys. Initiating nexus system.”

The entire room began to brighten as the nine concentric rings began to glow with power, and there was a shimmering hum echoing across the chamber.  “We have a stable curve,” she declared.  “We’re ready to form the wormhole  Are the people over on PR-371 clear?”

“They’re clear,” Cybi answered.


“Activating nexus bridge,” she called, and Jason ran from the console up onto the entry ramp, to get a better look.   Emia followed him, but a barking call from below made them look down.  “Helmets on, no chances!” Myleena snapped.  Jason fetched both their helmets with his power and put his on, and Emia did the same.  Arcs of pure energy began to flicker and dance inside the rings.  “System activation, stand clear of the rings!” Myleena shouted.  “Spatial curve still nominal!  We have green lights across the board!  Forming the nexus bridge!  Here we go, people!”


Jason and Emia both flinched and skittered back a few steps when several powerful bolts of lightning lashed inside the rings, and reddish swirls of pure Torsion began to form between the rings.  The Torsion began to pulse rhythmically, the frequency increasing by the second as the pulses flowed down the nine rings, creating a strobing effect.  “Almost there,” Myleena shouted.  The strobing stopped, and then the air shuddered when a swirling red Torsion field formed within the fifth ring, shuddered, and then turned shimmering blue.  The four rings in front of it had pure energy flowing along them, flowing down to the wormhole ring, ribbons of light that undulated and swirled in a counter-clockwise rotation. The swirling blue of the wormhole began to rotate faster, and faster, then it shuddered and maintained a steady rotation.

That was it!  A stable wormhole!


“We have a stable tunnel!” Myleena shouted.  “Cybi, do they see it?”

“They see it, Myleena!” Cybi said with excitement in her voice.


“Alright, send through the test subject!”


Behind them, one of the worker bionoids stepped out onto the platform, then walked fearlessly into the first ring.  It walked right up to the wormhole, then wasted not a second stepping through.  “I’ve lost contact,” Cybi warned.  “I see it.  The bionoid’s systems shut down when it passed through the nexus bridge, it’s laying in front of it, and it’s offline.  The power plant executed an emergency shutdown.”


“We forgot that they’re not shielded for gate passage,” Myleena laughed.  “Okay, rule number one, don’t send bionoids through.”


“It does prove that this bridge will follow the same rules as a Stargate,” Cybi supplied.


“Then we need a living test subject,” Emia said, and before Jason could stop her, she surged ahead and ran down the walkway.


“Emia!” Jason shouted, but it was too late.  She disappeared into the swirl of blue energy without hesitation.


“I have a visual on her.  She’s waving to the platform,” Cybi said.


“Have her come back through so I can wring her neck!” Jason said angrily, which made Myleena laugh.


Emia came back through, moving a little sluggishly because the power was off in her armor, and Jason punched her in the shoulder when she reached them.  “It works, Myli!  It works!” Emia shouted.  “I was standing on PR-371, and I forgot about the heavy gravity!”

“Don’t ever do that again!” he raged at her, then she laughed when he picked her up in a fierce hug and swung her in a circle.


“Alright, let’s see if our math was right.  Holding the nexus open as long as possible.”


They watched as the gate continued to hold steady as seconds ticked by, and almost exactly at 270 seconds, the borders of the gate began to fluctuate.  “Losing wormhole integrity, almost right on the mark!” Myleena declared.  “That’s it, executing shutdown!”


“The math was right!” Emia declared gleefully. “And the test was successful!  We’ve done it, friends!  A stable one-sided wormhole!”


“The first test was successful,” Siyhaa said.  “We must test it further.  And Emia, you should be examined by a doctor to ensure there are no lingering effects.”


“Good idea.  Cybi, get the closest ship over here and get the doctor to give her a check,” Jason agreed.


“We need one of the Gladiators up here to test how they respond to gate passage,” Myleena said.  “The targeting system is reacquiring the beacon now.  If the math is right, it should only take it a couple of minutes to complete the re-acquisition process.  It already did most of the work with the initial targeting sequence.  It just needs to correct for spatial drift, redo a few equations, and it’ll be ready to go.”


And again, they were almost dead on with their predictions.  At 172 seconds, the system gave a green light.  “We have a lock!  Eight seconds faster than predicted!” Myleena said with glee.  “Here we go, initiating nexus bridge!”

The process repeated itself almost exactly.  The wormhole formed at the center ring at the same speed as the original, with the same beautiful light show, until the wormhole’s blue swirl of Torsion stabilized.  “Nexus is stable!  Send through the Gladiator!”


The door opened at the end of the walkway and a Gladiator stepped through, Kyva’s Gladiator.  Jason and Emia moved to the side as she walked past them, giving them a thumbs-up as she passed.  “Gladiator is in the alternate gate passage mode you programmed into it.  Running at minimal power on shielded batteries,” she announced over her external speaker.  “Am I a go?”

“You’re a go, Kyva!  Take her through!” Myleena shouted.  She didn’t waste time, she strode up to and through the first ring, and in just three steps, she was through the portal.


“Cybi?”


“She’s on the other side,” Cybi answered.  “The Gladiator didn’t collapse like the bionoid did.  Kyva reports that the unit came out of gate passage mode almost immediately and she had full power.”


“Outstanding!  Have her pick up the dead bionoid and bring it back so we can inspect it, see how badly it’s damaged.”


“So she is ordered to return?”


“Yes, tell her to return.  And tell her not to forget to go back into gate passage mode before she does!”


Seconds later, Kyva came back out of the swirling vortex, carrying the motionless bionoid in her arm like a pet.  The unit moved sluggishly as it came through the vortex, since most of its systems were in gate passage standby and it only had shielded power to its actuators to move, but it quickly shook off that lethargy and strode out of the rings with speed and confidence.  She knelt the mecha down in front of Jason and Emia and laid the bionoid on the walkway.  “Here it is,” she called.  “I’ll take my mecha down to the hangar bay and inspect it  for any hidden damage.”

“I was just about to tell you to do that,” Myleena called.  “We’d better know now if the nexus blew out any systems before you use that bridge to enter an enemy ship to do the mission.”

“I’ll take the bionoid down to the maintenance bay and give it an inspection,” Cybi said.  Three of her bionoids stepped up and picked up the inert machine, then they carried it off.  Kyva walked her mecha out the doors, on her way to what was originally a cargo bay.  And luckily for her, the Prota had built their station with very high ceilings to make moving equipment and cargo around inside it fairly easy, so the hallways in the station were high enough and wide enough for her to move the mecha around.  She still had to stoop over to walk down most of the companionways, but at least the mecha didn’t have to crawl.


Jason stayed in the chamber as Myleena extensively tested the unit, running the nexus until it destabilized and recycled it, over and over, then she linked it to a beacon on Exile and repeated the process, then did it again with a beacon on Janja.  They ran test after test, and each of them got the chance to go through the nexus bridge to see what it was like…and it was fairly anticlimactic.  Jason had gone through on the Janja link, and he had stepped into the swirling blue and instantly stepped out of it in the courtyard outside the operations center on the moon.  He saw that they’d erected temporary barriers around the beacon, no doubt Myleena’s instructions, and quite a few people were standing around the barriers watching.  Jason waved to them once he was through, waited a moment, then turned around and walked back, a single step that took him one ninth of the way across the galaxy.


The other big test was sending a second Gladiator through on the Exile link, this one remotely piloted, to see if going through the nexus broke the merge.  And those results were mixed.  The sudden displacement of the biogenic unit across the galaxy did not disrupt the merge, but it did cause a bit of disorientation in the pilot.  It nearly broke the merge, but didn’t completely break it.  Ryn had volunteered to operate the mecha, and she had suffered about ten seconds of disorientation, where the mecha was unable to move or act, and then the merge stabilized and she was able to control it fully.


The answer to that, Jason saw, was to partially delink from the mecha just before it went through the nexus bridge, allow it to walk through on autopilot, then reacquire a full merge once it was through.  That cut the process down to only about three seconds of vulnerability before the mecha could move.  So, they could work around that.

After about three hours, Myleena declared that the tests were over, and much to the surprise of all of them, it had worked perfectly.  No glitches, no bugs, no problems.  They had built it right the first time, and what was a rarity in experimental engineering, the theory and the math almost precisely matched the reality.  There were a few minor issues to deal with, but they weren’t so severe that it would prevent them from operating the unit.


It was ready.  That meant that they could call Lorna and put the plan into motion.

Amazing.  Absolutely amazing.  And for months, years, they’d had the capability to do this, but had never put it together, never made the connection.  Emia’s bridges were the key to a stable one-sided wormhole, and they’d had the ability to build the nexus system since she invented them.

A stable wormhole that didn’t require a Stargate.  It was almost as incredible as the translight drives.


“That’s it, I think we can declare that this unit is fully operational,” Myleena said with an infectious grin as she shut down the Janja gate for the third time.  “We’ve done it, guys.  We built a stable personal wormhole system.  Can you believe it?”


“It’s truly a great advance,” Siyhaa said with a nod.  “This unit will be extremely useful.”


“Yeah, we just spent nearly three hundred million credits to build a machine that will transport a few people somewhere else,” Jason said wryly.  “But it was worth every fucking credit.”


“It’s not very cost-effective, but I can think of tons of ways we can use this,” Myleena grinned.  “When the time comes to confront the Syndicate’s government, we can get our negotiators to E Chaio.  But first, we need to come up with a bionoid that won’t blow out passing through the gate.  We need Rook, Jayce.”


“Rook can design one after we finish the operation against Sha Ra, we won’t need them immediately,” he answered.  “I think it’s time to let Lorna know we finished it.  And I think we should do it in style,” Jason said.  “Cybi, have someone deliver a beacon to the Spires and set it on the plaza in front of the main building,” he said with a grin.


Cybi had to laugh.  “We’re bringing her here?”


“Yes we are, she deserves to get a look at it,” he replied.  [Guys, we’re done, and the unit works!] Jason announced to the eight other living people on the station not in the nexus chamber, his guards, the doctor from the nearby Veriven, Kyva, and Liira.  [Thanks for all your help, everyone.  We couldn’t have done it without you!]


[Ooo, can we come up and see it, Jason?] Liira asked.


[Sure, we’re gonna fire it up one more time to bring Lorna here so she can see it.  Just head over to the central core, all of you.  Even you, Doctor.]


[I want to give everyone else who went through a cursory examination,] the doctor answered.  [And all of you are there.]


[What’s the prognosis on Colonel Kyva?]


[Perfectly healthy.  I can find no indication at all that going through the wormhole affected her in any way.  And now I want to ensure the same applies to everyone else.]


[You’re the doc, doc, come on over.  Anyone there can lead you to where we are.]


[We’re on our way,] Aya answered, still seething.


