Chapter 7

Raira, 3 Miraa, 4405, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Tuesday, 4 February 2019 Terran Standard Calendar


Raira, 3 Miraa, year 1330 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


“The Meadow,” Tir Tairngire

He needed this.


After the last two days of long, sometimes intense meetings and conferences and appointments, so soon after the military operation to free the Dreamers, Jason had come close to burning out last night.  So, Jyslin, God bless her soul, had all but ordered him to take today off and just rest. And she saw it as the perfect opportunity to bring everyone to Tir Tairngire and let them see where he planned to build his vacation house.  The only appointment he had for today was to meet with a contingent of Red Horn architects, scheduled to arrive in about two hours, and look over the land and select the best place to build his house, and what kind of house to build.  He’d brought the entire strip along with him, both mothers and children, and they were having a ball running around exploring—and running the guards a bit ragged given that the forest was populated with some very large wild animals—while Jason quite literally laid on a beach blanket at the edge of the meadow, hands behind his head as he looked up into a blue sky populated by fluffy white clouds and relaxed.  He was wearing only a pair of cargo shorts and a pair of dock shoes, leaving his muscled torso bare, his tee shirt sitting on the blanket beside him as he relaxed to the sound of the waves crashing against the rocks just shakra from the edge of his blanket, the occasional spurt of foamy surf rising up over the ground level before falling back down to the rocks below.

He wasn’t alone.  Sitting beside him, and quite curiously sniffing at the drink cooler they brought along, was one of the massive wolf-like animals that called the forest home, one of the smaller ones.  The three smaller ones were the cubs of the two even bigger ones, a family unit.  The giant canines were actually quite friendly, at least once one got past how big they were, and what was most important, they didn’t see Jason or any of his friends or family as prey.  They preyed on even larger ram-like animals that roamed the forest, stout, gigantic beasts that stood nearly fifteen shakra tall at the shoulder, which was why they hunted in packs.  Just one of them couldn’t bring down an animal that size, but a pack could. 


Yes, most predators that size would see them as prey, but Jason had come to learn that nothing on this planet was as it seemed.  Everything had a secret, and the secret of the giant wolves was that they were exceptionally intelligent, easily as smart as a Terran or Faey, and were intelligent enough for a telepath to understand their thoughts, at least up to a point.  That was something most telepaths couldn’t do with most animals.  The wolves had no “language” in the way most intelligent beings did, so their mental vocabulary was very limited and flavored heavily by their instincts and visual keys.  They thought in sounds, smells, and pictures, not words, and it took a little time for Ryn to establish a common mental vocabulary with them, dealing with the rather common problem that telepaths encountered when dealing with a subject that didn’t share a common language with them.  But a telepath could comprehend their thoughts, and could send to them in a way they could understand the same way they could non-telepaths.  They were huge, and they had really big fangs, but they were smart, proving that one could never make assumptions based on what one could see.  All it took was a little telepathic negotiation and a deal to allow the pack access to the property and promises of food to convince the pack that having Jason as a new neighbor wasn’t a bad thing for them, and they were more than happy to allow Jason and his family to stay.

They were more like curious puppies than anything else, even the alpha male and alpha female.  Given how smart they were, they had a natural curiosity about things, and it showed a lot about them that they weren’t afraid of what they didn’t know.  One of them had tried to wriggle into the dropship and investigate the inside after they landed, and had promptly gotten himself stuck.  Luckily he didn’t panic, and the guards were able to get him out without tearing out any fur.

Two days, and both a whole lot and very little had happened.  A whole lot had happened in that the CCM was solidifying its hold on the Dreamer’s home system, had made strides in cleaning out the military assets left behind by the Syndicate, scoring them a large number of operational walkers, combat mecha, and military hardware such as the mobile heavy Torsion gun batteries they’d faced.  They’d cleaned up a lot of the debris from the battle, and had started salvaging operational equipment from the disabled super-ships, mainly the ones hit by the GRAF cannons and Subrian reflex cannons.  Those weapons did significant damage to the ships, but the primary way they took out the ships was by killing the crews.  Zaa had a large number of Kimdori going over the intelligence they captured, including a working quantum entangled computer whose sister unit was on E Chaio.  They’d also gotten most of the prisoners settled into temporary camps, awaiting the evacuation of the island that would be their prison without walls once all Dreamers were evacuated off of it.


And because of that need, that was where Jrz’kii had started her operation.  After just 43 hours into the operation, Maiku Island was already 53% evacuated of all Dreamers, and the complete evacuation of all Dreamers and their possessions would be finished in six days.  The Kizzik and Makati there were building temporary shelters for the prisoners as she evacuated Dreamers, preparing the island for their occupation, including bringing in enough food to last them for six months.  That was more than enough for them to hold out until their fleet arrived.


Most of the prisoners would be on the island.  Because of the need to deal with the Syndicate diplomatically in the future, they’d selected twenty Benga for a cultural education program…them teaching the Confederation about who they were, in their own words.  Instead of sitting in an internment camp and just whittling or something until their fleet arrived, those twenty would be telling Zaa’s people about their history, culture, customs, and traditions.  And Jason had made it a point to offer one of those twenty positions to that Benga rigger that had come up against Kyva and lasted more than two seconds.

It hadn’t been that hard to arrange, either.  Benga were anything if not predictable, and the easiest way to secure their cooperation was to pay them, about ten times their usual annual salary, which they got to see added to their bank accounts thanks to the fact that the Kimdori already had their claws deep in the Syndicate’s financial system.  For nineteen of them, that was all it took, because they had no allegiance to anything but their own greed.  But the rigger, who had at least some military discipline and pride, had to be convinced that the Confederation didn’t want military secrets, they just wanted to learn about the Benga as a people.  And that was the only reason why he agreed to it…though he certainly didn’t say no to the money.

Lieutenant Gen Run Ba Ru, squadron commander in the Syndicate Navy Mecha Corps, his gestalt told him.

Over on E Chaio, Kraal was still gathering information and waiting for the Board to make a decision.  They knew that they’d lost the Dreamer homeworld, and they were in quite a heated debate over what to do about it.  Some of them wanted to just declare war and send the entire fleet to the Milky Way, but the smarter and more cautious members of the board, fully understanding that the Confederation had crossed over to Andromeda in a matter of takirs instead of years, wanted to learn more about the Confederation, its technology, and its goals before engaging them, and sure as hell didn’t want to leave Andromeda undefended and allow the Confederation to rampage through the galaxy while their fleet was crossing flat space.  And maybe three of them were against war period, arguing that they were going to be too busy dividing up the territory of the Consortium to get bogged down in a war with a new enemy.  There were slaves to ogle, lands to admire, and money to count, and constant reports about this or that battle was going to ruin their fun.  But, Kraal had acquired enough information to feel confident to give a briefing about it, which was going to be tomorrow morning his time.  What Kraal learned about the Syndicate’s response was more or less going to dictate the Confederation’s future plans.

That was going to be a fun conference for Jason, because it would be held on E Chaio.  Jason had Rook build him a macro bionoid that would pass as a Benga, basically just his face and body type with Benga-shaped eyes and green skin, and the bionoid was already on E Chaio and waiting for him to merge to it.  After the briefing, he was going to go take a look at E Chaio personally under the guise of a common citizen, thanks to Kraal setting him up with a fake identity.  He’d ride on the subways and trams like any other wage slave and see the heart of Syndicate society on their capitol planet with his own eyes.


Aya had no idea he planned to do that…mainly because she’d tell him no.  She didn’t consider him moving around in a bionoid to be any more safe than him moving around for real, because of the possibility he’d suffer dump shock if his bionoid was attacked and destroyed.  The one and only way in which she’d relent was when it came to fighting in his Titan, because she knew she couldn’t stop him anyway and had constant medical supervision on him to take care of him if he got shot down and suffered dump shock.  So, since he knew she’d say no to his idea, he just wasn’t going to tell her and endure the raging fit when he came home. 

I’m not sure you’d like those, Jason warned without opening his eyes, sending in the manner that allowed non-telepaths to hear and being careful not to frame his sending, else the canine would have a hard time comprehending his thought.  Given you’re a carnivore and all their flavorings are based on berries, I don’t think you’d find them very tasty.  He opened his eyes and looked up at the giant animal, who just stared at him in return.  Or are you after the ice?

He gave a snuffling sound.


“In that case, not a problem,” he said aloud.  Ryn, you mind making some ice in the replicator, a really big bowl of it, and bringing it to me?


Just a moment, Jason, she answered.


Thanks.  “Someone’s gonna bring you some,” he promised.  “I’m far too busy to do it myself,” he added lightly, lifting a leg and crossing them at the ankles.


The giant wolf looked down at him in amusement, proving just how smart they were.


I’m almost afraid of what you need a bowl of ice for, babes, Myleena challenged playfully.


Nothing nefarious.  One of the canines wants the ice.  I think he likes the fact that it’s so cold.

He was indeed just after the ice, because he was quite happy to enjoy the bowl of ice Ryn carried over and set down for him, finding the fact that it was so cold both exotic and enjoyable…at least until he gave himself brain freeze.  The canines weren’t used to cold, due to where they lived.  Study of the meteorological data for the planet told him that it rarely snowed at this location, benefiting from an unusual wind pattern that kept the climate along this stretch of sub-tropical lowlands between the mountains and the sea at nearly a constant temperature no matter what season, much like Hawaii back on Terra.  The wind tended to blow cool, dry air in from the mountains during the summer months, cooling off the area south of them more than usual given how deep into the sub-tropical zone it was, but the winds reversed in the winter to blow warm air in off the ocean to the south, drawing it all the way up from the tropical belt, warming up the land between the sea and the mountains to stave off what would normally be a very mild winter.  That made the weather here quite delightful year round, not too hot and not too cold, and made snow and ice a rarity that the wolves had maybe seen only once or twice in their lives.  But, the data did suggest that in the spring and fall, when the wind patterns were in the process of reversing, the area suffered strong storms as the warm air and cold air clashed along the shifting boundary.

That may be why the tree was planted here…because something was definitely going on.  About a thousand shakra north of them, up on the top of the hill, the seed they planted wasn’t a seed anymore.  It was now a fucking tree, nearly thirty shakra tall and with a small canopy of fresh green leaves, which would turn golden after they aged.  Two days, it had gone from a seed to that, which proved that the tree was in no way natural…or at least natural to Karinne science.  To the Parri, and in a way to Jason, the tree was just doing what the tree was supposed to do. Grow.  And grow quickly.


But that wasn’t really his concern.  The tree could handle its own business without him being there to babysit it, and after living so long with his own tree behind the house, he rather preferred living under the shade of an oye tree.


[Jason, the Red Horn architects just arrived, and they’re on their way down,] Cori warned him.  Her ship was still in orbit, doing a picket rotation with a CCM task force.


[Awesome.  Why don’t you hop down in a dropship, Cori, that way you can see their plans,] he replied as he sat up, lifting his sunglasses up to rest them over his hairline.  He was feeling a tiny bit roasted now, since the planet here didn’t absorb the UV radiation that made him tan, meaning that he could tan—and sunburn—here.

[That sounds intriguing.  I’ll send my bionoid down in a Wolf.]


[Just be careful where you land it, I don’t want divots torn out of the grass.]  Jys, the Red Horn guys are on their way down.

Nice, the steaks should be done not long after they finish, she predicted from where she was harassing Ayama, Surin, and Seido over at the grills…and there were three of the giant wolves over there, lured by the smell of the meat that they were preparing to grill.  They’d learned quickly, however, that Seido brooked no interference to her cooking, not even when it was a hungry giant wolf that outweighed her ten times over and could kill her with a single snap of its jaws.


Shio were fucking fearless when it came to their cooking.


Cori arrived about five minutes before the dropship holding the architects did, opting to just have the Wolf hover over the ocean south of the meadow rather than have it land and get down using the internal grav engines inside her bionoid.  Her bionoid was wearing a duty jumpsuit uniform rather than armor, and it was a faithful image of the hologram she used, wearing Jyslin’s face and dominated by the color blue with her blue skin, blue hair nearly the same shade as her skin, and blue eyes.  Her near obsession with that color was one of the ways she showed her individuality.


“Hey Cori,” he said as she landed beside him, taking her hands and kissing her cheek in greeting.  “What do you think?” he asked, turning to gesture out over the meadow.

“It’s a lovely place, Jason,” she replied, looking up at the giant wolf as it sniffed in her direction.  The animals had already learned about bionoids, so she wasn’t a surprise to it.  “And I see the local population is welcoming.”


“At least they are, they’re as intelligent as Terrans and Faey,” he chuckled.  “We had a run-in with a very unhappy pair of birds this morning when Aran tried to climb down the rocks on the shore and take their nest.”


“I dare say that would make them angry,” she agreed as the giant animal sniffed at her hair, nearly drawing it up into its nose.  “Do you mind?” she asked it tersely.


“Something about bionoid hair makes them extra curious, Cori,” he chuckled.  “Something about how it smells.”


“My hair is not food,” she told the giant animal indignantly, which made Jason burst out laughing. 


Several of them gathered around the Makati when they got their presentation set up, and the three civil engineers showed them several concept holograms of the house, each a different architectural design, and not limited to Faey.  One of them was a Terran design, and the sixth one was a Shio design.  Jason was opting for a much larger, grander house here than the one at home, a vacation house meant to be a vacation, a place that was large and well equipped with a large manner of recreational equipment and a place that a galactic ruler wouldn’t think was a storage shed.  It would be nearly six times the size of his house on the strip and built to cater to a Dukal family here with many guests to play rather than live, and in all six concept holograms, the large manor curved along with the coast and the hillside behind it like a crescent moon, fitting in with the lay of the land rather than changing it.  Jason had made that a mandatory aspect of any design, that the house fit in with the meadow and the lay of the land.  All of them also made sure the flat area near the center of the meadow along the coast would hold a large swimming pool, since there was no beach and thus no safe place to get down to the ocean to swim.


That rule had already been laid down; no swimming in the ocean.  The shore was too rocky, the waves too powerful, the rocky shoreline was the nesting ground of sea birds as Aran had learned that morning and thus wasn’t to be disturbed, and there was a very strong current that flowed just offshore that would drag any swimmer to the west if they got into it.  It was far too dangerous, especially for the kids.

“Ohhh, I really like this one,” Jyslin said, pointing at the second hologram from the left.  The central part of the house in that design was dominated by huge windows that looked out over the ocean.  And naturally, it was one of the three Faey designs, with a flat roof on the wings that would serve as recreational space, where the main part of the house had an arched roof.

“All six have everything you asked for in their design,” one of the Makati told them.  “The only way they differ is aesthetics and floorplans.”


“You’ll have to add in something to the plan,” Jason said as one of the giant wolves lowered his nose between Jason and Jyslin and looked curiously at the holograms.  “I promised these guys a den of sorts.  A sheltered area against the house where they can get out of the rain when they’re here.”


“That’s easy enough to add to the design,” the tallest of them answered.  “We can simply cover the eastern edge of the building and build something suitable for them.  That area of the grounds is set aside for the maintenance building and landing pad, so it would fit quite nicely there between the main house and the landing pad.  You’d be walking past it going back and forth to the landing pad.  Maybe enclose it in an airskin shield and provide temperature control.  Are they all that big?”


“More or less.  There’s five of them,” he answered, reaching up and over and scrubbing his fingers into the fur of the giant animal’s neck.  “They won’t be living at the house, but its in their territory, so it’s only courteous of us as neighbors to give them someplace nice to rest when they come to visit.”


“I completely understand, your Grace.  We can do that, no problem,” the Makati nodded.  Most Makati that worked at Red Horn had long ago gotten used to the fact that Jason Karinne wasn’t the usual client.  That he wanted a large resting area for giant wolves as part of his house design was just him being him.  “As far as the house goes, all designs incorporate fourteen bedrooms, twenty full baths, and all the requested recreational facilities.  Indoor multi-function sports court, gym, bachi training facility, game rooms, spa, musical conservatory large enough to hold performances, holo theater, merge facility with space for twenty merge pods, three separate kitchens and a large outdoor kitchen and grilling area, and so on and so on.  there will also be barracks and security command center for the Imperial Guard and a small annex clinic for the Medical Service inside the house.  Outside, the main feature will be the swimming pool, but there will also be an outdoor sports field, a putting green and driving area, a recreational vehicle garage, and an exercise yard with stable capable of holding ten mount animals.  Utility wise, we designed a landing pad, mecha garrison building to hold two Titans, four Juggernauts, four Knights, four Gladiators, ten combat hoverbikes, and four Wolf fighters as requested, power generation building, environmental reclamation facility so the compound has no impact on the local environment, and there will be a bunker built under the house for emergencies. The area will also have four concealed heavy pulse ground batteries and a hard shield generator that will form a dome we project will be large enough to enclose the oye tree when it reaches its full size.  That will protect quite a large area, well beyond the meadow itself.  The entire compound will take up most of the meadow with the house and recreational on the south side, by the shore, and the mecha garrison building and infrastructure buildings on the north side, on the other side of the hill holding the tree, which puts it both close to the house and also out of direct sight.  That leaves the vast majority of the meadow, particularly the hill holding the tree, untouched and in its natural state, as you requested.”

“We’re going with this one,” Jyslin declared, pointing at the hologram she favored.


“Hey, don’t I get a say here?” Jason protested.


“Sure you do, but if it’s anything other than what I want, you’re going to have a very bad home life until you cave in,” she replied, which made several of them laugh.  “Besides, you see anything wrong with this one?  It’s gorgeous.”


“Well, not really.”


“Then we go with number two,” Jyslin declared firmly, smiling down at the Makati.


“Your Grace?” the Makati asked.


Quite a bit of muted giggling filled the few seconds of silence, then he shrugged.  “Fine,” he acquiesced.  “It is nice, just not sure about all the windows.”


“I think you’ll enjoy the Duchess’ choice the first time you get to experience the view from those windows, your Grace,” the Makati said confidently.  “Besides, since they point out to sea and this moon is mostly uninhabited, who’s going to look in at you?”


He looked down at the red-skinned Makati, then gave a sudden laugh.  “That’s a point,” he agreed, then he looked over at Jyslin.  “But you’re forgetting who really gets to decide,” he said, pointing at Rann.  Or more the point, pointing at the tiny vulpar in his arms.  “You okay with number two, Amber?” he asked.


She gave an enthusiastic yip.


“Then we go with number two,” he declared.  “Guess she likes the windows, too.”


She agreed with that with another yip.


“That reminds me, guys, remember we have a vulpar, so the doors have to have the same features the ones in my house do,” he told them.  “She has to be able to open them.”


“Vulpar protocols,” one of the Makati chuckled.  “We already included that in our technical designs.”


“Where is Twilight, anyway?” Shya asked, looking around.  She then gave a sudden fearful look. “I hope one of them didn’t eat her!”


The huge canine gave Shya a flat, indignant look.


“She’s right there, goofball,” Kyri said, pointing.  The tabi was chasing a small rodent across the meadow, and getting quite the workout.  The tiny rodent ran just as fast as she did, so she really had to work to keep up with it.  “Why does she even do that?  She’s not gonna eat it.”

“She’s just playing,” Jason replied.

“I don’t think the mouse is having much fun,” Jyslin mused.


“She won’t hurt it if she catches it,” he shrugged in reply.  “That would be depriving herself of a toy.”


“So, when will it be ready?” Tim asked.  “I already got some plans for this place.”


“We’ll have the house ready in two takirs after we make the final changes to the plans,” one of the Makati said confidently.  “The other parts of the compound will take a little longer, particularly the military asset hangar on the north side of the property.  We estimate total construction time at 32 days.”

“Sounds like we can celebrate winning the Empress’ Crown right here,” Jyslin grinned.


“My, we’re confident,” Jason teased lightly.


“We’re winning it this year, baby!” she nearly shouted.  “We’re favored to reach the finals!”


“That’s what I call the kiss of death.”


“You just wait.  Watch our girls blow the Rampage off the pitch!”  The Marindia Rampage were the Paladins’ first opponent in the playoffs, and they’d be playing them tomorrow.  The Paladins, as the first seed in their side of the bracket, got to play the lowest seed in the bracket, the 8 seed Rampage.  There were 16 teams in the playoffs separated into two brackets, the eight division champions and the eight teams with the best records that didn’t win their division, so the Paladins had to win three playoff games to reach the finals.  Divisions I and V were on the other side of the bracket, so that put the Draconis Immortals and the Tamiri Tigers potentially out of their way until the championship game…for five more years.  Every ten years, the IBL randomly changed the bracket layouts so the same teams didn’t constantly face off against each other, so the brackets would change in 4410.

“And don’t forget the bet,” Symone added eagerly.


“I’m sure Yila’s sweating right now,” Myri laughed.  “The Tigers are the two seed on the other side.  The Immortals took the top seed from them on the last day of the regular season, and they have to play each other to reach the finals.  And do it on the Immortals’ home pitch.  That’s a rough road to travel.”


“That just gives us a better chance to win it all,” Jyslin said smugly.  “Whoever does survive that bracket’s gonna be so beat up that we’ll just stomp them in the championship game.”


“I estimate we can start construction in three days, and then 32 after that, it’ll be ready. Just in time for the championship game,” the Makati chuckled.