They got to see how it worked from the other end when they got a beacon to Terra, thanks to a remote camera.  The beacon unit was placed on the ground, but when the nexus system started negotiating with it, it rose up to a hover about four shakra off the ground and the internal ring of the roughly circular beacon began to spin within the housing, part of how it supplied exacting coordinates back to the targeting computer.  The spinning of the beacon in a way “triangulated” on an exact point of space that the nexus system them used as its point of reference.  The wormhole then opened directly in front of the beacon’s forward face with the exact center of the wormhole at the center of the beacon’s circular core.

“That’s not gonna be easy to hide when we do this for real,” Jason grunted.  “If any enemy crew happens to be in that companionway, they’ll see some piece of equipment they’ve never seen before hovering in the hallway.  They might respond to it.”


“I’m sure the infiltrator will place it in a way that gives it time to form the wormhole,” Myleena said.  “Look, there’s Lorna.  And most of the command staff,” she chuckled, pointing at the hologram.  Sure enough, about fifteen members of the CCM command staff boiled out of the front doors of the Spires, and they moved straight towards the beacon.  “And, we have a lock.  Initiating nexus bridge,” she announced.


Jason watched as Lorna took a staggering step back when the wormhole formed in midair in front of the beacon.  [Well, what are you waiting for, woman?  Step through it,] Jason communed directly to her.  [It’s safe.  I’ve used it myself.]

[Seriously, Jason?  Is it safe?]]


[Completely.  Step into my parlor, Aunt Lorna.  Just hurry up, it’ll only remain stable for about four minutes.]

Lorna looked at her fellow flag officers, then all of them started towards the gate.  And one by one they stepped through, which caused them to appear on the walkway over their heads.  “Absolutely incredible!” he heard Lorna gasp.


Keep moving, Lorna, get out from within the rings! Jason warned.  Don’t stop til you reach the wide notch in the platform in front of you!  “Everyone keep moving, get out from inside the rings!” he shouted as more and more of them appeared.  “You can gawk when you’re at a safe distance!”


“This way, please.  This way,” Cybi said through one of the maintenance bionoids that rushed up onto the platform waving them towards her.


“Is everyone through?” Myleena shouted.


“Everyone is accounted for and safely away from the unit, Myleena!  You may shut down the nexus!” the bionoid called, looking down over the edge of the platform at them.


The wormhole flickered and shuddered, then it evaporated as the loud humming in the chamber faded.


Jason went up the steps and gave Lorna a huge grin as he took her hand.  “Welcome to station Nexus One, Aunt Lorna.  Currently in solar orbit halfway between Karis and Alakis in the Karis system.”


“Incredible!” the Verutan admiral Hezivarr said, looking around the chamber.


“You built it, nephew.  Well done!” she laughed, then gave him a sudden hug.


“Do I ever fail to build something I say I can build, Lorna?” he challenged, patting her on her armored back.  “And we’ve given it extensive tests.  It’s ready to go.  That means that Operation Oasis can commence as soon as you’re ready.”


“Do you have an invasion team ready?”


Aya visible bristled.


“Yeah, but we haven’t finished our training and drills.  But, we should be ready in time.  My people are still putting the last pieces in place around Oasis, and the Stargate is still 34 hours away.”


“You have people there?” the Ogravian admiral asked.


“I have bionoids there,” he corrected.  “We sent them through the one way wormhole system before we built this.  I lost over half of them, which was expensive,” he growled, “but we have enough there so I have people on site and capable of managing the operation locally.  We even got an ops center through undamaged,” he grinned.


“That does say something.  Nephew, can this system be opened into space?  Does a vacuum on the other end pose a risk?”


“Nope,” he replied.  “The wormhole boundary acts like a physical barrier, albeit a weak one.  The station won’t decompress if we open the nexus bridge into a vacuum.  Anything can pass through, but it has to exert physical force to do it, like walking through a soft shield.”


“That makes this even more useful,” Jarik Furystorm said with an appreciative smile, looking back at the rings.


“Just keep in mind that the nexus bridge can’t be any larger than it is now,” Jason warned.  “We crunched the numbers, and what we built is the largest sized wormhole we can make and keep it stable.  It’s just large enough for a Juggernaut to get through.  And it follows the same rules as a Stargate, meaning whatever we send through has to be in gate passage mode.  We lost a bionoid testing that, it was unshielded.”


“Can you give us a tour of what you can show us, nephew?” Lorna asked.


“I’m a little busy, but Cybi can show you around,” he said, motioning to Cybi’s primary bionoid.  “Just don’t dawdle too much, we have to get the operation timeline so we can get ready.”


“That’s very simple, Jason.  When your invasion team is ready, then we go,” she replied.  “This entire operation is being run by you, so you don’t need our input.  You already know what the parameters of the mission objective are.  You have authorization to begin.”


“That’s all I needed to hear,” he said, leaning down and kissing her on the cheek.  “I’ll leave you guys with Cybi to tour the station while I get things moving.”

After a quick exam by the doctor, Jason set things into motion by warning the team that they’d be getting a start time very soon and to get everything set up, and he gathered the others in the landing bay.  When Jenn arrived on a zip ship, he was brought into the group.  Aya still looked absolutely furious, but she took control of the briefing.  We have everything we need for this operation, she began, bringing up a hologram the infiltrator supplied them, showing a diagram of the a section of the enemy ship.  Our entry point is here, around the corner from the chamber holding the target, so the enemy doesn’t get a visual on us immediately.  We hold position for ten seconds, to give us time to set down the hard shield and activate it, and then we strike.  Jason, Jenn, you will be responsible for severing these power feeds and datalines, here, here, here, and here, she ordered, pointing to locations within the walls.   I’ve been told you can use your TK to do this even without being able to see your target.  That disables the system inside the Oracle chamber that allows them to kill her by remote.  Once those are severed, we assault the main entry, which is guarded by ten Tarks at all times.  They’re going to call for backup as soon as we hit them, which will come from this guard barracks at the other end of the hall. Jenn, dealing with those reinforcements is your primary objective. Take them out with telepathy as quickly as you can, because they’ll be able to respond in five seconds.  Jason, you protect us by bending away their Torsion shots until we sweep the hallway clear.  Kyva, Liira, your job is to hold that hallway once we have it secured, she told them.  Stall any reinforcements that resist Jenn to give Jason time to breach the Oracle chamber and retrieve the girl.  Getting that door open is Jason’s primary objective.  It’s going to take him time because of physical security in place around the chamber.  It’s heavily armored, and the door itself is much akin to a vault on Moridon.

Wait, wait, wait, Jason is going? Jenn demanded.


Yes I am.  And if you have a problem with that, you can join the large number of people whose noses I’ve broken today, Jenn, he replied aggressively.


Not a problem at all, Jayce, he grinned.  I happen to think that you’re more than capable of running a combat mission.

Aya gave him a laserbeam-intense stare, then continued.  Once we have her out, if we’re still under time, we retreat back to the nexus bridge and escape.  If we run over time, we get inside the Oracle chamber and activate the secondary beacon, then hold the room until Myleena can get us out.  The heavily armored room can serve as a good defensive position until we can escape.  Jason, you’re carrying the secondary beacon.  Activate it the instant you get inside the room, so it cuts down our vulnerability as much as possible if we run over time.


I can do that.


Dera will be carrying the hard shield unit.  She’ll deploy it behind the nexus bridge as soon as we come through to cut off any reinforcements from hitting us from behind.  I’ll be carrying a secondary hard shield unit to place in front of the door to the Oracle chamber if we run over time.  Liira will be carrying the package.


What is that? Jenn asked.

A tachyon burst emitter, Jason told him.  We found out that the quantum computer they’re using to communicate with their HQ is close enough to the Oracle chamber that the emitter will take it out.  It’ll also take out about half of the other QE computers that are linked to the fleet inside the galaxy, but not all of them.  They’re spread out across four sections and six decks, so about half of them will be outside the emitter’s range.  That will let them recall the fleet once they surrender.


That’s about it, Aya continued.  This operation will be very fast, and if we do it right, we’ll only be there for four minutes.  If things go wrong, we’ll only be there for eleven, and we spend most of that time in a heavily armored bunker defending the sole point of entry.  We should strike completely by surprise.  They have no idea we can open a wormhole inside their ship, so they will not in any way see us coming, and it is a very high probability that the Oracle will not tell them if she’s foreseen our actions.  Any questions?

There were several, and it took them about an hour to finish the briefing.  Jason, is 3D ready? Aya asked.


They will be in about an hour.  They’re positioning the last of the toys now, and the bowlers are out fetching some additional asteroids to use as projectiles.

Then we go in one hour, she declared.  Everyone prep your Gladiators.  Jason, go over the blueprints the infiltrator sent you on the infrastructure and the door.  Jenn, study those wall blueprints as well.  And Jason, when we get back, I am going to kill you, she seethed.

Any other time I’d have followed your orders, Aya, but not this time.  Not over this, he answered calmly.  I’m the best person for this job, and God help me, we will get that brave little girl out of that ship alive.

She just gave him a long, cold look.  Everyone to your Gladiators, she ordered.


After a lengthy inspection of his unit, he saddled up and picked up the gear he was taking.  He was bringing an annealer he’d converted into a Torsion blade to cut the door open, and since his Gladiator had no weaponry on it except for monomolecular blades, it was all removed to make room for the tactical gestalt, he picked up a rail cannon to bring with him, just in case.  He slung it and stood waiting as the others inspected their equipment, Cybi using a bunch of bionoids to go over the extra units they were bringing with them, and touched base with Zaa.  [My child is in position and ready to activate the beacon on your command,] she relayed through her memory band.  [He will be forced to place the beacon in a storage bay about fifty shakra further down the hall.  The hall is too well traveled to leave the beacon in place for that long, it will be noticed.]


[We can work with that, Zaa.  I’ll warn the others.  Which bay?  I have the blueprints he sent.]


[The bay marked AB-171 on the blueprints.]

He brought it up from his gestalt, and in his mind’s eye, he located it.  It was just down the hall from the intersection holding the Oracle chamber, which was a gently curving passage that ran through the entire section, but within a high security area holding quite a bit of the ship’s most senstitive systems.  Only people with high security clearances would be in that section.  That would only add about ten seconds to the mission time, but it would force Dera to advance up to the intersection to lay down the hard shield.  [Alright, I see it.  It won’t affect our plan very much, Zaa.  Let me inform Aya, and I’ll get back to you with an exact time for your child to activate the beacon.]  Aya, I have an update.  He told her about Zaa’s warning.  We can disable the Oracle chamber from within the storage bay, we don’t have to be any closer.  And in a way, that might be useful, we can do it from stealth, as it were.  When we sever the lines, Kyva and Liira can hit the guards in the hallway hard before they can respond to the sudden power loss while Jenn goes after the reinforcements in the barracks.