“Oh yeah, there’s one thing you have to tell your crews,” Jason said after the alpha canine nudged him.  “Part of our deal with these guys is we feed them during construction, since the noise will scare away their prey.  So budget in enough meat to feed five guys this size twice a day while you’re doing the work. Say, about sixty konn of raw meat per day for every day you’re on site.”


The Makati looked up at the massive canine, then gave a nod.  “I’ll make sure to emphasize that to the Master Builder taking the project,” he assured them.


“That much?  It’s gonna make ‘em fat,” Jyslin chuckled.


“Hey, I promised them food, they’re getting food,” he replied firmly.  “I want the construction time to be their vacation.  No need to hunt while we’re banging around in our machines and raising a ruckus, just kick back and relax and let us do our thing.”


They went over a few minor details with the plans, then the three Makati got back on their dropship and headed back to Karis, letting the Dukal family and their friends get back to relaxing.  Jason went back to his beach blanket and enjoyed some quiet time, though his kids came over and interrupted his naps a few times.  It was while he was with Aran that the outside interrupted his quiet time again, them laying on the blanket and him explaining how grav engines worked to his scientifically-inclined young son as he pointed at a KMS fleet battleship in orbit, which was visible in the blue sky overhead.  Both of them were wearing a zooming visor, so they got a much better view of the ship.  Zoom visors could magnify up to 120x, and on a fleet battleship, that was close enough to see features on the hull..

[Ohhh, so the ship kinda moves space itself?]


[Sort of.  The engine is like a zip line.  Remember the zip lines at the water park?]


[Yeah.]


[The engine is the handle array and space is the rope.  The engine slides along space, pushing itself by rolling over the rope.  At least ours do.  Most other empires use a different kind of grav engine.  Our engines are called translation engines, while most everyone else uses differential engines.]


[How do those work?]


[By changing gravity in a small area so much that the ship the engine is in moves with the gravity inside the engine instead of the gravity outside,] he answered.  [In effect, the ship “falls” in whichever direction the engine wants to go, where our engine kind of pushes itself along the fabric of space.]


[Oh.  Ohhhh, I get it!]


[I knew you would.  You are a very smart boy, son,] Jason smiled over at him.  Jason took control of Aran’s zoom visor and fixed the image on another ship in orbit.  [That right there is a KT-2K freighter, bringing in the possessions of the Dreamers,] he added.  [They’re big enough to see from the ground, at least if it was closer.  That freighter is the size of a KMS heavy cruiser.  Looks like it came in from the Stargate and it’s heading for the Dreamer settlements, which puts it on a vector that makes it little more than a dot in the sky without magnification.  And that right there is a KPS-1260, it’s bringing Dreamers from Nexus One down to the surface, so they can move into their new houses.]


[Neat.  I wonder if they’re all as great as Aria.]

[The ones I’ve met so far have been very kind,] he said.  [But you can’t judge an entire people by just the one you’ve met.]


[Jason,] Cybi called.  Her bionoid was with them on Tir Tairngire, along with the other CBIMs and Coma, but her commune came from Karis, from her core crystal.

[Yeah?]


[Dahnai is demanding passage to Tir Tairngire, to come to you.  And it seems she has several council members with her,] she communed. [They want to confer, and they know Dahnai can get them there.]

[Who?]


[Kreel, Krirara, Holikk, Voss, Quord, Magran, Master Mo, and Prime Altra.  But Ami Ji is also with them.]


[Ami Ji?  That’s a surprise.]  Ji, or Ami Ji if one used his title, was the ruler of the Kyai empire, a neutral observer empire in the Confederation.  They were one of the neighbors of the Imxi that the Confederation had contacted since conquering them, and they had joined the council as neutral observers not long after.  The Kyai were a tiny empire of fifteen planets, moons, or colonies spread across three systems who had technology a good two hundred years behind the Confederation, but that didn’t really matter.  There were “empires” in the Confederation that only claimed one star system either as full members or neutral observers like the Zyagya, Kimdori, Moridon, and the Imbiri.


The Kyai themselves were a curious people.  They were humanoid, like several Confederation members, but their claim to fame was that they were winged, like the Imbiri.  That was where the similarity ended, however.  The Kyai were very tall, as tall as Keelo, and their wings were very large and membranous, like a bat’s wings, the membrane attached to their backs from the wings just over the shoulder blades all the way down to their hips, ending at the border between their lower back and rear end. They were the closest things to the old pictures of succubi in the Confederation, because they were a very attractive humanoid species…they just had large leathery wings on their backs.  They were hexapeds like the Imxi, but their second set of upper limbs had evolved into wings.  And those wings were large enough for them to fly on their home planet, which was both .73 gravity and had a 5.9 pressure atmosphere, right on the edge of high pressure classification, which was conducive to winged propulsion.  Low gravity and high pressure meant a Kyai’s wings had much more lift than in other environments, and with them being a low gravity species, they tended to be tall.  The Kyai couldn’t fly in standard gravity, restricted only to gliding, but Confederation technology fixed that with inducers, which they were happy to sell to the Kyai along with a bunch of other Confederation-standard tech.  So long as a Kyai had an inducer, they could fly off their home planet.  As a people, the Kyai were pleasant enough, but a bit suspicious…years of dealing with the Imxi was the reason for that.  Jason was sure they’d join the Confederation as full members in a few more years, once they were convinced that the Confederation was what it said it was.


They had many of the same problems as the Imbiri when it came to fashion, however.  Mesaiima couldn’t really wear shirts or much of anything on her upper body except wraps and bikini-style garments because of her wings, and the Kyai had the same problem.  So, they had remarkably similar fashion customs as the Keelo, where both males and females went bare-chested, tattooing was a common practice to adorn the bare skin on their bodies, and since the climate of their home planet was tropical, like Shio Prime, they usually only wore loincloths or shorts, and would never wear any garment that went below the knees.  Their religion also forbade them from wearing shoes, for some weird reason, so they were always barefoot.  Then again, with those claws on their feet, wearing shoes might be problematic.  Their toes were much longer than usual for a humanoid, were very dexterous, and their toenails had evolved into small but fairly formidable claws for gripping perches and snatching objects off the ground while flying.  Kyai toes had nearly as much manual dexterity as human fingers, able to grip and manipulate objects, they just lacked an opposable digit, so their toes couldn’t operate as a second set of hands.

[He’s here in person rather than a bionoid, so I think he wants to get a look at Tir Tairngire with his own senses.]


[Probably.  The other thing I need to pass on is that Myri, Lorna, and Miaari want to talk to you.]


[About time,] he answered.  [Where are they?]


[KMS HQ.]


[Awesome.  I’ll jump in my office bionoid and get down there.]  He sat up.  I need to jump over to the White House for a bit, so I’ll be out of it, he warned everyone.  Aya, do me a favor and put a shade up over me so I don’t get sunburn.

He didn’t wait for an answer, he leaned back and closed his eyes, then sent his consciousness across thousands of light years, returning it back to Karis.  He found his office bionoid and merged to it, then felt its sensor mesh activate, flooding him with very organic-seeming senses.  He fluttered his eyes open and stepped out of the alcove in the bedroom of his office that held the bionoid, which was wearing a tee shirt and jeans.  [Chirk, I’m in my bionoid and coming out.  Unlock the door,] he warned her, communing with her interface.


[It will be unlocked by the time you reach it, Revered hive-leader.]

He made his way down to the military command center, a few floors down from his office, and found Myri and Miaari standing side by side at the main holo console, and Lorna was walking up to join them.  “Ladies,” he called as he walked towards them.  “Tell me you found them.”

“We found most of them,” Miaari answered as he reached the console.  They had a starchart of a section of Andromeda up, he could tell from the system identification codes.  “Denmother estimates nearly ten thousand Dreamers were taken to this planet, V3ΔE-31.  It’s a remote system deep into the galaxy holding a major Syndicate military base, as well as one of their major shipbuilding operations.  They represent the vast majority of the Dreamers removed from the moon.  The planet is most similar to Makan in the Imperium, semi-arid, low gravity, low pressure, oxygen atmosphere, and is mostly devoid of civilian population.  The Syndicate prefers to have their major military operations on planets and moons dedicated to it.  In effect, the entire planet is a military base, and its primary mission is to support the shipbuilding docks in orbit around the planet.  That makes it a very good place to put the Dreamers, at least from their point of view.”


“So, going after this planet both gets back most of the Dreamers taken from the moon and lets us take a bite out of their shipbuilding operations,” Jason mused.  “Plus it lets us hide the real reason we’re attacking behind going after their docks.  What kind of resistance are we looking at?”

“Significant, but nowhere near as many as what were at the Dreamer’s moon,” she answered.  “The Consortium attacked this system several times during the war, but never succeeded in taking it. It has nearly five thousand ships permanently picketed in the system as defense, another six thousand ships from the Dreamer retreat are currently in orbit there as well, and there are also the assets on and around the planet, primarily orbital defense platforms, ground to space defenses, and military mecha.”


“Bottom line it, Generals.  Can the KMS and INS take this system by themselves?  I’m not sure if any other empire would support another military operation so soon after taking the Dreamer homeworld.  Getting engaged in a protracted war with the Syndicate wasn’t what any of us signed up for, but they knew that we’d be going after the Dreamers the Syndicate managed to get off the moon.  I’ll ask, but I’m not going to depend on anyone but us.”


“With a good plan, yes,” Myri answered.  “The staff is already working on it.”


“So is mine, at least my Imperium staff,” Lorna nodded.  “I won’t involve the CCM until the council approves the operation.”

“The council can’t say anything about us going in on our own,” Myri chuckled.  “The articles of war they approved gives individual empires the right to conduct military operations as part of the general war effort.  We only need council approval if we request CCM assistance.”


“We would get that easily,” Lorna said calmly.  “That’s a simple majority, and enough empires would give their blessing to the KMS and INS to go after the Syndicate on our own, with only non-combat support from the CCM.  It does their work for them and doesn’t risk their own assets.”


“Where are they holding the Dreamers, Mee?”


“Here,” she replied, zooming in the hologram and pointing at what looked like a large town.  “This is a military exercise billeting area.  Thousands of dorms that are used by army and Marine soldiers for on-planet training exercises.  They’ve just finished the process of moving the Dreamers into the dorms, and put heavy guard around them.  This is an opportunity, cousin.  They have them all in one place.”


“One we can’t let slip away,” he nodded, to which both Myri and Lorna also nodded in assent.  “But we also can’t just rush in with so much defense there. Mee, ask Zaa to set up an SCM screen.  Let’s interdict the system so they can’t move anything in or out.   And to hide our true purpose, let’s do the same thing at a dozen other major Syndicate military systems.  Let’s make it look like we’re trying to lock down their Navy to keep them from moving. The fact that those shipbuilding docks are there will make them jump to the wrong conclusion when we do the same thing at five or six other shipbuilding docks and major Navy bases.  Find the systems with the biggest shipbuilding operations and where the most Naval ships are stationed and prepare plans to interdict them.  Not only does that hide what we’re really doing, it does take those Naval assets off their board.  Those are ships we don’t have to fight later.”


“Smart,” Lorna said with an approving look at him.  “That will give us time to come up with a good plan to take the planet.  And with the interdictor up, they can’t move the Dreamers on us.”

“Exactly,” he nodded, raising his head and looking up at a camera.  “That reminds me.  Cyra, what’s the ETA on Nexus Three and Nexus Four?”


“Nexus Three should be complete in four days by current projection,” Cyra’s voice called over a speaker.  “Nexus Four should be complete in six days.”

“Four days?  It took just three of us two days to build Nexus One.”


“Along with an army of maintenance bionoids.  And cutting every corner you could find,” Cyra retorted.  “To safely complete Nexus Three, it will take four days.”

“Burn,” Jason grumbled, which made Myri chuckle.


“What do you need them for?” Lorna asked.


Jason glanced at Miaari, who gave him a slight nod.  “We’re going to use them to go after the Oracles on enemy super-ships, the way we got Aria,” he answered.  “Kimdori infiltrators are already hunting them down.  When they find a ship with an Oracle, they call us in, and we use a nexus bridge to invade the ship and take the Oracle.  We were going to use Nexus Two to do it, but we pulled that out of the plan to link it to Nexus One.  I had them accelerate production of the other two nexus bridges.”

“And which of those is the one you’re letting the CCM use?”


“Nexus Five, and I don’t know when it’ll be finished,” he answered.


“Nine days,” Cyra supplied.  “We’ll be moving it to Terra as soon as it’s ready for operation.”

“Just put your foot down with it, Lorna.  Half the council wants to use it as a personal taxi service,” Jason warned.


“We’ll let them play with it, but only between scheduled operations,” she assured him.  “Are you going to set up permanent bridges the way you’re using One and Two?”


He shook his head.  “They’re not cost-effective enough to use commercially like that,” he answered.  “I don’t think you want to see the bill I’m running up keeping Nexus One and Two linked together.  The only reason we’re doing it is because we have to, not because we want to.”


“Well, the technology is still new, nephew.  I’m sure you’ll make it much more economical with more research,” Lorna told him with a smile.

“That’s about all we needed to tell you, Jayce,” Myri told him.  “I’ll have Cyra keep you apprised of any changes.”


“That sounds like a dismissal, Myri,” he accused.


“We’re busy, so shoo,” she said, making a waving motion with her hand, which made him laugh.


“I still have my corner,” he countered.


“Not today you don’t.  Take your bionoid back to your office before I have Cybi delink you.”


“Touchy, touchy,” he teased.  “Admit it, you want my bionoid in here so you can molest it while I’m not merged to it.”


“I can just go up to your office to do that,” she snorted, which made Lorna laugh.  “Oh, and take some pictures of where you are, I’m curious.”

“Cyra can access the survey footage Red Horn made using camera pods,” he told her.  “It lets you see the whole meadow and coastline.”


“Nice, we’ll take a look at it when we finish here,” Lorna said.


In the time it took him to get his bionoid back in the office and delink, Dahnai and the others managed to get to Tir Tairngire.  Dahnai’s skimmer was landing on a temporary pad at the edge of the meadow when Jason opened his eyes and sat back up, noting that Aran had gotten bored enough to wander off.  Warn the others not to annoy the wolves, he warned Dahnai.  We made a deal with them.


How?  Did you talk to them?


No, their minds are developed enough for most telepaths to understand their thoughts, he replied.  They just have naturally closed minds, like many canine species we’ve encountered, so we didn’t realize it right away.


I can send to them?  Seriously?


Sure, try it for yourself.  Just keep in mind they don’t have a rational language, so it’s like dealing with someone who doesn’t speak a language in common with you.


Oh, cool.  There was a long pause.  Cool!  They understand!


Told you.  So tell the others to kindly not freak out about them wandering the compound.  They’re perfectly safe. Oh, and close the hatch when you leave, they’ll try to get in.  They’re very curious.


She answered with pure mirth, and he stood up and started walking towards her dropship.  Several white-armored guards exited the skimmer first, and then Dahnai came out of the hatch with Sirri right behind her.  She was wearing a white bikini top and a pair of very short shorts, and Sirri was topless as usual with a pair of Faey workout shorts and a pair of Faey running shoes.  Behind them were nearly a dozen rulers from the Council, several close friends and a few that Jason didn’t know very well.  Krirara, Kreel, Magran, Quord, and Holikk were old friends on the council, Voss and Altra were rulers with whom he had amiable relations, and Master Mo and Ami Ji were rulers he didn’t know very well.  All of them were dressed very casually—or not at all in Krirara’s case—meaning that this wasn’t meant to look like business on its face.  Jason advanced to greet them as the alpha giant wolf padded over, and the two of them met the others as Dahnai’s guards spread out across the meadow to join Aya’s squad.  “Hey love,” Jason said, kissing Dahnai on the cheek.  “Welcome to Tir Tairngire,” he said to the others.

“I see the tree’s sprouted already, and then some,” Kreel said, looking up the hill.


“That’s why we planted it in this spot,” Jason replied.  “I know Dahnai warned you, but I’ll warn you again.  The wolves won’t bother you, so don’t worry about them.  They’re intelligent enough to send to them, so we’ve worked out a deal with them.  They’re letting me build a vacation house here in their territory in exchange for us giving them food when they come around.  We’ve agreed to be friendly neighbors.”


“A fair bargain for any wild animal,” Krirara mused, looking up at the giant white-furred canine.


“They’re canines, but it’s not really fair to call them wild animals,” Jason said.  “They’re easily as smart as most of us.  They just apply that intelligence in a different way.  In fact, keep in mind that they learn very fast. They’ve already picked up quite a bit of Faey just by listening to us.  They can’t talk, but keep in mind they very well may understand what you say,” he warned with a smile.

The giant wolf snuffled audibly.


“Not every intelligent race in the universe is a humanoid,” Magran said sagely.


The guards erected a pavilion of sorts that was in the skimmer’s cargo hold, set out chairs and a table, and the small group of rulers sat down and discussed some real matters.  They discussed the Dreamer operation, the resettlement operation to move them to their new home, and to his relief, they discussed future military operations from the viewpoint of there needing to be future operations.  “I have the Fatherland’s finest drilling for action, and they’ll be ready as soon as the Kimdori track down the Dreamers that the Syndicate spirited off the moon,” Quord announced.  “From what I recall the Denmother saying, quite a large number were taken off the moon before the interdictor covered the system.”


“Since you mentioned it, they’ve found about ten thousand of them,” Jason said, projecting a hologram over the table using his interface, a holo of the system.  “On this planet.  I’ve already ordered Myri to start planning an operation to take them back, which will require an operation similar to the one we used on the Dreamer homeworld.  Naval supremacy followed up by a ground assault, but I think Myri only plans to take enough ground for us to evacuate the Dreamers, so the ground attack will be focused, and we just blockade the rest of the planet.  You know, shoot anything down that tries to take off, but take no other action.  From what Lorna said, she’ll be proposing a CCM operation to take the planet as soon as she has a basic plan to present to the Council.  But even if they vote it down, between the KMS and the INS, we have the ships and the forces to take those Dreamers back.”


“I’m so glad you’re assigning my ships to your operation, babes,” Dahnai said tartly, which made Kreel laugh.


“Talk to Lorna, Dahnai.  She’s the one that told me that the INS was going.  I guess you gave her prior permission to deploy INS assets without your approval.”


“Oh, Lorna approved it?  That’s different,” she said dismissively.


“You’ll have more than the INS going in with you, Jayce,” Kreel assured him.  “The Union will help. We sure as Grimji’s whiskers don’t want the Syndicate to have even a single Dreamer under their pads, or we’ll just be in this same situation again as soon as they breed up enough Oracles to replace the ones we liberate from them.”


“That is a pointed truth, and why the Fatherland will assist in taking back those Dreamers,” Quord agreed.


“As will the Kirri,” Krirara nodded.  “The key to forcing the Syndicate into a lasting peace is to take the Dreamers away from them.”


“That is the key phrase here, my friends.  Lasting peace,” Magran said.  “The Colonies will support another CCM operation, because as the Moderator so succinctly put it, we will never get a lasting peace with the Syndicate so long as they have the Oracles.  The moment they predict a victory in a future war, the Syndicate would break the peace treaty and go to war.”


“Given the base nature of the Benga, I believe the Grand Master sees the truth of it,” Ji agreed.  “Their greed would drive them to war if they felt they would profit from it.”


“That just about sums up everything we’ve learned about the Benga,” Kreel said without much humor, leaning back in his chair and putting his padded feet up on the table.


Ji glanced to the side.  “I still find myself staring,” he said, mainly to himself.  Jason followed his eyes, to where Cybi was playing with Bethany and Siyae.  One of the wolves was standing almost right over them, her face curious, trying to puzzle out the meaning of the game.

“At the dog, or what?” Kreel asked.


“The CBIM,” he answered.  “I find myself in deep debate every time it’s in the room as to exactly what it is.”


“She’s a member of my family, Ji,” Jason chuckled.  “All the self-aware biogenic units are.”


He leaned a little closer.  “Have you ever considered the possibility that they might malfunction and turn against your people?”


“Only when I first found Cybi and didn’t understand her,” he answered.  “There was an old movie from my world that had a line that went something like ‘life is not a malfunction.’  I don’t remember which movie it was, but I do remember that line.”


“And you don’t have concerns over creating more and more of them?”


The others looked at him seriously, and he realized that this must be a subject that came up quite a bit when he wasn’t around.  “Not really.  Outside of Rook, who’s something of a one in a billion fluke, it takes a massive amount of effort to build a biogenic system complex enough to be self aware, so no, I’m not going to build thousands of Cybis.  We have plans to build two more CBIMs and one more CBMOM, and that’s it.  The continents of Hirga and Sarga need CBIMs, and we’re going to refit the Aegis with a CBMOM.  And that will be the official end of the active CB program.  It’ll go on standby unless something tragic happens and we have to build another command-level biogenic unit, or we have to build another fleet flagship.  It takes a CBMOM to run a fleet flagship.”

“So, you don’t intend to build spare units and have them in storage?”


“You can’t really store a core crystal that makes up something like a CBIM, Ji,” he answered.  “We carefully schedule things so the core crystal is put into service within hours after being finished.  If we don’t, then the crystal decays and becomes corrupted, and a year’s worth of work and a few hundred million credits get wasted.”


“And there are no safeguards in case one goes berserk?”