That’s a good plan.  We go with it.  Everyone get that? Aya asked.


I have it, Captain, Kyva answered.


Understood, Captain, Liira agreed.


Understood, Jenn added.

Dera, our role remains unchanged.  We protect Jason and Jenn while they use their tactical gestalts, Aya called.


Understood, Captain, Dera answered.


[Talty,] he called, linking with the biogenic link in the ops center.  [What’s the ETA to have all assets in position?]


[ETA is 31 minutes, Jason,] she answered.  [Everything but the bowlers and the collector units are in position.  We’ll move the collectors at the last minute.]


[You’re firm on that?  31 minutes?]


[Firm, boss.  31 minutes.]


[Alright, then that’s our schedule.  We begin phase one in 31 minutes exactly.  That means phase two begins anywhere from 34 to 41 minutes, so be ready as soon as you get the go call.  Do me proud, Talty.]


[I won’t let you down, Jayce.  That’s a promise,] she replied.


Aya, we have a timeline.  30 minutes, 45 seconds.


Then that’s our go mark. Myleena, our go time is 30 minutes, 44 seconds.


Got it.  Countdown is set, Aya, Myleena answered.  You guys need to be up here and in position in fifteen minutes.  Jason, tell Zaa to make sure that beacon is set eight minutes before that, so the nexus system has time to lock onto it.

Understood.  We’re almost done with our gear inspection.


[Zaa, get this back to your infiltrator.  He activates the beacon in exactly 22 minutes, 43 seconds.  We have a timeline.]


[Understood, cousin.  I’m sending it to him now.]

Five minutes later, the eight Gladiators moved from the cargo bay to the main core, and stood on the walkway facing the rings that formed the system.  Jason felt decidedly nervous, since he was going in PIM, which meant that his life was very much at risk here.  But he wasn’t joking when he told Jenn that no other Generation was better qualified for this mission than him.  He knew their tech, he knew how to fight, and some part of him, some deep part of his soul, was determined to free that little girl himself.  She had risked her life to escape from the Syndicate, and in so doing she had saved countless Confederate lives by misleading and deceiving Sha Ra over the interdictors, which trapped the majority of her fleet at Oasis.  He almost couldn’t explain his near-obsession over this.  It would be safer and more logical for the House of Karinne if he sent Jezzi, but this had nothing to do with safety, or logic, or even rationality.  He owed that brave little girl, and he was going to make damn sure they rescued her.  If she was willing to risk her life to escape from the Syndicate, he would honor that courage by going in there himself to get her out.


Ten minutes, Aya called, extending one of her pulse cannons and then reseating it.  Everyone do a final diagnostic.  Make sure your rigs have fully integrated the new gate passage protocol.  We don’t need one of them burning out in transit.


Everything’s on schedule, Jason announced.  Where’s Lorna and the others?


By now, they’re at the White House to monitor the operation, Myleena answered.  The Veriven took them to Karis.  “Let’s begin startup, Emia,” she announced.  “I want it to be up and running when the beacon is activated.”

“You’re the one plugged in, Myli, it’s all you,” Emia told her.


They could do nothing but wait, but all of them were too seasoned for that wait to be overly nervous.  They all knew exactly what they were going to do, and with two Generations in the boarding party, they all knew that the odds were in their favor.  Jason monitored the nexus system as they waited, saw that it was operating exactly within expected parameters, and that truly impressed him.  They’d built it in a matter of days, admittedly mostly using equipment they already had and using science they already knew, just applying it a slightly different way, but still, to have it work so well, to not have a single major setback or bug, that was truly remarkable.  Maybe it was karma for the translight drives, the universe paying them back for that.  Or maybe it was truly a sign that they were doing the right thing here, since even luck was cooperating with them to get that little girl out of there.

“The beacon just activated,” Myleena declared.  “Beginning targeting sequence.”


Everyone get ready, Aya called, pulling the tetryon wave rifle from behind her back, beside the hard shield generator slung over her back like a pack.  For close quarters, that weapon would be devastating, truly the right weapon for the job.  Move up to the line.

They moved up to a line Cybi painted on the walkway, the minimum safe distance, and they waited impatiently.  The seconds seemed to drag by as the targeting system homed in on the beacon, and Jason watched the progress bar like a hawk.  Two minutes, he warned, pulling his rail cannon into a firing position.  Keep you tactical offline until we’re through, Jenn.  It’s faster to just cold start it than try to make it recover from gate passage mode.


Got it.  Tactical offline, he answered.


“Ninety seconds.  Powering up the bridge,” Myleena called.


[Talty, we’re about to start phase one.  Are you ready for phase two?]


[We will be in two minutes, Jayce.  The last collectors are moving into position now.]


[Wait for the go call.]


[We’re standing by.]

The ops team is ready to start as soon as we give them the go, Jason announced.  I’ll have them hit them once we’re clear.  Sha Ra may order a course change if they strike while we’re aboard, and that’ll throw off the nexus.

“Eighty seconds,” Myleena called.  “Everyone stand clear, the rings are about to power up!”


They waited, Jason nearly hunching down so he could sprint through the bridge as soon as it was stable.  Ribbons of energy and arcs of lightning danced among the rings as Myleena brought them up, charging them in preparation to open the bridge.   The watched as the area inside the rings began to shimmer and waver from spatial distortion, an effect that was oddly pretty.


“We are locked in!  Activating nexus!” Myleena suddenly shouted.  Jason watched as the Torsion filled the center ring, and then swirled into a stable bridge of blue energy.


“Go go go!” Myleena shouted, waving at them with her hand.


[Phase one begin!] Jason barked over the biogenic network, sending that to both the command center and to Talty.  And in a simultaneous motion, all six exomechs started running down the walkway towards the nexus bridge, slowing to a walk just before going through as they shifted into gate passage mode, powering down almost everything but the emergency battery power to the actuators so they could keep walking forward.

Jason was the second one through, right behind Aya, and his Gladiator immediately began to power up as he found himself in a large storage bay, holding quite a few cargo boxes marked with Benga writing.  Weapons…this was an auxiliary weapons storage locker for the garrison dispatched to defend the Oracle!  Jason brought his tactical up and waited impatiently as he already started his work, disabling all sensors in the room, then reaching out with his TK to those places where he knew the target conduits and datalines were located.  Because he knew their exact location, he could affect them without being able to see them.  his tactical came online, and as soon as he had a full merge with it, he struck.  He severed all the power feeds and datalines leading in and out of the Oracle chamber, which would cause all their cameras and sensors to go dark, as well as disable their remote operated kill machines.  He then went in and physically attacked the kill machines—all five of them—inside the Oracle chamber, ensuring that they couldn’t even hit any manual on-site switches to kill her.  Jenn did his work by severing his target power feeds and datalines as Liira and Kyva took up positions by the door.


Done! Jason announced.


Done too! Jenn called.  Going after the barracks!  They’re in my range!

Kyva, Liira, go! Aya commanded, and she was the first one out the door.


They boiled out of the storage room and moved swiftly and decisively.  The sound of Aya’s wave rifle filled the corridor as she blasted two Benga wearing duty uniforms that had been walking in their direction, killing them, then they rushed up and turned the corner.  Kyva and Liira attacked the ten guards that had been stationed in the hallway, two of which had started towards the intersection to investigate the sound of Aya’s wave rifle discharging.  Kyva killed the two advancing guards with single shots from her pulse weapon, then surgically shot all three guards that tried to lunge at the door to the Oracle, to kill her, while Liira went after the others, her pulse cannons blazing as she killed them in a spray of white blazing bundles of energy.  The few shots the enemy guards managed were bent up into the ceiling by Jason, but none of them were on target anyway.  A klaxon started blaring loudly in the hallway as Dera set down and activated the hard shield, and when Jason severed the last power feed, the entire hallway went dark.  Barracks secured! Jenn reported.  All hostiles on our side of the shield are out!

Jason, the door! Aya commanded.  Liira, get ready to set the package inside the Oracle chamber!

Jason kicked the corpse of a guard away from the door and pulled out his converted annealer, and Jenn flinched a bit when a blade of pure Torsion extended from the device, nearly six shakra long.  He plunged it into the door and quickly sliced his way through the metal, the blade encountering almost no resistance.  He cut all the way down and through the floor, pulled it out, then repeated it on the other side, cutting a Gladiator-sized arch out of the heavily armored door.  He finished his second cut, leaned back, then kicked the door with sufficient force to dislodge the section of door, then he ducked under it and charged into the room.


She was here.  She was laying on a bed in the large room, the only thing in the room, with multiple tubes and wires extending down from the ceiling and attaching to her.  She was naked, and her body was emaciated, skeletal.   She was so tiny, so, so pitiful, so vulnerable, that his heart broke just looking at her.  He took three steps up and extended a monomolecular blade—the Torsion blade was already overheating, that was how he got so much power out of it—and sheared all those tubes and wires in one powerful slash.


The instant he did that, her eyes snapped open and she took a deep, gasping breath, arching her back.  He knelt down and looked at her, took his first very good look at her, and he almost completely forgot what he was doing.


My GOD! he sent in shock.  She’s a FAEY!

What?  That’s impossible! Aya snapped.


There was no denying it.  The facial structure, the ears, the eyes, her lustrous pink hair, this little girl was a Faey!  The only thing that looked different about her was her skin tone.  Instead of being Faey blue, she was a more Terran mocha brown, almost like a Sha’i-ree or a Keelo.  But put blue skin on her, and she’d pass as a Faey on the streets of Dracora!


How?  How, in God’s name?  She was from Andromeda, and yet there was no denying it!  Either this was the biggest case ever for Gora’s Law, or this little girl, some how, some way, was Faey!

Her eyes focused on his Gladiator, beautiful aqua-colored eyes.  First they widened, then she gave him a soul-crushing smile.  She reached up a quavering hand, trembling from effort, reaching out for him.  “You came,” she said in Benga.  “You came.”


“I will get you out of here, my brave little girl,” he told her soothingly in Benga.  Aya, I have her! he announced as he very gently, very carefully scooped her up in his Gladiator’s hands.   She was so frail, all she could do was lay there limply, and it hit him that she didn’t even have the strength to walk.  They kept her in a state of constant sleep, so her body had atrophied over the time she’d been subjected to their torment.  It must have been all her strength just to reach out to him!  He cradled her against his mecha’s chest protectively, covering as much of her as he could with his armored exo-body, like a man protecting a baby bird fallen from a nest.