“Not really,” he shrugged.  “Well, outside of the other CBIMs.  If one CBIM went rogue, the others could bring her to heel.  The way they’re connected into Karis’ planetary network doesn’t allow any one CBIM to control everything.  Well, one can control everything, but it can’t lock the other CBIMs out.”

“Her.  You say her.  Is it not just a machine?”


All of them gave Ji an amused look.  “Talk to Cybi for ten minutes, and the fact that she’s a she is abundantly clear if you’re familiar with Faey, Ji,” Dahnai told him.  “Don’t forget Cylan either.  He’s a CBIM, but he’s male.  Rook is also male.  They identify as a gender, and trust me, they act like the gender they declare.  Cylan is as much a male as Cybi is a female.”

“I thought that was programmed into them,” Master Mo mused.


“No, we don’t program gender,” Jason said.  “My computer experts and several psychologists are actively researching it, though.  They find it fascinating that their core crystals have a gender, and that we have nothing to do with it.”


“Psychologists researching a computer?”


“A computer with emotions and a defined personality, Mo,” Jason reminded him.  “Cybi and Cyra may both be computers, but they’re nothing alike.  Cybi’s had over a thousand years to develop her personality, which you can tell was affected by her centuries of being on Karis alone, trying to clean up the radiation left behind when the planet was destroyed.  Cyra’s the oldest of the new CBIMs, and that’s more than long enough for her to develop her own personality, which is nothing like Cybi’s.  And Cyvanne acts nothing like Cyra, Cylan acts nothing like Cyvanne, Cynna acts nothing like Cylan, Cyrsi acts nothing like Cynna.”


“Amen to that,” Dahnai chuckled.


“Each one of them is unique, which further proves to just about everyone that they aren’t just machines.  Like I said, they’re part of my family, as much as my wife or children.  That’s why Cybi is here playing with the girls, she adores them and often babysits them when my house servants are busy.  Which is much easier now thanks to the bionoids,” he chuckled.  “I’ve seen a definite change in Cybi since Rook started the bionoid program.  The ability to hold the girls, touch them, hug them, to feel them hug her back the way we can, it’s had a profound effect on her.  Sometimes I think Cybi all but thinks she’s their second mother.  And I certainly never have to look far to find a babysitter when I need one,” he mused with a smile, watching Cybi and the girls.  The female wolf had finally decided to intrude herself in the game, which had turned it into a whole lot of gentle pawing, licking, and giggling.  The girls were the size of a newborn cub to the wolves, and the gentleness the female demonstrated in playing with them showed that she understood how delicate they were compared to her.

“Well, that proves you really trust those giant dogs,” Kreel noted lightly.


“Just send to them, dip,” Jason told him.  “I told you, you can understand their thoughts. Well, as long as you keep things basic.”


The serious discussion was forgotten when Seido started serving them steaks from the grill for everyone but Kreel, who got roasted Menodan sugar chutes and grilled thick-cut slices of boaru instead, which were huge vegetables that tasted similar to sweet potatoes.  For a Grimja, sugar chutes and boaru were grill fare.  And it said a lot about the readiness of his servants that they brought Grimja food with them on the trip, just in case Kreel crashed the party…which was something he loved to do.


Seriously, there was an entire shelf in the pantry and a section of the second refrigerator dedicated to Kreel’s favorite foods in his house.  And the wine cellar almost always had a keg of Makati ale ready to tap.


After eating, the rulers decided to avail themselves of the outing and relax a little.  They spread out to explore the meadow and surrounding forest, and Ji decided to go on a short flight to get a lay of the land, which he could do here thanks to the inducer he was wearing.  Jason had to watch in amusement as Rann, Shya, and the older kids were playing…but playing the way Generations played.  They’d recently discovered the Avatar: the Last Airbender cartoons on Terra TV, and they were by the rocky shoreline pretending to be benders…and making a convincing case of it by using telekinesis to mimic the powers of the characters from the cartoon.  It was in a situation like that where Zachary shined the brightest, showing off his incredible skill and power with telekinesis, pulling a massive column of seawater up form the ocean and flinging it around like a water bender from the cartoon.  Kyri, still holding the arrogance of her power, wasn’t about to let Zach upstage her when she was supposed to be the strongest, and showed off something Jason didn’t entirely want others to know they could do.  She ignited the air itself using her TK to produce fire, then manipulated it to control its shape and movement.  In effect, pretending to be a fire bender, but revealing to the rulers that she could produce pyrokinetic effects with her power.

You put that out this instant, young lady! Dahnai snapped mentally, her thought adamant and shimmering with parental authority.  You do not play with fire!


Do as she says, Jason backed up, giving her a scowl.


“I see they’re learning faster than I expected,” Magran mused.  “The work of the Pai?”


“Yes, we convinced a Pai to come to Karis to teach us, and I’m not liking what Mrar is teaching them,” Jason grunted aloud in a dark voice.  “I think I need to sit in on those sessions for a few days.”

“I watched the viddy of the Pai Masters at the Academy.  I didn’t think most of that was even possible,” he said reverently.

“Mrar stuns me on a daily basis when I take lessons from her,” he agreed with a nod.  “What the Pai can do with TK, it just boggles the mind.  I’d swear it was magic if I didn’t know the science behind it.”


“Still, that was quite impressive,” Magran said in admiration.  “I’ve seen pyrokinesis, but only in videos.  Your daughter is quite gifted, Jason.”


“Thank you, but she needs to learn how to not show off,” he groused, which made Magran chuckle.


“May as well ask a mailaka not to bloom,” he said lightly.  “I’ve heard rumors that the Pai will petition for entry.”


“Denmother thinks they will, them and the Muri,” he nodded.  “I’ll be happy to see it.  Both of them have a lot to offer.”


“The Muri shouldn’t be underestimated,” Magran said.  “The Pai may overshadow them with their telekinesis, but the Muri’s psionic gifts make them very, very formidable.”


“I’m glad I’m not the only one that sees their potential,” Jason said with a nod of agreement and respect to his shorter friend.

Kreel wandered over to them, throwing an arm over each of them…up for Jason, down for Magran.  “There’s too much to see and do here to stand around and talk!” he declared.  “Let’s get a couple of airbikes down here and go explore!  You can ride with me, Magran,” he grinned.


“I’m fully capable of driving an airbike, Kreel,” Magran retorted smoothly.  “I had quite an adventurous youth, you know.”


“I thought all you Grand Masters just became old and dusty the moment you put on the robe,” he teased, then wheezed when Magran elbowed him.


“Jason, have them bring down some racing airbikes,” Magran said, almost frostily.


“Ooh, that sounds like a challenge, Grand Master,” Kreel teased.

“Why don’t you get on the other one and find out, Kreel?” Magran retorted.  “And I think a friendly wager on the outcome of the race will properly motivate us to do our best.”


Jason had to laugh.  “Any particular model you want?”


“Ablu Yot MC-177s if you have them available,” he replied.


Jason gave Magran an admiring look.  That was a professional’s airbike, powerful and agile.  “I can dig up a few and have them brought over,” he promised.


Jason learned not long after that exchange that he wasn’t the only galactic ruler with talents gained from a misspent youth.  Quite simply, Magran was a racing god on an airbike.  Jason had watched pro airbike races, and the way Magran moved with the bike, the way he handled it, there was no doubt that he’d raced either as a hardcore amateur or a semi-pro at some time in his life.  He left Kreel in his airwake at the start, and the Grimja never so much as had a chance after that.  Their four lap race around the forest, around floating pylons that marked the race course, ended with Magran threatening to lap Kreel as they came out of the last turn, the Grimja doing everything he could to keep that humiliation from coming about, so it almost looked like Kreel was in the lead and trying to keep Magran from passing him.  The truth was, Kreel was just trying to save what little remained of his dignity after getting just blown up by the deceptively mild Colonist.

After the spanking was dished out, the two of them landed by where everyone was watching, and there were quite a few surprised faces.  Dahnai summed it up with a laugh, patting Magran on the back when he landed.  “Where did you learn to ride like that?” she demanded.


“I earned my living while in Academy on a racing bike,” he replied, giving Kreel a nearly smug look.  “Three years on the Exeven Planetary pro circuit, six wins, nineteen top five finishes, fifty finishes in the purse bracket, meaning I earned a share of the purse from the race.  I made more than enough to live very comfortably while I was in Academy.  Where everyone else in Academy was living at home or in assigned quarters, I lived in a very nice corner apartment just blocks from campus and had a luxury hovercar and racing airbike.  I gave up racing after meeting the Grand Master in person quite by accident when he visited the Academy, and was so inspired by him that I entered civil service after graduation.  I stopped racing altogether not long afterward, since such flamboyant hobbies aren’t considered proper for a civil servant, who is supposed to be humble and modest both in his service to the Colonies and in his private life.  If it hadn’t been for my parents’ insistence that I finish my education and a chance encounter with the Grand Master, I’d probably still be racing, and my life would have turned out very differently.  A strange path I walked, I feel sometimes.  I started my adulthood in the saddle of a racing airbike with dreams of making it to the Interplanetary circuit, and I ended up wearing the Grand Master’s robe.  Fate is a fickle thing,” he chuckled.

Jason just had to laugh.  He was right, Magran did ride like a pro…because he was one!


“I declare the bet invalid, you’re a ringer!” Kreel laughed.  “And who knew a Colonist would hustle someone!”


“Every species has their scoundrels, Kreel,” Magran said mildly, which made virtually every adult explode in laughter.
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He could only hope that this went as well as the bachi match did.


Jyslin’s confidence hadn’t been misplaced, but it wasn’t the trouncing she had predicted.  When it came to the playoffs in just about any professional sport, records didn’t matter, heart did, and the Rampage showed a lot of heart in the game. They still lost, it was clear the Paladins were the better team, but they made it far closer than it could have been by coming back in the fourth division down six goals and pulling within one.  But that seemed to wake up the Paladins, and they pulled back out to a four goal lead, then ran out the clock.  It was a hard-played game that ended in a 14-10 Paladins victory, a game dominated by defense on both sides of the pitch.

He’d had to bow out of the post-match victory party to make this briefing on time, to the point where he was in his office rather than home, and what was more important, he used Aya’s own policies against her to more or less kick the guards out and send them home.  Since the Syndicate had been tossed out of the galaxy, Jason’s restrictions had been lifted, at least after her twisted Aya’s arm about it, so he came to the office by himself in his hovercar…and thus Aya had no idea exactly how he was attending this meeting.


He sat up in a storage unit that was holding his bionoid, one of the “coffin special” units, and couldn’t help but look down at his green hands.  This was his Benga bionoid, built to allow him to move unnoticed through Syndicate territory.  Its official designation was Infiltrator Model MIMB-3.0A.  It looked something like him, using his basic facial features which were then altered to fit within Benga norms.  The biggest change was to the shape of his eyes and his cheekbones, as well as a slight squaring of his jaw to more closely match male Benga.  Blond was a very rare hair color for a Benga, but since it was possible, he retained his natural hair color.  Rook had given him the same color eyes as well, so in that respect, he did kind of look the same.