And he had to protect her.  He felt several minds reach out towards them, no doubt the telepaths that monitored the girl and tormented her dreams, trying to crush her mind.  Jason was furious, and he used that fury to track them back and strike at them with all the power his tactical gestalt could give him.  He felt their minds snap from his attack, felt them go insane, and unlike the other times he’d been forced to do that, this time it felt sweet to feel their twisted, evil brains scrambled by his power, like delivering rightful justice long denied.  There was no greater justice than to drive insane those who had so much cruelty inside them that they could torture a child, to fill their minds with the same darkness and horror that they had inflicted on her.

Objective complete!  We are under time, execute primary return plan! Aya barked.  Liira, set the package!  Kyva, Dera, deactivate the shield and clear the hallway!  Jenn, back them up!  We have two minutes before the bridge destabilizes!


Well done, Jayce, Jenn sent appreciatively as he rushed out of the room.  You gave them what they deserved.

Jason carried his precious cargo out of the room as Liira knelt and activated the tachyon burst array, which would fire on remote command.  They couldn’t be close to it when it did so, it would fry them.  Dera already had the shield down by the time he came out, and Aya and Kyva were firing their weapons down both sides of the adjoining hallway.  Red Torsion bolts were flying from both directions, and one very nearly hit Aya in her mecha’s head, coming through the metal wall of the corner, had she not ducked. She returned the favor, taking a step back and firing her nested pulse cannon through the wall, then she swung out and fired several shots from her wave rifle down the passageway before ducking back out of sight once again.  What’s going on, Aya?


Dozens of Tarks!  Jenn, cover our six!  Jason, you need to sweep them out from in front of us!


I got ‘em, you protect the girl, Jayce, they may try to attack her again! Jenn announced.  Jenn’s tactical spiked in power, and by the time Jason reached the intersection,  the firing had stopped.  He saw dozens of still forms laying on the deck when he turned back down the main passage, towards the cargo bay door.  Jenn had knocked all of them out with his gestalt-boosted telepathy.  We’re clear to the door!  Go, Jason, go go go!

With Aya leading him,  Jason ran back for the cargo bay door with Kyva and Jenn right behind him, and Dera and Liira bringing up the rear.  Aya reached the door and hit the control button to open it, then waved him in.  He ran into the room and saw the nexus bridge still open, still stable.


What in the name of all profit is going on down there! came a furious sending.  It was Sha Ra.  She was within telepathic range!  And she had talent!


It was every bit of his will not to crush her mind as he had the ones that went after the girl.  She had to be alive to surrender the fleet.  But, he also couldn’t resist rubbing her nose in it.  It’s the Grand Duke Jason Karinne, you soulless, evil cunt!  I have your Oracle!  And I swear, I will crush you, your fleet, and your entire fucking Syndicate for what you’ve done to her!  Do you hear me?! The next time you see me face to face, you’ll be on your knees begging for your life!  I am coming for you, you cruel, heartless bitch, and I will END YOU!

Aya wasn’t impressed.   She pushed him from behind, pushing him towards the nexus bridge, and he almost resisted so he could hear her reply.  But the precious little girl cradled in his hands was more important than his fury, and he deactivated his tactical and put his rig into gate passage mode and walked into the swirling vortex.


Three minutes, 44 seconds.  That was all it took.  They had bridged in, stormed the Oracle chamber, and thanks to Jenn’s tactical gestalt to neutralize the majority of the enemy defenders, they were able to get her out of there in three minutes, 44 seconds.  Jason stepped back onto the walkway at Nexus One with the precious child still covered by his hands, protecting her.  Get a medical gurney here NOW!  Get some doctors here fucking NOW!  he thundered, walking up to the safe line and kneeling down.  He brought his hands out and looked down, and saw the little girl safe, unharmed, looking up at his mecha, still smiling, but with tears in her eyes.  “You came for me,” she said again, a bare whisper.  “You came for me.”


“You foresaw it, didn’t you?” he asked her gently, using a single finger to stroke her pink hair.  “Help is coming, my precious little treasure.  You’re safe now.  We are far away from the Benga’s ship.”

She started to sob, and it nearly broke his heart all over again.  Emia and Siyhaa reached him, and both of them gasped when they saw her.  “Get these wires and tubes off of her, Emia!” Jason ordered.  “And Siyhaa, you tell whichever ship is closest that if they don’t get a doctor here in five minutes, I’ll kick their asses!”

“No, we shouldn’t remove or touch anything without a doctor, Jason, we may hurt her more,” Emia cautioned.


He remembered himself enough to realize that there was more to this.  [Myleena, self destruct the beacons!  Cybi, fire the package!  Talty, phase two GO!]


[I burned the beacons the second you guys were clear of the rings, Jayce,] Myleena answered.

[Burst array firing,] Cybi replied.


[You got it, Jayce!  Beginning phase two!] Talty reported.


One of Cybi’s bionoids rushed in with a medical gurney, and Jason very carefully placed the little girl on the bed, then stepped back and stood up.  He opened his cockpit and jumped down, ripping off his helmet even as he rushed to the side of the gurney, as the others gathered behind him in their Gladiators.  He put a comforting hand on the crying girl’s face, smiling down at her.  “It’s alright, my precious treasure,” he told her.  “A doctor is coming, to take these things out of you.  You’re safe now, you’re safe and we’ll take good care of you.”


“It’s…it’s over.  The nightmare is over,” she whispered in Benga.  “My dream came true.”


“Your dream came true,” he affirmed with a gentle smile, his eyes sheening over with tears.


“Let’s take her to the landing bay, so they can load her on the ship when it arrives,” Siyhaa proposed.  “She needs immediate medical attention!”


“We shoulda had a doctor stay behind!” Jason said, kicking himself, then he looked down at the frail girl.  “We’re going to take you somewhere else, little treasure,” he told her in Benga.  “We’re going to meet the doctor coming to help you.”


“Don’t leave me,” she said, reaching out with her wasted hand, grabbing his fingers in their gauntlet.  “You’re the face from my dream.  Don’t leave me.”


“I’ll be right here with you, I promise,” he told her, then he switched to Faey.  “Let’s get her down to the landing bay like Siyhaa suggested,” he called.  “Everyone come with us,” he added, looking back at the other Gladiators.  “We will stay with her, all of us, she feels safer with us near her.  After the hell she’s been through, she deserves it.”


With Cybi’s main bionoid pushing the gurney as quickly as she could without jostling the girl, the all moved with it, Jason staying right by her and holding her hand.  Ryn, Shen, and Suri met them as they came into the outer ring, and the procession hurried towards the main landing bay.  “You’re right about one thing, Jayce, she does look like a Faey,” Kyva said aloud.  “Wrong skin color, but everything else, she’s a dead lock for us.”


“I know,” Jason said, looking down at the girl, who was looking up at him with relief and near adoration in her eyes.  “But this is the biggest fucking coincidence in the entire universe, Kyva.  A race that looks just like the Faey that live in another galaxy, that also happens to be telepathic as a species?”


“Where did you hear that?”


“Zaa, she got info on her people,” he answered.  “What she didn’t get was a picture of one of them, because the Syndicate keeps such control over them.  She’s gonna totally flip out when she sees her.”


“What are you saying?” the little girl asked weakly.


“Discussing why you look so similar to my friends here,” he said, pointing at Kyva, who smiled down at her.  “It’s truly uncanny.”


“She’s blue.”


“Yes, and if you were blue too, you’d look just like her,” Jason told her.  “What’s your name, little treasure?”


“My name is Aria,” she replied, looking almost defiant.  “They tried to make me forget, but I didn’t.”

“Well, that’s a beautiful name, Aria.  That means delightful in her language, but it also means song in mine.”


“Who are you?”


“My name is Jason,” he smiled.  “This is Kyva.  That’s Aya, that’s Dera, that’s Jenn, that’s Liira, and the woman pushing your gurney is Cybi.  We’re the ones that came to save you, Aria.  The six of us.  Well, except for Cybi, but she helped very much to get us there and get you out.”

“Thank you,” she said.


“No, thank you, Aria,” he told her.  “You are the bravest little girl I have ever known, and you saved all of us by tricking the Benga.”


“I didn’t mean to.  I just wanted to be free of the nightmare,” she said.  “I had a dream, that you would come and end the nightmare and take me away, take me to a place by the sea where they couldn’t find me.  I had to hide things from them to make it happen.  And it came true.  It came true,” she whispered, then she began to sob again.


“Your dream came true, Aria,” he assured her.  “And now you have the rest of your life to be happy.”


“Promise?”


“I promise,” he said, brushing his gauntlet over her cheek as he smiled down at her.  “The place by the sea is my house.  And if you want, you can live there.  With me and my wife and my children, and you can be part of my family.  You’ll be safe there, and we will never let them find you.”


“I want it,” she said immediately, reaching up and taking hold of his gauntlet.


[Maybe you should discuss that with Jyslin, Jason,] Cybi noted lightly.


[She’ll take one look at this girl and demand to take her in,] he answered confidently.  [And I’ve never been more sure of anything in my entire life.  After everything she’s been through, after everything she’s done for us, I’ll give her anything she wants.  If she wants to live with me on the strip, that’s exactly what she’s going to get.  Besides, given who she is and what she can do, she’ll be safe in my house, under the protection of me and the Imperial Guard.  I’ll protect her, both from the Benga and from those who would seek to exploit her power for their own gain.]


[You’re a good man, Jason,] Cybi told him with a smile.


A dropship was landing in the bay as they brought in the girl, and two doctors rushed down the ramp as soon as it extended, a man and a woman, both looking rather mature.  “Where’s the patient?” one of the doctors called, then they came up to the gurney.  “Dear Trelle!” he gasped, looking down at her.


“We need to get all these tubes and wires out of her, Doctor,” Jason told him.  “And as you can see, she’s in very bad shape.”


“Sweet Aris and her mercy!” the other doctor blurted.  “We need to get her to the annex at Karsa, your Grace!  Immediately!”


“Then let’s go,” Jason said.  “This little girl has the highest priority, Doctors.”


“What in the seats of the Board is going on down there!” Au Mai Sha Ra, Fleet Commander of the 3rd Expeditionary Fleet of the Syndicate Navy, snapped angrily into a communicator she was holding as she ran down a long passageway.  She was heading for a lift, heading for the Oracle chamber so she could see what was going on.


“There are one hundred thirty dead and two hundred forty injured down here, Fleet Commander,” came the reply.  “Most were killed by some kind of high-energy burst, but some show signs of being killed by weapons fire.  The Oracle chamber has been breached.  The Oracle is gone!”


“Well find it, you incompetent jackass!” she snapped.  “They couldn’t have gotten far!  Check the homing device in the Oracle!”


“We did, Fleet Commander.  The tracker showed that the Oracle was moved from its chamber to storage unit AB-171, and then the signal vanished!”


“That’s not possible!” she raged.

“There are the burned-out remains of alien devices in both the Oracle chamber and the cargo bay, Fleet Commander,” her adjunct continued.  “But there’s nothing else in the cargo bay, just the cargo.”


“Fleet Commander, we have a situation!” another voice came over her communicator  “Sensors indicate that a tachyon burst was set off on deck 132, section AB-B37-14.  It destroyed over half of our QE system!”

That was the section holding the Oracle chamber!  “What was lost?” she asked.


“Half of our ship to ship units, but also both our primary and secondary HQ units!  With the destruction of the Gaibaro eight days ago, Commander, we have completely lost contact with HQ!”


“What?  How did it get down there without detection?” she gasped.


“We don’t know, Fleet Commander!  We must have saboteurs aboard!”


“Of course we do, you dolt!  They didn’t just magically appear, leave that device, then disappear!  Go to stage three security alert!  Check the entry logs of every hatch leading into that section!”

It was just a ten second ride down a lift to the Oracle section, and she met one of her officers at the door as she stormed out of them.  “What happened, Major?”


“We had a sensor blip inside the storage bay at first, and then the sensors went offline.  That triggered a passive alert, which was upgraded to an active alert when power was lost to the section,” he explained.  “Initial inspection shows that the attackers came out of the cargo bay, and then assaulted the guards in the hallway.  They are the ones showing signs of being killed by weapons fire.”  They turned into the passage, lit by portable lights, and she saw the multiple burned corpses laying on the floor.  “The guards in the barracks showed no signs of responding to the alert.  I suspect they were telepathically dominated, and then killed by the energy burst set off in the section.  The invaders reached the Oracle door, then cut it open, entered, removed the Oracle, and left behind some kind of device that destroyed itself, which we suspect was what killed so many in the section.  It was a high energy burst of some kind.  Where they went after that, I cannot say, but logic says that they must have gotten outside the range of the device before it was set off, else they would have also been killed by it.  No sensor unit outside of this section picked up any anomalies.”  They stepped up to the door to the Oracle, and Sha Ra’s eyes widened.  The door had been cut open by something that had sheared through pure Harvium like cloth!  The hole was Benga-sized, which allowed her to duck her head and step inside.  There were the charred remains of some kind of device laying on the floor in front of the bed that held the Oracle, but the Oracle itself was gone.  The control lines and feeding tubes that extended from the ceiling had been cut, probably by the same device that cut through the door.


That sending…by the first coin!


“We have Confederate bionoids that appear to be Benga on board this ship, but we also have at least one Confederate spy here in person!” she declared angrily.  “They have taken the Oracle!  Shipwide alert, locate and capture the Terran Grand Duke Jason Karinne!  Plaster his face on every viewscreen on the ship!  He is on board this ship personally!” she raged into her communicator.  “Find him!”


“How do you know that, Fleet Commander?” her security officer asked.


“Because he sent,” she replied icily.  “He taunted me personally.  I know it was him.  I know it!” she seethed, balling her hand into a fist.  “He is somewhere aboard this ship with our Oracle, Major!  I want him found, and found now!”


“Fleet Commander, the Chogar just exploded!” one of her bridge officers reported.


“What?  How?”


“Sensors are reporting now.  It was struck by a meteor moving at one third the speed of light!” she answered.  “The ship is completely destroyed!”


That was the fifth largest ship in the fleet!  And it had been destroyed, by…by a meteor?”


“Fleet Commander, the Habvaru just exploded!  We must be under attack!” her first officer called.


Sha Ra nearly screamed in rage.  “Find that Oracle, Major!” she snapped, then she ducked out the door and ran for the elevator up for the bridge deck.  She had to find out what was going on!

The first crisis that reared its head was the sudden appearance of a swarm of meteors on Syndicate short range sensors, the only ones not being jammed by the enemy, and the Syndicate sensors officers couldn’t believe what they were seeing.  The meteors were traveling at nearly one third the speed of light, a speed far beyond any natural phenomenon, and they were on direct collision courses with some of the largest ships in the fleet.  And while the smaller ships could see them coming and evade them, the super-ships were too large to move quickly.

The collisions were cataclysmic.  The super-ships were built to withstand strikes from meteors, but not ones weighing half a ton and moving at 100,000 meters per second.  The sheer energy invested into those meteors made them hit with the power of a thousand antimatter bombs, shattering the moon-sized ships and causing them to explode when their power reactors were breached.  Hundreds of destroyers and cruisers were destroyed in the blasts, as vaporized and melted metal and energy was blasted back out into space from the force of the impacts and the detonation of the reactors.  Ship after ship around the planet detonated like a miniature nova when they were struck by those meteors moving at relativistic speed, each one precisely striking the ships dead center, as if they were aimed.  Ship after ship suddenly ceased to exist, dying in a miniature nova that destroyed the ships around it.  Ten ships.  Twenty ships.  Fifty ships.  One hundred ships.  Ship after ship vaporized in a hellish funeral pyre of pure heat and fusion energy, exploding so fast that the crew aboard those ships died instantly, had never even registered that their lives had come to an end….which was, in a way, a great mercy.

The size of those meteors had to be carefully measured, else the power of the strikes would ravage the surface of the planet when they destroyed the ships.

Then, from the other direction, lances of intense solar radiation, concentrated into beams of pure heat and solar particles with temperatures reaching into the hundreds of thousands of degrees, illuminated the sky as they streamed in, and each one struck yet another super-ship with surgical precision.  They melted deep into the ships, flash-heating the interiors as the energy of all that heat and radiation was transferred into the ships, causing them to lose power and go dead in space.  Ships were being knocked out every second as lance after lance lashed in from the star, as if the star itself were attacking the Syndicate fleet.

Just as the Syndicate fleet started to respond to attacks from both directions, a squadron of cruisers breaking off and accelerating to find the source of those beams of energy and destroy them, all hell broke loose.  Thousands of small objects appeared on short range sensors, all moving at high speed from every direction, converging on the fleet.  And just as orders were sent out, everything just seemed to go completely crazy.


The tactical response officer on the fleet flagship could just watch in confused awe as so many things happened at once that he just couldn’t process it.  He saw a cruiser explode after being struck by multiple small pyramid shaped objects.  Another had spinning discs with auras of energy extending out from them plunge through their armor and penetrate deeply into the ships, causing them to go dark.  Another came under attack by small flying units that were equipped with some kind of energy weapon.  There were enemy units everywhere, shooting, exploding, ramming, ships were exploding or being knocked out all over the fleet, and chaos began to set in as ships didn’t wait for orders, they began taking action.  Torsion bolts and missiles were flying all over the place trying to destroy those small objects, mecha were launched to intercept and destroy the small objects.  The officer focused on one small metal sphere coming in at a battleship, then it imploded, which created strange wave of force to lash out in a halo.  It washed over the battleship, and arcs of intense electrical discharge danced along its hull, causing it to lose power and start to list.

The readings were all over the place!  Every kind of energy known to Syndicate science was being thrown around out there!  Tachyons, metrions, radiation, atomic and subatomic particles, Torsion effects, gravitic waves, ions, hot plasma discharges, electromagnetic waves, chemical-induced explosions and implosions, hyperthermic and endothermic reactions, pure magnetic and kinetic energy, it was bedlam!  Chaos!  So many weapons, so many different things, no ship could defend itself against all of it!  he saw what looked like a giant saucer hit the shields of a cruiser, then the shields flared into visibility and then detonated, which caused a sudden gout of flame from  breach in the hull of the cruiser as its shield generator exploded violently!  He saw a swarm of small machines gather, lock together, and they created a robot twice the height of a Benga, which then attacked the nearest destroyer with its bare hands, punching at the hull, and each punch dented the armor!  Another destroyer had a small device come through its shields like they weren’t there and attach to the hull, and the hull started to melt all around it!.  He focused on one of the larger battleships, and he saw it disassemble before his eyes!  Not explode, not be torn apart, it was as if it was taken apart by some invisible giant in a matter of seconds, rendering it into pieces of hull sections and floating machinery and parts, all undamaged, drifting away from each other by the decompression of the atmosphere within!

They were losing two ships a second!  And yet he had no idea what to do, what to tell the fleet to try to protect itself, it was happening too fast!


He was removed from his post physically, as another officer grabbed him and yanked him out of his seat and threw him to the deck.  “All ships pull into tight defensive formations and activate diffusers!  Set missiles to detonate sixty omba from the hull and launch, use the explosions as shields!”

“Commander on deck!” someone shouted as Sha Ra ran onto the bridge.


“What the bloody hell is going on out there!” she raged as she ran up to the tactical response station.


“A massive attack by a large swarm of small devices, Fleet Commander, with multiple methods of attack.  We were also subjected to bombardment by meteors launched from ships moving at high speed and some kind of high-power laser weapon fired several light seconds from our position, powerful enough to knock out main battleships!  The energy output was nearly off the scale!  I’ve ordered the fleet to form tight defensive clusters and use their missiles at short range, detonating them to allow the explosions to destroy these small devices!”


“Visual of the laser weapons, Commander!  They’re gathering and releasing solar radiation! They’re old fashioned lasers, but with incredible power!”


“Break their line of sight!  All ships, pull into the shadow of the planet and its moon!  Do not present those weapons a line of sight!”


With Sha Ra at the station, she personally took command of the fleet, barking orders so the ships could protect themselves against the onslaught…and learning quickly that no matter what she did, the attackers were ready for it.  The first group of ships to gather into a tight defensive formation managed to hold off the multitude of small weapons and devices flying all over the place, but the entire formation vanished in a hellstorm of fire and vaporized metal when the battleship of the cluster was struck by some kind of plasmic energy field that attached to the hull, quickly spread out to cover the entire ship, and caused the surface hull metal to explode outward, destroying all the other ships in the formation in the resulting explosion.  The battleship itself was intact once the explosion cleared, though its hull was pitted and irregular, like the skin of a fruit peeled off, and it had several hull breaches venting atmosphere into space.  Ships moving around the planet to get in its shadow were mercilessly harassed by clouds of devices, which were all unmanned, doing their best to avoid the mecha trying to destroy them as they homed in on ships, while other devices ignored the ships and went after their mecha.  She watched as a main battleship was struck by one of those laser weapons, melting a hole into it and causing the ship to lose power, molten metal drifting out of the hole created after the beam dissipated.

“Shoot down those laser weapons!” Sha Ra raged.  She brought up telemetry of a destroyer homing in on one of them, and then the feed went black a split second after the device exploded before they could shoot it down…a self destruct!  “Pull back to safe distance and destroy those laser weapons with long range missiles, they’re equipped with bombs!” she amended her order.


She was about to say something else, but she saw one of their own destroyers start shooting at a cruiser, chasing it as it veered away, firing all its missiles at it, then firing ion cannons.  “Commander, we’re losing control of ships to an external source!  Something is taking over their control computers!” one of her officers barked.