But the skin…that was definitely going to take some acclimation.  He was going to be doing double-takes every time he glanced at his own hands for a while.


The outside looked different, but the inside was the same.  The bionoid felt like any other bionoid, and he had more than enough experience in his macro bionoid unit that he climbed out of the storage unit on steady feet and stood beside it without wobbling, used to the change in his center of gravity.  The body felt just as light and strong as any other bionoid, and its onboard computer reported that it was fully operational and ready for service.  The unit wasn’t biogenic, it was moleculartronic—no way was he risking them getting their grubby hands on a biogenic crystal—but he was used to that as well. He wasn’t merged to the bionoid so much as he was merged to the biogenic control unit in one of the deepest and undetectable secret complexes the Kimdori had constructed under the factory, which then communicated with the bionoid on a dedicated hyperthreaded gravband frequency that had more than enough range to allow him to wander just about anywhere in the star system.  It was on a frequency block that Syndicate comm couldn’t even detect, let alone access, so there was no risk that their sensors or comm techs would pick it up.

He’d risk biogenic units in the complex, since Kraal had everything under control, but not in a bionoid that would leave it.


The bionoid was designed to allow him to move around on E Chaio without detection, and it had been built with stealth in mind, which was a no-brainer given it was an infiltrator model.  The unit’s biorhythmics were layered over sensor dampening tech that made the bionoid appear as a living thing on most scanners, even appeared to be organic to an X-ray, and the unit’s flesh was the most recent version of Rook’s synthetic flesh experiments, the most lifelike version yet.  The newest incarnation of the synthetic flesh had ducts under the dermal layer that circulated synthetic blood, which meant the unit would “bleed” if its synthetic flesh was cut, and that blood would scan as a biological substance.  This one was filled with synthetic Benga blood, for obvious reasons.  To scanners, it looked like a living thing.  To the touch, it felt like a living thing.  It even had breath that smelled organic, and like all current versions, it could eat and drink.


And like most bionoids, it was also armed.  It had monomolecular blades and a Korgg tetryon wave weapon in each arm, and like Cori’s bionoid, it had internal grav pods that would allow the bionoid to fly.


He ran his hand down his opposite forearm, feeling the “muscles” under the skin, warm skin with fine hair, then he reached into the storage unit and pulled out a set of very nondescript clothing that would make him appear to be just one of the millions of wage slaves on E Chaio, a regular joe working a menial job and doing his best to make ends meet.  His ID card told him that his new name was Jak Ba Ru Air, a clever play on the old “Jack Brewer” identity he’d once used for Vultech, a long, long time ago.  That told him that Kraal had really done his homework if he knew that name.  His corp was Tricor Industries, and he was listed as a custodian on his ID, which included his job title.  He was a janitor that worked in a small office complex in Maju Raki, which was the “town” in which the factory was located.  Tricor owned the factory too, as well as most of Maju Raki, both business and real estate.  So, it wouldn’t look out of place at all for him to wander around the area.


He remembered the reports he read.  In Benga society, this ID card was everything.  It was his ID, it was his passport, it was his debit card…and it was a locator beacon that would allow cops to find him if they wanted.  The report mentioned that they used to use sub-dermal chips for it, but the cost to replace them if they were damaged or update them if the person changed job titles made them go back to external cards.


Everything was about money with the Benga.  Cheap, cheap, cheap, do whatever was cheapest, even if it wasn’t the best.


Benga commoners were fully aware that the cards could be used to track them, so quite a few of them circumvented that with card sleeves made of a commonly available material that blocked the comm signal the chip broadcasted, and only took them out if they needed to use them.  The practice even had a name, it was called “sleeving your card.”  But the amusing part was, they didn’t sleeve the chips really to hide from the cops, they did it to hide from the bombardment of ads while they were in public spaces, which read their cards—which included everything, even their shopping histories—and tried to target them with today’s great deals on whatever merchandise it was that they bought most often.  That desire for a few minutes of peace and quiet on the tram would give him a perfectly legitimate excuse to sleeve his own card.  It was technically illegal to sleeve a card—the corps have to have that revenue—but nobody really enforced the law.   Most cops in Benga society didn’t work for the state, they worked for a corp, and they too were just wage slaves…who sleeved their cards themselves.

The door opened, and Kraal came in…which made Jason do a double-take.  It was the same Kraal he knew and liked, but this Kraal stood eye to eye with his bionoid.  He’d used his shapeshifting ability to increase his height.  “Kraal,” he said in surprise.  “You’re tall.”


“We found it more convenient to just make ourselves the size of Benga and use their equipment,” he replied with a dismissive wave of his hand.  “Since so few non-Benga live on E Chaio, it’s actually rather hard to find local equipment sized for anything but a Benga.”


“That makes sense,” he nodded in understanding, putting his ID card on the edge of his storage unit and pulling his shirt over his head, then putting on a pair of underwear best described as boxer briefs.  “Who else is attending?”

“Maraa has a report on recent Consortium activities she will present at this briefing,” he answered.

“Sounds good,” he said, reaching for the workman’s coveralls that Kraal had acquired for him, the uniform he would wear at his job.  For a custodian, that jumpsuit-style gray garment with two orange horizontal stripes across the chest and the Tricor insignia both on the chest above the stripes and on the back of the garment was standard wardrobe.  A man on his salary could afford little in the way of luxury, so it wasn’t unusual for a janitor to wear his work coveralls more or less all the time.  For a wage slave like Jason’s Benga identity, clothes were a luxury.  He put on his boots, which felt both a little stiff and a touch heavy, then he followed Kraal out of the storage room.  They entered an underground complex filled with Kimdori, all Benga sized, sitting at consoles, scurrying back and forth, or poring over physical documents.  This was part of Kraal’s staff, analysts and field agents in from their missions to hand over their findings to said analysts or prepping for their next mission.  They were deep under the glassworks factory, so deep that no sensor could penetrate, so deep that they were in the actual bedrock of the planet rather than the artificial surface, which was hundreds of shakra deep.  The facility was completely separate from the factory above, even had its own power source and environmental systems, and it was very, very big.  It needed to be, given Kraal was more or less the Gamekeeper for 85% of Andromeda.  He had a staff of thousands of analysts and thousands more field agents, and this was the nerve center of the galaxy-spanning operation.  Kraal led him to a small briefing room, which held only a single small table.  He sat at it, almost feeling like he was about to be interrogated, full holograms of Zaa, Jinaami, and Miaari appeared on either side of him, sitting on holographic chairs and aligned to look as if they were sitting at the table as well.  Seconds later, the ghost-furred albino Kimdori Maraa stepped into the room and stood quietly by the door.

“Jinaami, it’s good to see you,” he said, looking past Miaari to her.


“You as well, friend Jason,” they honey-colored Kimdori smiled in return.


“You here to give or receive?”


“Receive.  Denmother felt I needed to be aware of what goes on, given that Empress Dahnai has access to more information than the rest of the Confederation.”


“Sound thinking,” he agreed, nodding to Zaa.

“You look decidedly strange as a Benga, friend Jason,” Miaari mused.


“Yeah, it’s the eyes,” he nodded.  “And the green skin’s a bit of a distraction.  I find myself constantly resisting the urge to scream Hulk smash.”


That made Miaari burst out into uncharacteristic laughter, given where they were.


“If we are ready,” Kraal said, stepping up to the front of the room and facing them.

“We are, Handgroom,” Zaa said.  “Relate what you have learned.”


“Yes, my Denmother,” he replied.  “Firstly, the Board still has not decided on a response to the attack on Atrovet, the Dreamer’s former homeworld,” he said, an image of the moon appearing on a flat hologram behind him, projected onto the featureless wall.  “But what they have agreed to do is mobilize the fleet.  They have pulled assets from the press on the last of the Consortium territory and moved it to strategic locations through Andromeda.  They know that the Oracles are the focus of the CCM’s movements, and the Oracles they have that are loyal are predicting more attacks, primarily on any system holding Dreamers.  Other Oracles are discounting those predictions, creating an unheard-of dilemma in their history, the fact that different Oracles are predicting different things.  They haven’t quite decided how to respond to that, but what all of them are responding to is the fact that anywhere they are holding the Dreamers is a primary target for CCM attack.”


“So, the plans we’re making to hit the planet where they took most of the Dreamers isn’t going to be a surprise,” he said grimly, to which Kraal nodded.


“The Syndicate is moving considerable assets within reach of the system as we speak, but not in the system, as they are aware of the interdictors and understand the threat they pose.  The Oracles have predicted that the battle will end in victory if they put enough ships in front of us.”


“That’s a fairly narrow point of view,” Jason noted, rubbing his chin and thinking about it.  Kraal was polite enough to remain quiet to let him do so.  He finally looked back up at the Handgroom.  “What about if we don’t fight?  What do the Oracles predict about that?”


“They haven’t thought to ask the Oracles that question, Jason, and you know how their power works for the ones they have.  They respond only to questions directly posed, since in their dream state, they can’t think abstractly in any way except for predictions based on what directly affects themselves.  They are limited to only what they are asked, and the Syndicate is not asking them the right questions.  That is on top of the fact that some of the Oracles must see their own freedom and are deliberately deceiving them, much as Aria did.  That is why different Oracles are giving different responses to the questions posed to them.  In a way, the Oracles are rebelling against them.”

“A clandestine operation?” Miaari asked, looking over at him.


He nodded.  “If we can’t take the Dreamers by force, then we sneak them off the planet by stealth,” he replied.  “I’m sure we can get infiltrators down there with beacons.  I’ve seen where they’re keeping them, and the place is so big that the Syndicate would be hard pressed to keep an eye on all of them.  I’m sure we can find a way to sneak them off the planet.  It won’t be fast given we’ll only have three nexus bridges available, my two and your one, but we can get them off if we move carefully and keep the system interdicted so they can’t move them.  The Syndicate won’t kill them, they’re far too valuable.”


“I’m sure that if you give Kraal the intel you have, he can come up with a plan,” Zaa declared.


“I’ll have Cybi send it to you, Kraal.”


“I already have that intel, your Grace.  Cybi is supplying us with all intel gathered from KMS and CCM surveillance operations.  You did order it.”

“That’s right, I did,” he recalled.  “So you’ve seen the layout of the base where they took most of the Dreamers.”


“I have.  And I agree, I think we can plan an operation to spirit them off the planet by using a nexus bridge, as long as we are careful and don’t get greedy.  A few at a time, slowly and steadily, laying down false trails that the vanished Dreamers have escaped into the planet’s wilds.  There is a significant wilderneess area abutting the base, which would make such a misdirection feasible.  And we must have multiple contingency plans in place for when the Syndicate uses the Oracles to uncover our scheme.”