“They’re hacking our ships?” the officer sitting at the station said in surprise.  “How?”


“Order the crews on affected ships to disconnect power to the computer cores!” Sha Ra boomed.

“I’m getting a transmission, Fleet Commander!” one of her comm officers said.  “Sending it to your station!”


Sha Ra looked at a monitor, and she nearly snarled when the face of Jason Karinne appeared on it.  “You!” she snapped.


“I told you when we met that you had no idea who you were fucking with, Fleet Commander,” he said in Benga, his expression tight.  He was angry.  “You will recall the fleet within the galaxy to Oasis and agree to a meeting to negotiate your unconditional surrender.”


She gave a scornful laugh.  “Why would I ever do such a thing?” she demanded.


“Because I have your Oracle,” he replied with a hiss.  “She only needs to predict the movement of your fleet inside the galaxy correctly once, and they’ll end up trapped the same way you are.”

“You are a poor liar, your Grace,” she sneered.  “You’re still somewhere on board my ship, and I will find you.  This is one of your bionoids, one of your tricks.”

“Why don’t you have your officer bring up a visual of stateroom BX-392, middle shell, deck 1,294, section BX-359?”



“Do it!” she said, pointing at the officer.


“Bringing up the camera now.”


On another monitor, they saw a picture of a stateroom, someone’s quarters.  Within it, there was a large glowing disc of swirling blue energy.


“Do you see that, Sha Ra?  That is a nexus bridge.  It’s a stable wormhole that connects two points in space.  That’s how we got in.  That’s how we took your Oracle.  That’s how we got out.  And if you want proof of it, keep watching.”

She looked back to the monitor.  Someone stepped out of that energy, and looked right at the camera!  It was a figure in full battle armor and carrying a small device of some kind, a very small soldier by Benga reckoning.  The figure knelt down and set the device on the floor, pointed at the camera and made some kind of odd gesture, then turned and walked back into the swirling energy and vanished!  The swirling energy also vanished, evaporating like smoke, leaving nothing behind but the device.

“There’s your proof, Sha Ra,” the man said in a flat voice.  “And if you want further proof, you have 39 jiko to evacuate that section before the bomb my Marine left in the stateroom explodes.  I think that will get my point across better than any words ever could.”

“Close all blast doors in that section!” Sha Ra shouted hastily.  “Get the nearest security detail to that stateroom and destroy that device!


“Not even giving the people in there a chance to escape?  I knew you were heartless,” Jason Karinne said with a dark smile.  He lifted up something into the view of the camera, some small black box in his hand with a big red button on it, which had an internal light that blinked on and off.  “May as well start the party early.”


He pressed that button, and the camera feed for the stateroom went dark.


“Ma’am, we’ve just registered an explosion in section BX-359, deck 1,294!” another of her bridge officers shouted.


“There you go, all the proof you need,” he said with hard glare.  “You can call off the attack at any time, Sha Ra.  Recall your fleet.  Say the word, and I’ll call off the attack.  I just wonder how many more ships have to be destroyed, how many more people have to die, before you finally do what’s best for your people,” he said with narrow eyes and a tight glare.  “Because mark my words, bitch, I will kill all of you if you do not surrender.  What’s going on around you is undeniable proof that we can move in and out of the effect trapping your ships, and without the QE devices we fried with our tachyon burst emitter to communicate back to your headquarters, you’ll die before you figure it out.  You are in a cage, Sha Ra, and I can poke spears into it all day long until you bleed to death from a thousand little stabs, and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.  It may take us a few orbits, but I can destroy every single one of your ships, with nothing but the automated toys, unmanned weaponry that you’re up against now, and my nexus bridge.  I can kill every single soldier and sailor in your expedition.  To the last man.  Every day, you will face a new attack, every day it will be something new, something different, something you can’t defend yourself against, and you will be helpless to stop it.  You will watch your fleet wither away, dwindle to nothing one attack at a time, until your ship is the only one left.  And then I will end you.  We can get to you in that trap, Sha Ra.  You cannot get to us.  And if you don’t think I have the balls to do it, then try me.  You’re not the only person here who can be absolutely merciless when the situation demands it.”

Sha Ra looked away from the monitor holding his face, looking at what was going on out there.  She saw another main battleship struck by one of those super-lasers, leaving a molten hole in its spherical surface that gouted flame and atmosphere out into space.  She saw an entire formation of destroyers destroyed in quick succession by a swarm of small, unidentifiable devices that lanced in through their shields and struck them, causing the ships to explode.  She saw a mecha twisting and writhing as a swarm of small little robots with giant jaws covered it, eating through its armor, and then the mecha shuddered and went still when a puff of atmosphere escaped into space, killing the pilot.  She saw a feed from a cruiser, where thousands of small balls were flying around inside the ship with lethal force, watching the crew members die one by one as they were struck by them, the balls tearing through their bodies and sending them crumpling to the deck, their lifeblood spilling out of them.  Her eyes moved from image to image, and everywhere it was the same.  Ships exploding, people dying, chaos and confusion up and down the chain of command.

And then she flinched when a white-hot bar of pure energy rampaged through the chaos, a weapon she’d seen in the telemetry feeds, passing dangerously close to her own ship before charging through the fleet and heading out into intergalactic space.  She had the short range sensors turn in the direction from which it came, and there it sat, one of those triangular-shaped ships that had that weapon that fired with such power that it could destroy a main battleship in a single hit.  The ship was sitting nearly ten light seconds away, far out of range of any of their weapons, but within the range of its super-cannon.


A demonstration.  The blast had been a warning shot, and if that ship was that close, it had to have come in through whatever it was that was trapping her fleet in the system.


She closed her eyes and bowed her head.  “Call off your attack,” she said in a low tone.  “I will order the immediate recall of all forces inside your galaxy.”


She opened her eyes and looked a the monitor, and the Terran turned his head.  “Tell Talty to disengage,” he said, speaking Benga for her benefit.  “Recall the Pegasus.”


On her scopes, she saw the attacking devices veer away, heading out into deep space.  The lone ship too turned around, and then it vanished in a shimmering flash of white.  Was that, that some kind of FTL engine?  Was that the solution to the trap holding them?

“Expect a formal offer of negotiation to come from the Confederate Council very soon,” he said, still staring hard at her.  “But know this, Sha Ra.  If that negotiation ends in anything less than your complete and unconditional surrender, I will wipe out your fleet, Confederation be damned.  So think very carefully about how you approach that negotiation.”

And the transmission ended.


She slammed her fists on the console.  Damn that arrogant man!  But what else could she do?  He had demonstrated very effectively that they could move in and out of the trap at will, and further, she now believed that they truly had absconded with the Oracle…which put her abilities under his control.  She had failed in the single most important duty of any Fleet Commander, to safeguard the Oracle from capture!  Now he would turn its ability to predict the future against her!  How was she supposed to fight against one who could foresee her every move, predict her deployments, see through her diversions and decoys?


Now…now she understood how the Consortium felt.


“Fleet Commander?” her officer asked.


“We’re not beaten yet,” she said, standing up suddenly.  “That ship used an FTL engine of some sort to retreat.  That is the solution to the trap, Colonel.  Jump engines don’t work, so they’re using FTL engines to move in and out of the trap.  There must be some way to convert some of our engines to FTL.  I must speak with the engineering department immediately,” she declared, getting her dignity back.  He may have the Oracle, but how quickly would he learn how to tap into its abilities?  After all, they weren’t cognitive.  She had a window here, a window to act before he learned how the Oracle’s powers worked and started using it the same way that she did.  “In the meantime, send the order to recall the fleet in the galaxy.  We have six rotations before they arrive, and I doubt they will open negotiations until they arrive, so it buys them an additional six rotations to prepare if the negotiations break down as the fleet returns to their galaxy.  We have six rotations to devise defenses against what they showed us today, and to find a way out of this trap,” she said with growing confidence.  “Gather all sensor logs from all ships and have them analyzed.  We need to determine what each of those devices do, and come up with counter-measures.  And I think we can come up with a way to stop that…that portal device,” she said.  “I’d bet that our diffusers would disrupt it, make it too unstable to use safely.  It was clearly based on spatial energy, and that is vulnerable to diffusion.  So have them activate the diffusers and keep them on at all times.  That will keep them from sneaking onto the ship again.  In the meantime, continue the stage three alert and scour the ship for any invaders or any equipment they may have left behind.”


“Fleet Commander, perhaps the best way to do that is to wait for them to use it, then rush our own soldiers through and attack it from the other side,” he offered.  “We both saw that enemy soldier come out and go back in.  That means it is a two way portal.  We could leave our diffusers off to bait them into using it, come up with some way to detect its use, then rush soldiers to the portal and get them through.  Take the device from their side, and then its power will be ours to control!”


“A good suggestion, Colonel,” she nodded.  “I’ll discuss it with engineering, see if they can come up with a means to detect those portals.  In the meantime, we will leave the diffusers up, so we minimize our risk.  We have six rotations to prepare, and I intend to be ready,” she said with a more confident smile.

There was a way out of this.  She could still pull this out, even without the Oracle.  And concerning that…only two other officers on the ship knew that the Oracle had been kidnapped, and they could be…persuaded to never reveal that information, so she could conceal her failure from her superiors.  And with the QE device down, she had nearly five orbits during the return trip to make sure that her failure would never be discovered.


She was fairly sure that the jump pods of everyone that knew the truth of the Oracle could malfunction during the return trip.  And those who no longer had minds weren’t going to be divulging their contents to anyone.
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Karsa Medical Annex, Karsa, Karis

Jason was sitting right by Aria’s bed when her aqua eyes opened, and she gave him an immediate smile.  She’d just come out of surgery to remove several foreign objects from her body, which were all now being examined, and one of them was probably another kill device that Jason must have disabled when he sheared through all those wires.  She’d nearly had a panic attack when Songa told her she was going to go to sleep, and Jason could understand why.  Sleep meant the nightmare, it meant terror and pain and helplessness, and she feared it like she feared nothing else.  Jason had to be in there holding her hand to get her to stop squirming long enough for Songa to activate the sleep inducer.

At least he was able to manage dealing with that bitch Sha Ra where she couldn’t see it, hear her voice.  He’d spoken to her from inside a construct in his gestalt, projecting the image he wanted her to see, while he was standing next to her gurney in the medical bay of the cruiser Obori on the way to Karis.  He wanted Aria to never even think of the Syndicate again, and having her have to hear the voice of Fleet Commander Sha Ra would have been a torment for her.


“I feel…strange,” she said in uncertain Faey.  “Wait.  What am I saying?”


“You’re speaking Faey, Aria,” he smiled down at her.  “We had a telepath teach you the language while you were in surgery.  I never want you to even have to speak their language, ever again.”