“That won’t matter,” Jason said.  “It won’t do them any good to ask the Oracles if they have no way to communicate with the forces on the planet, unless they have an Oracle there.”


“Go after their quantum computers?” Miaari asked.


He nodded again.  “The very first thing we do after interdicting the system.  Jam it against their hyperspace pulse comm and then take out their QE computers.  So, I need you to do me a favor, Kraal.  Find out which ships are being sent there, which ones have QE computers, and where they are in the ships.  We can either set up a few stellar collectors to target them and take them out or get an infiltrator in the system with a beacon to set things up, and I’ll send in my special ops teams to take them out.”

“We can get that information,” Kraal assured him.  “We could destroy the sister units here on E Chaio, but it would reveal to the Syndicate that we have an operation on their capitol planet.”


“No, we don’t want them knowing you’re here quite yet,” Jason said, to which Zaa nodded.  “You can do far more damage while they think they’re invincible.”


“They are supremely overconfident, to the point where their internal security is almost criminally lax,” Kraal chuckled with a nod.  “And if you don’t mind a suggestion, Jason, the stellar collectors will be the more viable option.  For us to invade their ships and take out the QE devices from within would give them additional intel to use against us when we start the operations to recover the Oracles on board ships.  The more we do it, the more practice they will get defending against it.”

He thought about that a second, then nodded.  “I’ll have some collectors moved in.  You find out which ships we target and we’ll take them out.  We’ll just make sure the collector beam penetrates deeply enough to destroy the QE computer.  If not, they’ll just salvage it and put it on another ship.”


“We will send that intel to Myri as soon as we have it,” he declared.


“Speaking about readiness, are they warning their fleets about our tactics now?”


“They are, that was the next thing I was going to address,” Kraal answered.  “Most of Sha Ra’s data has been filtered down to the fleet over here, and they’re making the necessary changes.  They’re converting Torsion cannons into ion cannons, pulling older weapons out of storage and installing them on ships, warning their fleet commanders against making fatal mistakes against CCM tactics, and are analyzing what little data they have on interdictors to find a way around them.  The next time you meet them in battle, Jason, they will be more prepared.  Sha Ra was a brilliant commander, and her observations and tactics were passed on to Syndicate HQ before you destroyed her QE computer.”


“That’s good to know,” he nodded.  “I take it you’ve warned Lorna?”


“We’ll be sending her a report as soon as this briefing is over,” he answered, then a new hologram appeared, a image of a huge, cavernous chamber holding a roughly circular raised tier.  It was the room where the Board met, he’d seen holos of it before.  “The Board’s reaction to our invasion of Andromeda has been one of contention,” he said, glancing back at the hologram.  “The warning that an invasion of the Milky Way will almost certainly end in failure has split the Board into two major factions.  Those that are interested in a peaceful resolution with the Confederation, and those who would simply build a fleet so grand and overwhelming that they would win that war. Needless to say, the cost of building such a force is one of the major sticking points in their negotiations,” he said dryly.  “Those that oppose are more interested in the short-term bottom line, primarily those megacorps that have lost the most money between the Consortium operation and sending the invading fleet to the Milky Way, where those that are in favor see the wealth they could gain from taking Confederate technology and territory, almost exclusively over the Stargates and the nexus bridge.  They see such devices as the means to conquer the entire supercluster, to bring them wealth and power beyond even their most avaricious dreams.  They argue that the secrets of the Stargates alone makes acquiring it worth any cost, any expense.  They see the loss of the invading fleet as only the first phase of a plan to conquer our galaxy by attrition,” he explained.  “What you once called the worst case scenario, your Grace.  Them simply sending over wave after wave and wearing us down by sheer force of numbers and their nearly infinite resources.”

“Split evenly?” Jason asked.


“Mostly,” he replied.  “There’s insufficient votes to authorize a full invasion of our galaxy, which takes a sixty percent majority vote.  That’s ninety-two votes at the current time, and there are only eighty-four votes for war.”


“Eight votes.  They could pull that off,” Jason said thoughtfully.


Kraal nodded.  “Needless to say, Denmother has authorized us to try to sway that vote in our favor,” he said.  “Using subterfuge and propaganda.”

“Good luck,” he said sincerely.  “What’s the short term reaction?”


“As of yet, they haven’t decided on a course of action,” he answered.  “The taking of Atrovet shocked them, Jason, to a point where right now they are in what you would call denial.  They simply cannot believe that we even got over here, let alone managed to capture one of their most critical systems.  And in a way, it is our presence here that has split the Board concerning declaring war.  The hawks correctly deduced that we somehow got a Stargate over here and used it to cross over into Andromeda, and our action had opened their eyes to just how powerful that technology really is.  The only decisions they have made are to reinforce any system holding Dreamers against Confederate attack.  They know what we are after, and they move to protect the Dreamers they still have in their custody.”


“We can use that against them,” Jason chuckled darkly.


“Not as easily as you may think, Jason.  They are aware of the interdictors, and are not going to fall into the trap that ensnared Sha Ra.”

Jason rapped his fingers on the table, deep in thought.  “Then I think it’s time to start moving against the Board, Kraal,” he said.  “Not you.  Us.  I need you to compile me a list of all material assets personally held by the members of the Board,” he said, looking at the Kimdori male.   “Manors.  Yachts.  Vacation houses.  Those kinds of things.  I’ll gather up a squadron of my best frigates and have them go blow them up.  I once warned Hrathin’s father that we wouldn’t bring the war to his people, we would bring the war to him, and I think we should adopt that tactic over here.  If these Board members care about nothing but wealth and power, then let’s go after what they care about the most. Their wealth and power.  If they see the ruin we can inflict on them personally, then perhaps they won’t be quite so eager to engage in war with us.  That’s going to help us in the short term and the long term, by further stirring them up and paralyzing any kind of immediate response, and by scaring them into voting against this war resolution.”


Kraal gave him a long look, then a slow smile spread across his muzzled face.  “That is both devious and dastardly, your Grace.  That proves you are a cousin.”


“It has potential,” Zaa agreed.  “But there exists the risk that we go too far and inflame them into declaring war out of spite.  So we apply that leverage selectively.  Show them what can happen should they move against us, that the war will not be fought in some distant star system, but on their own doorstep. Literally.  Handgroom, assemble the list of assets as Jason has requested.”


“It will be done by the end of the day, my Denmother,” he nodded.


“I’ll pick one item on the list owned by each member of the Board and send a frigate out to destroy it, have them strike simultaneously so the Board members don’t get wind of what we’re doing until it’s already done,” Jason told them.  “We can just barely fit a gunboat’s cased plasma torpedo in a frigate’s landing bay, so they can just push it out of the landing bay and the torpedo will do the rest.  I’m sure a cased plasma torpedo will have more than enough firepower to destroy whatever it hits, those things have nearly the same yield as a torpedo fired from a launcher.  Hell, I’ll have to have them bring the yield down so the torpedo doesn’t wipe out half a city, if they’re striking a target in a populated area.  Then, when we open negotiations with them, I make it clear to them that I have that list, and I’ll go right down it if they declare war, that I’ll go after them and their wealth personally.  I’ve found that most people who love to start wars really, really don’t like it when they have to fight them themselves.”


“I will have that list to you as soon as it is compiled, cousin,” Kraal said with a wicked smile.

Kraal went over a few minor points, mainly touching on past subjects, then he yielded the floor to Maraa.  The albino Kimdori gave them a detailed briefing about the movements of the Consortium fleet, both military and civilian as they gathered up ships for their exodus, then focused on the front between what little territory they had left and Syndicate territory.  “The reduction of Syndicate assets along the front will be noticed,” she predicted, pointing to a series of star systems.  “It will allow them to fortify their positions and buy them more time to assemble their evacuation fleet.  This is their dedicated course of action, for they now believe that the Syndicate is intentionally stalling the peace negotiations to give them time to get into position to make a final push to completely conquer the Consortium.  What is important to note, your Grace, is that the Consortium knows we are here,” she said.  “Intel has reached them that the CCM has crossed over into this galaxy and has attacked Syndicate territory.  They are seeking to gain communications with us, most likely to discuss a possible alliance against a common foe.”

“No way is that going to happen, not after what they did,” Jason growled.  “They have several billion black marks against them, particularly with the Alliance, Urumi, and Skaa.  And those three can exert enough pressure to scuttle any council vote to ally with them.  Much as Dahnai may hate it, Assaba has a powerful voice in council.”


“Have you made a decision about the offer you discussed tendering to them, your Grace?”


“Yeah, but this isn’t the time to broach it with them,” he replied.  “Especially since I don’t want the Syndicate to see us putting up a Stargate, they’d go right after it.  We have to wait until they launch their fleet and bring it out of hyperspace out in flat space, far enough away from Andromeda that the Syndicate can’t get a fleet there in time to try to capture the gate.  Besides, unless the Kimdori scouts found something, we haven’t found a place to send them yet.”

“We haven’t either,” Zaa added.  “No Kimdori scout has yet to make it out of the supercluster, and you did make it clear that they would be sent outside of the supercluster.”


He nodded.  “So far away that it would take them several thousand years to get back,” he affirmed.  “And I thought they’d have made it out of the supercluster by now.”


“The furthest Kimdori scout is nine days from reaching Melakaan A, the closest galactic formation in the Ajoris Supercluster, the closest of the three superclusters bordering our own.  It is a the closer of a pair of disc galaxies, each about one fifth the size of the Milky Way.”


“You’re way ahead of us, the Lexington is going to launch for Ajoris Major next takir,” he noted.  “It’s carrying enough hyperspace probes to cover half the galaxy on top of enough equipment to establish a permanent outpost in a favorable location.  I had them refit the ship so it’s bionoid only.  The bionoids will get the ship out there and build an outpost, then our plan is to use a nexus bridge to get people out there to do the local exploration.  That way my people aren’t stuck on a ship for two months ”


“Going straight to the hub galaxy?”


“We figured we could establish a main base there and spread out in a radial pattern to explore the supercluster,” he answered.  “Which should only take about thirty years,” he added dryly.

“Not a bad plan,” Zaa nodded.


Maraa went over a few final points, but not really revealing much in the way of major new information, and the briefing ended.  With that, Jason went up to the factory and exited through a service entrance, walked down a deserted alley, and then merged in with the foot traffic and just became another face in the crowd.  Armed with a detailed map of the city and a schedule for the transports that would take him anywhere on E Chaio he wanted to go.