“I like it.  It sounds…musical.”


“I’ve always been fond of it,” he agreed.  “Now, was that sleep so bad?”


“I didn’t dream.”


“You never do when you’re put to sleep like that,” he told her, stroking her hair back from her face.


“Can I sleep like that all the time?  I never want to dream again.”


“It’s not healthy to use it that way, but we’ll see what we can do,” he said.  “I’m going to have you talk to some people, Aria.  Doctors.  People who can help you.  They’ll help you so you can put everything they did to you behind you and be happy.”  He took her hand and squeezed it gently.  “In the meantime, Doctor Songa is going to help you get healthy.  You’re going to be here in the hospital for a little while, and they’re going to help you get strong again.  You’ve been laying in a bed for so long, your muscles have wasted away.  They’re going to help you get your strength back, and very soon, you’ll be running up and down the beach outside my house, laughing and playing with the other kids.”

“That sounds nice.”


“While you’re here, someone is going to be with you all the time,” he told her, stroking her hair again after it fell back over her eyes.  “So you’ll never have to be alone.  It’s not going to be me all the time, but I promise I’ll be here as much as I can.  I’m kind of a busy person, little treasure, and I have a lot of things to do.  But you’re very important to me, and I’ll be here as much as I can for you.  And there are a few people I want you to meet.”  He looked up and beckoned, and Jyslin, Rann, and Shya stepped over to the bed, Rann holding Amber in his arms.  “This is my wife Jyslin, my son Rann, and his wife, Shya.  And the little animal Rann is holding is Amber.  This is your new family, Aria.”


“Hello, my sweetling.” Jyslin said with a gentle, loving smile, putting her hand on the girl’s shoulder.


“She’s blue, like the other ones,” Aria noted.


“Yes, Jyslin is a Faey,” he nodded.  “And I’m not.  I’m a Terran.  In this place, Aria, you’re going to see a lot of people who look very different from each other. Our world welcomes people from all different races and species.”


“Oh.”


“How do you feel?” Jyslin asked.


“A little sore.  Tired,” she replied.


“You’ve had a pretty busy day,” Jyslin told her with a smile.


“Your eyes look just like Lyra’s,” Rann told her.  “They’re pretty.”

“Who is that?”


“The daughter of my best friend,” Jason told her.  “You’ll meet her very soon, Aria.  But first, you need to get healthy.”  He leaned down and kissed her on the forehead.  “Now, I’m going to let you get to know your new family a little bit while I talk to the doctor.  I’ll be right in the next room, so I’ll be very close, alright?”


“Okay.”


He stood up and let Jyslin take his stool, and he stepped out into the hallway where Songa, one of her child psychologist specialists named Haln, Miaari, and Zaa stood.  “What are we looking at here recovery wise, Songa?” he asked.


“We should have her muscles restored enough for her to be ambulatory in about eight days,” she replied.  “She’s suffered severe muscular atrophy.  I estimate she was laying in that bed for seven years, counting their trip over here from Andromeda, from the extent of the muscle degeneration.  We’ll have to give her some biotine treatments, and then she’ll go on physical therapy once she’s able to walk.  Outside of that, she’s in fairly decent health.  She’ll be ready to be released in about nine days, but she’ll be on a recovery regimen at home.  She’s severely malnourished, and it has stunted some of her growth.  I also think the five year journey over here may have also affected her development, greatly slowed it down.  She may look eight or nine, Jason, but she’s actually fourteen.”


“Seriously?”


“Seriously,” she answered.  “But we can get her to grow to her full height as determined by her genetics with the right diet and physical exercise, dear.  She’ll just be a little short and younger-looking compared to other girls her age for a while.  Trust me, she will start growing very quickly once we have her on the mend.”


“I’m sure you can get her back up and running dear.  Haln, what did you find?”


“She’s got some deep and severe mental scars, your Grace, and post-effect mental trauma is the least of them,” he answered, his voice disgusted.  “They tortured her in ways I don’t think you can comprehend.  My professional opinion is that we refer her to a psychic surgeon.  She’s blocking the most traumatic of her memories, and it might be best to seal them off behind psychic locks, maybe even purge them from her completely.  But we’ll need to leave some of them intact.  They form the foundation of her personality, and to remove all of them would be to remove a part of her very core.  She’ll need therapy to come to terms with the memories we can’t block.”


“Do you think she can be rehabilitated with a minimum of intrusion?”


“It’s possible, your Grace.  She’s going to need both psychic and traditional therapy and counseling, perhaps for several months.  But the prognosis is good.  She’s a very resilient little girl.  With loving fosters and a supportive environment, I think she’ll be just fine.  I need to check on her, your Grace, Doctor, Denmother, Handmaiden.  Be right back.”


“Songa, what else did you find out?” he asked after Haln went into the room.


“That little girl shouldn’t exist, Jason,” she said seriously.  “She is a Faey. I can’t explain how she came from Andromeda.  I ran three DNA tests on her, and all three are conclusive.  There are some very minor genetic differences that go beyond the color of her skin, but she’s as Faey as I am.  I can’t explain it.”


“She must be a descendent of one of the Exiles,” Miaari speculated.  “The Consortium did take some of them back to Andromeda.  It could be possible that the Syndicate captured them from the Consortium, and over thirteen hundred years, their telepathic powers evolved, granted some few of them the power of precognition.  Precognition does appear in Faey history, but not in quite the way it works in the girl.  It is not a stretch that it would appear in the Faey once again, this time in a way that does not drive them mad.”


“It is really the only explanation,” Zaa said.  “That must be what happened.  Anything else would be so illogical as to be absurd.”


“It’s possible, Denmother,” she acceded.  “Like you said, it’s the only explanation that makes sense.  I can run her DNA against the living Exiles, it might tell us which family she belongs to.”


Jason glanced back at the door to the room.  “It does sound plausible.  And given Faey exhibit the ability to genetically adapt to their environment, it explains her skin.  I mean, look at Palla and Hara.  Their skin colors are different from most other Faey because of their home planets.  Wherever the Consortium or the Syndicate took her ancestors, it must have caused their skin pigmentation to evolve to adapt.  And bam, brown skin.”


“True, Jason,” Songa nodded.


“I have to give that bitch Sha Ra one thing,” Jason grunted.  “She looked right at Dahnai and didn’t even so much as twitch an eyebrow.  She had to know that Dahnai and her Oracle were somehow related.  That was one hell of a poker face.”


“And yet after seeing Dahnai, she carried out the attack anyway.  She must have somehow known that the Faey don’t share the same gift as the Oracles, or she would never have dared attempt it,” Miaari said.


“A fact worthy of future investigation,” Zaa declared.  “What do you plan for her, Jason?”


“Plan?  I’m going to get her healthy, bring her home, and do everything in my power to ensure that she never thinks about the Syndicate or what they did to her again for the rest of her life,” he said fervently.  “And I am not going to try to use her gifts.  She’s afraid of them, and I won’t try to make her use them, not even for our own benefit.  I don’t need an Oracle to kick the shit out of the Syndicate,” he growled.


“That is a narrow train of thought, cousin,” Zaa warned.  “She is going to use her gifts, and you would be a fool not to listen to her and use what she tells you.  You don’t have to force her, but you should listen to her.  Accept what she gives to you and appreciate it for the gift that it is, Jason.”


“That’s good advice,” he said after a moment’s thought.  “But I will never ask her to look into the future for me.  I made that little girl a promise, and I am going to keep it.”


“That is why she’s in good hands with you, Jason,” Miaari told him with a smile on her muzzle.


“Speaking of that, why don’t you two come in and introduce yourself?  She’s going to be seeing a lot of both of you from now on,” Jason offered.


“I would like that, cousin,” Zaa accepted.


“I’m going to go check her DNA against the records,” Songa said.  “See if she has any distant relatives among the Exiles.”


“She might like knowing she has family here,” Jason told her.


Jason led the two Kimdori back into the room, and he was not surprised at all that Jyslin had already charmed Aria quite a bit.  She was smiling and holding Jyslin’s hand when he came back in, and Amber was sitting on the bed with her, her two tails wagging in a hypnotic spiral pattern as she sniffed at Aria’s other hand.  “And we have a room in the house that will be all yours, Aria.  It has a wonderful view of the ocean,” Jyslin was saying.


“That sounds nice,” she said, then her eyes widened a bit when she saw Miaari and Zaa.


“Aria, this is Miaari, and this is Zaa.  They are very close friends of our family,” Jason introduced.  “They’re from a species called the Kimdori.”


“Hello, little cubling,” Miaari cooed, leaning over Jyslin a bit and smiling down at her.  “It’s good to meet you.”


“Is that real?” she asked, touching Miaari’s furry hand.  “It is real.  What’s it like to have fur?”


“Fuzzy,” she said with a smile, which made her giggle.  “And you, I hear, had quite an adventure today.  How do you feel?”


“Safe,” she said, smiling up at them, then she yawned.  “I’m getting tired.  But I’m afraid to go to sleep.  The bad dreams come when I sleep.”

“Then we should let you get some rest,” Jason said.  “And just so you feel safe, I’ll make sure the doctor gives you the sleep where you don’t dream, okay?”


“I think we can manage that, your Grace,” Haln said, stepping over.  “You get some rest now, Aria.  We’ll be here when you wake up.”


“That’s nice,” she said.  She closed her eyes, and the sleep inducer did the trick, sending her to a restful, dreamless sleep.


“She’s an angel, Jason,” Jyslin told him, stroking Aria’s pink hair away from her face.


“You should have seen her in that bed, Jys, with all those wires and tubes in her.  If Sha Ra had been there at that moment, I would have ripped out her throat with my teeth.”


“She seems afraid, but I can understand why,” Shya said, petting Amber.  “They were awful to her, weren’t they?”


“As awful as anyone could ever be to a little girl, Shya,” Jason nodded.  “So I’d appreciate it if all of you be gentle with her when she comes home.  She’s going to need you to help her adjust, and she’s going to need friends to make her feel welcome.”


“I already like her,” Rann said.


Amber gave a supportive little yip.


“I’m sure she’s going to love you, Amber,” Jason chuckled, patting her on the head.  “Just do me a favor and don’t play with her until she’s ready.  You can see how timid and nervous she is.  It might scare her.”


She yipped again.


“But, to tell you guys what Songa told me, it turns out that she is a Faey,” he told them.  “Songa ran DNA on her.”


“How’s that possible?” Jyslin asked.


“She has to be a descendent of the Exiles that the Consortium kidnapped and took back to Andromeda,” Zaa answered.  “The Syndicate must have captured her ancestors from them.”



“That’s possible.  Really, it’s the only explanation,” Jyslin mused.  “So, we Faey have cousins in Andromeda.  Wild,” she laughed.


“You’re bad enough infesting one galaxy, God help us now that we know you’re in two,” Jason grunted, and the others laughed when Jyslin smacked him in the belly.  “It also turns out that she’s much older than she looks.  Songa said that she’s actually fourteen.  What they did to her stunted her growth, makes her look like a child.  But, Songa also said that she can fix that, so she’ll grow up to be what she was meant to be.”

“She’ll be starting puberty soon,” Jyslin noted.  “And if she’s truly Faey, that means she should express any time now.”


“I wonder if she’ll turn blue if she gets in the tanning bed,” Shya speculated.  “Like Ranny and Dad do.”


“That’s an interesting question,” Jason mused.  “She might like it. I certainly don’t.”


“She should still have Faey melanin,” Haln said thoughtfully.  “It just might react to the light of the Draconis sun the way yours does.”


“It might behoove us to have her do that,” Zaa said.  “Her unique skin coloration makes her stand out.  If she’s the same color as other Faey, she will be easier to hide.”


“That’s her decision, not ours,” Jason declared.


[Jason, Lorna wants to talk to you,] Cybi called.


“I need a few minutes, guys, Lorna needs to talk to me.”  He went over to the window and leaned his hands on the sill, looking out over Karsa.  [What is it, Aunt Lorna?]


[The Syndicate fleet in the galaxy just jumped towards Oasis,] she answered.  [I’d say your attack was a complete success, Jason.  You scared her to the table.  Now we just need to get a treaty out of her.]


[There won’t be a treaty, Lorna.  I told her flat out that if she does anything but surrender unconditionally, I would eradicate her entire fleet and slaughter her sailors to the last woman.  And I’m gonna hold to that threat.  If she doesn’t surrender, then I’m taking her out.]


[That’s not your call, Jason,] she reminded him.  [Even if I do agree with you.  We’ll let the council negotiate an end to this war.  How much of your assets do you have left?]


[Enough to keep Sha Ra honest,] he answered.  [Talty didn’t go completely batshit with it, so she was able to recall quite a bit of equipment after I called her off.  But she did do a good job.]

[I saw some of the feeds.  She sure did,] Lorna agreed.  [She destroyed nearly eight hundred of their ships in less than fifteen minutes.  That was very impressive.  Is the Pegasus still out there?]


[Yeah, sitting in orbit around planet seven, and it’s gonna move to the Stargate location and be its defensive picket when it arrives] he answered.  [It’s carrying the bionoids, so we can open negotiations whenever.  The Stargate should be out there and linked by this time tomorrow.]


[I was about to ask you about that.  How is the girl?]


[Asleep at the moment, she just got out of surgery a little while ago.  They removed quite a lot of stuff from her.  Songa says her prognosis is good for a complete physical recovery, but her mental recovery is going to take some time.  They traumatized her.  I can tell just talking to her.]


[Is she really Faey?]


[She is.  We think she’s a descendent of one of the Exiles,] he answered.  [The Consortium took some of them back to Andromeda with them.  The Syndicate must have captured them.]


[Unreal.  An Andromedan Faey precog that won’t go insane.  It’s almost unbelievable.  What are you going to do with her?]

[I’m taking her in myself,] he answered.  [I have a spare bedroom, and she’ll be well protected on the strip.  Needless to say, she’s going to need as much protection as a Generation.]


[And what will you do about that, Jason?]


[Nothing.  She’s afraid of her power because of what they did to her, and I promised her I wouldn’t make her use it.  And I’m honoring that promise.  Nobody will ever force her to use her power again, Lorna, not even if it helps us.  I’m not torturing that little girl to get predictions of the future.  I’m not a monster like that cunt Sha Ra is.]


[That’s what it takes?]


[More or less, yes.  The intel Zaa got said that the more trauma they inflict on an Oracle, the more accurate their predictions.  They tortured her for years, to get her to predict the future.  And I will never do that, Lorna.  Not to her, not to anyone.]


[I’m glad to hear you say that, Jason.  I need to come see her.  It seems that I have a new grand-niece.]


[That you do, and she’s adorable,] he affirmed.  [At least to me.  Shya thinks she looks a bit weird.  She has brown skin instead of blue, probably some kind of genetic adaption to whatever planet they put her people on.  You know, like a Jeraman Faey.  But outside of the skin, she looks completely Faey.  She even has pink hair.]


[Send me a picture.]


[Sure.]


[I’ll let you get back to what you were doing, nephew.  Tell your people in 3D they did a great job.]


[Will do.]

He returned to the bedside and put his hand on Jyslin’s shoulder.  She was still holding Aria’s hand, looking down at her.  “What did Aunt Lorna have to say?”


“Sha Ra recalled the fleet inside the galaxy,” he replied.  “So things are looking good.  Now we just need to see how things go at the negotiating table.  And I’d better stay out of it.  What’s laying in this bed right now would make it impossible for me to keep any shred of objectivity. That, and I’d probably be jumping over the table trying to strangle with my bare hands.”

Jyslin gave him an approving nod.  “I’d be holding her down so you could do it,” Jyslin chuckled.  “We have something much more important to do anyway, love.  Get this little girl well and whole.”

“I have a ton of stuff to do,” he grunted.  “I just hope I can find the time, Aria’s going to take up a lot of it the next couple of takirs.  She’s very much a frightened child, and she’s latched onto me for safety and protection.  I’ll have to stay near her until she calms down.”


A hologram appeared near the wall of the recovery room, showing Myleena’s face.  Before she could say anything, Jason looked at Haln.  “Mind giving us a few minutes, Doctor?  I think this is going to be a classified briefing.”


“Of course, your Grace.  Just send if you need me,” he said with grace, then he left the room.


“Alright, go ahead, cousin.”


“We’re almost done with the recovery, Jayce,” she replied.  “We used up about half of our inventory, and it was pretty productive.  We took out 712 ships, 130 of them super-ships.  And it was a beautiful display of pure chaos, I’m sure it scared the hell out of Sha Ra,” she grinned.  “Gotta admit, Talty did a good job. She put on one hell of a show.”


“What about the Stargate?”


“It’ll be in position and linked in about 40 hours,” she answered.  “But I’m not sure what purpose it’s going to serve now.”


“Oh it’s going to serve a purpose.  I’m not leaving them at Oasis,” he replied.  “We’ll put them with the other prisoners at R1DB-24, and move their ships to Skirasis for inspection and dispensation.  We’ll ultimately return the prisoners back to Andromeda, but it may take a few years.  The fleet gets divvied up among the Confederate members for their use.  Once we have all of them cleared out at Oasis, we move in and take the planet as an outpost.  I’m gonna set up a kick-ass long range sensor station there so we can keep an eye on Flat Space between here and Andromeda.”

“Not a bad idea,” Myleena agreed.  “So, we still gonna work on the other ship?”


“Yeah, we are.  Zaa still wants it for the big hole in the middle, it’s uniquely suited to fulfill the mission she has in mind for it.”


“That it does, cousin,” Zaa agreed.


“Myli, I want you to work up the design changes you made for Nexus One and update the construction blueprints you sent to Dellin for the other two stations,” Jason said.  “And you can finish work on Nexus One, you know, make it much less dangerous.  We did kinda barebones it.”

She laughed.  “It worked, that was what mattered,” she grinned.


“You’re building two more?” Zaa asked.


He nodded.  “They’re not cost effective to use for everyday traffic, you know, we’re not opening a portal service or anything.  But that little girl proves that having those things at our disposal might be critical further down the line.  And yes, you’ll have complete access to them, cousin.”


“I won’t need it, cousin,” Zaa said with a slight smile.  “I would like the plans for it, Myleena.  I will build a few of my own.”


“Not a problem, Denmother,” Myleena said.  “Let me get with Emia and Cybi so we can get them cleaned up, and I’ll have something for you to pick up in a few days.  In the meantime, send a few of your engineering Elders up here and we’ll show them around, explain the science behind it.”

“I will have them on their way within the hour.  And I will inform them not to be critical of how unfinished everything looks.”


“Are you making a joke, Zaa?” Myleena demanded.


“Am I, cousin?” she asked, which made Jason laugh.


She gave Zaa a short look.  “We’re going to do some renovating to the station, Jayce,” she continued.  “Enlarge the passageways into the core so mecha can get in and out more easily.  I saw how you guys had to almost crawl your Gladiators into the core.  I get the feeling that more often that not, we’ll be sending Gladiators and Juggernauts through the nexus.”


“Good idea,” Jason agreed.  “I may have Sioa begin work on a new class of exomech the same size as a Juggernaut but not as bulky,” he mused.  “Make it easier to use with the nexus system.”


“May as well,” Myleena said.  “Anyway, lemme get back to work, I gotta get this done so I can get back over to Project F.  That’s still kinda important,” she grinned.

“Good work, Myli.  You never let me down.”


“I’m me, after all,” she winked, then she cut the comm.


“Someone is getting too big for her gestalt,” Zaa noted, which made Jason laugh even more.


“Eh, give it to her, cousin, she deserves it,” he said.  “I’m gonna take a short walk up on the promenade.  I’ll be back in a bit.”


He made sure that Aya came with him, and as they walked up on top of the annex, along a path with trees and gardens built below the landing pad for emergency cases, he stopped them near a corner with a breathtaking view of Karsa and put his hands on Aya’s shoulders.  I know I overstepped my bounds, and for that, I apologize.  But now, after you were there, can you deny that I was the best choice for that operation?  From the perspective of the mission commander?

She gave him a murderous look, but her silence answered the question for him.


I will accept whatever punishment you give me, Aya, but I had to do it.  Both because I was the best qualified for the mission, and because I would have never been able to live with myself if I didn’t go.  But I give you this promise, Aya.  I won’t do it again unless I honestly, truly, and with complete impartiality believe that I am absolutely needed, else the mission will fail. And if that situation arises again, you will be right there with me, keeping me safe. Because I could be no safer than to be placed in these hands, he told her, taking her hands and turning them palms-up between them.


You will be punished, Jason, she warned.  But as the mission commander, I will put you in for a citation.  You earned it.  But I swear to you, Jason Karinne, you will never go on a combat mission PIM again.  You’re going to ensure that another Generation will always be qualified for the mission at hand.   Do you understand?

I understand.  This was a special case, Aya.  I happened to be in the right place at the right time, and that made me the most qualified because of the circumstances.  But I’m not going to start thinking that I’m going on PIM special ops missions, because that is not my job.  I’ll restrict my need to contribute in my Titan with the Storm Riders from now on.  Is that satisfactory?


Quite, she affirmed.  But mark my thought, Jason.  You had best be prepared for the whipping of your life when I get you home and behind closed doors.

He had to laugh.  Yes, Mommy.  And I love you too, he added, leaning over and kissing her on the cheek.