This was something he needed to do.  This was something he needed to see.  He wanted to walk among the lay citizens of the Syndicate, the common man and woman, he wanted to see what their world was like so he could better understand them.  True, they had nothing to do with the running of their government, they were all literal slaves to the megacorps that owned them, but nevertheless they formed the backbone of the way the government worked, and he wanted to see those insignificant cogs within the vast machine…to remind him that war had a cost on both sides.


He remembered how he had started to feel less and less for the other numbers on those war reports.  Every number was a life, and there were numbers, there were lives, on both sides.  He couldn’t lose sight of that, he couldn’t become like many others in the Confederation who didn’t see the suffering they inflicted on their enemies as anything but good, often not understanding that the ones they caused to suffer the most often had nothing to do with that was going on in the first place.  He had to do this because they weren’t playing only defense now.  They were in Andromeda, they were in the Syndicate’s territory, and that meant that the attacks they initiated had the real potential to cause harm far beyond just the soldiers that opposed them.  His plans to interdict key Syndicate systems would put hardship on the civilians on those planets, and he needed to remind himself that the suffering of an enemy was still suffering, and that he would be the cause of it.


Sitting on a subway tram racing through a tunnel at high speed, riding towards the Syndicate’s capitol so he could look at their capitol with his own (sort of) eyes, he watched the other passengers, and saw what the Syndicate was for those who were a part of it.  What he saw, what he realized, was that these were broken people.  They had no hope.  They had no dreams.  They had no joy.  They were crushed by the system that made them little more than a number, to the point where the only thing that mattered to them was money.  The only happiness they could achieve for themselves was represented by money, by buying a better life.  The greed of the Benga was represented in its lowest social classes by the feeble hope that money could make their lot better, as they sought the only happiness they could find in the material things that comforted them through their sorrow.

They didn’t even seem to have love.  He watched what he thought were Benga couples, and even those he could identify as pairs, maybe married maybe not, he wasn’t too sure about Benga social customs, there seemed to be little or no interaction.  Perhaps, he pondered as he watched an older couple, both wearing uniforms that marked them as kitchen workers, Benga customs frowned on public displays of affection…but there seemed to be more to it than that.  The way they looked at each other, it was like…like it was a business arrangement.


After arriving in the capitol and disembarking, walking along the streets of what was the grandest of all Benga cities with its over the top, gaudy grandeur and flamboyant displays of wealth that silently taunted those that didn’t have anything, he saw that his initial impression was correct.  These people had no love for each other, and thus no love for any other, just as the shaman had once told him.  He could see it in the way they acted, the way they interacted in public social situations.  People didn’t hold doors open for each other.  People treated everyone else like an obstacle, a potential rival, and he saw several shouting matches and even one fistfight over silly things like who would take a seat.  Mothers kept their children very close to them as they walked the streets, and he saw an uncharacteristic lack of anything resembling how Faey children acted in them. The kids were all dead quiet and nearly clung to their mothers—not fathers, only mothers—as if they were terrified of what might happen if they were separated.


These people…they hated each other.  This wasn’t a society, it was a collection of individuals each desperately afraid for themselves thrown into a cage with each other.


They had no love.  They had no kindness.  They had no empathy.  They had nothing…nothing but fear and the twisted belief that the only thing that could make their lives better was the money that could buy them material things, wealth, and power.  They believed that those things were the only salve that would bind the wounds that reached all the way down to their souls.


It was…it was sad.  It was a tragedy.  It was almost heartbreaking.  He sat on a low wall outside one of the major megacorp HQs as the common Benga filed back and forth in front of him—the executives wouldn’t be caught dead down so close to the ground—and nearly felt like crying at seeing the stark, terrible truth of the Benga and the Syndicate with his own eyes.  It both filled him with a seething anger at those that ran this society and concern for those whose lives he was about to make even worse than they already were.  It was nearly an entire galaxy without hope, without happiness, without love…and he knew then, felt it in his heart, that they had to stand against it.


They couldn’t allow this darkness out of Andromeda.  This was a disease on the universe itself, a disease far too advanced to cure, and it had to be contained in the tumor that couldn’t be removed.  It had to be isolated to protect the rest of the cosmos from its dark, evil taint.


It was right there in their complex language, where so many words had so many meanings that the same sentence could have twenty different meanings…but in all those vast definitions, there was no word that truly described love.  And the closest word to kind actually meant without malice.

These were truly the Loveless Ones.  There could not be a more fitting name than the one the shaman had given them.


He became dimly aware of two Benga men in uniforms standing in front of him, nearly over him.  “You are trespassing, citizen,” one of them said harshly.  “That’s a thousand tek fine.”


Of course.  The wall.  He was sitting on the wall, and nobody else was, they wouldn’t get within five shakra of it.  He stood up slowly, having to resist the nearly overpowering urge to extend his monomolecular blades and skewer these two corp-cops.  But, his sense of moral outrage wasn’t going to allow him to just meekly submit to their demands, which would be to pay the fine on the spot or face arrest, which was the one thing that just about any common Benga desperately avoided at any cost.  Arrest led to jail sentences, which was basically just selling them into official slavery.  A ten day jail term could turn into a lifetime of hard labor in the most horrid conditions imaginable for no pay due to the way the Syndicate “justice” system worked, where infractions were invented to tack on more and more sentence time, and the only way out of it was to buy your way out.  And the Syndicate being what they were, these two corp cops wouldn’t just let him off with a warning.  Collecting as many fines as possible was the most important part of their jobs.

“You will turn around and walk away,” Jason told them in a cold, dead voice.


Both of them laughed scornfully.  “Are you threatening an officer?  What’s the fine for that, Vod?  Ten thousand tek?” the taller one asked the shorter one.


He was about to do something that would get him in a whole lot of trouble, but he got control of himself.  Rook would murder him if he had to self-destruct the bionoid just because Jason was feeling pecky, not after all the work he put into designing and building it.  And besides, even an 11,000 tek fine was a drop in the bucket of what he had available if necessary.  This was not the time for moral crusades.  This was not the time to let his emotions get the best of him.  No matter how much right he had to be angry, disgusted, he couldn’t blow the bionoid’s cover, it would threaten Kraal’s operation if the Board found out a Confederation bionoid was on E Chaio…and Kraal had shown him a tremendous amount of trust to let him go out by himself, because of that very possibility.  He gave a slow blink, then passed a hand over his face.  “I apologize for my rudeness.  I’ve just had some very surprising news.  But that was no excuse, either to take it out on you or break the law,” he said with what he felt was suitable contrition.  But he also knew that the Benga before him would show him no consideration for that.  They had no empathy.  They simply did not care about his personal problems.  If he was laying on the sidewalk bleeding, they would fine him for trespassing, vagrancy, and vandalism of corporate property as his blood stained the sidewalk.

They were an entire race of sociopaths, institutionally conditioned sociopaths.


He took out his ID card—making sure to pull it out of its sleeve while still in its pocket so they couldn’t fine him for a sleeved card—and surrendered it to the officer.  He gave a nasty smile as he slotted it in his card reader, which would allow him to collect the fine.  “So, a thousand for trespass, ten thousand for threatening an officer, and let’s say five thousand just because you’re an ass,” he said with a vicious smirk.  The device beeped, and he looked almost disappointed as he literally flung the card back at Jason, as if expecting him to not have the balance to pay the fine.  Both the Benga gave a bit of start, though, when Jason snapped a hand up and caught the card quite easily, then slid it back into his pocket in a smooth motion, as if it were the easiest thing in the world.


“Surprised I could pay the fine, officer?  I wasn’t always a janitor,” Jason said in a low, steady voice as he turned his back to them, then started walking away.  “And if you’re not careful, you may end up pushing a broom too.”

He’d meant to go see the exceptionally ostentatious building that was the Board HQ, but he didn’t need to see it.  Not now.  He already knew what kind of soulless leeches he was dealing with here, by the “perfect” society that those men and those who came before them had built over the last few thousand years.  A society without kindness or compassion, a society ruled by greed and fear, a society where more people than Jason could count were the slaves of 153 demons, Faey gara uka, Makati maijar, Grimja kinkou, Kirri rorraikka.  They were the ultimate embodiments of evil, black holes that sought to suck all happiness and joy out of the universe to fill the voids within them, much as they had destroyed everything that was good in their own people, and countless races and species across Andromeda.


Back home, he almost felt the jaingi burning on his shoulders and back as his bionoid headed for the subway station.  He had met the enemy and seen the truth of them, and it had steeled his resolve, even as it reminded him not to become the enemy in his quest to prevent their darkness from spreading out of Andromeda.  That was the dark path the Consortium had followed, and it had tainted them with the same evil that they had once opposed.  Even if the executives in the megacorps and many in the military were beyond redemption, those that sought to maintain the current order because it benefited them personally, that was no reason to spread misery on the nameless masses that made up the Syndicate’s civilians and working class.  Even if they had never known love, that was no reason to stack hate upon them.  After all, they were slaves to a vast machine that did not in any way care about them.

Maybe…maybe there was hope for them.  Maybe with just a little kindness, they could change.  Maybe…all they needed was a little faith.


Blinking his eyes, Jason Karinne sat up from the reclining seat in the merge pod and pinched the bridge of his nose between his fingers.  Merging to a moleculartronic bionoid that long in another galaxy had very nearly given him a headache.  He also almost dislodged Chichi from his lap when he sat up.  The tabi was reared up on her back legs, her front legs on his chest, and there was a look of true concern on her little feline face and in her lavender eyes.


Of course, she was empathic.  She could sense the emotions he had experienced walking the streets of E Chaio, and she had come into the room off his office to try to comfort him.  He put a hand on her back and smiled down at her.  “I’m fine, Chichi.  And thank you,” he said softly, stroking her nearly sinfully soft black fur.  He leaned his head down, and she gave him a fond lick on the tip of his nose, then pressed her forehead against his in an act of compassion and affection.  And that did make him feel better.  Much, much better.


He got out of the merge pod and walked into the main office, which was empty thanks to the fact that Aya had lifted the wartime restrictions, which meant he was allowed to come to work by himself again and drive his own hovercar.  But despite that, Dera and Shen were out in the outer office, as Aya flexed her muscles and proved to Jason that not even when she let him roam free was he ever off her leash.  He carried the tabi over to his desk and sat down, settling her on his lap, then he had Chirk get him in touch with Myri rather than him just walking down there.  Her face appeared on a flat hologram hanging in midair on the other side of his desk.  “Did the Kimdori talk to you?” he asked.

“Yeah, we’ve given over on the planning,” she answered.  “No way are we going in if they’re expecting us like that.  Miaari’s aide said that the Kimdori are working up a plan to get the Dreamers off the planet using a nexus bridge.”


He nodded.  “But what’s more, hon, is that we won’t catch the Syndicate with their pants down again.  Kraal told me that they’re refitting their ships, converting or getting rid of their Torsion weapons, and their fleet commanders will have Sha Ra’s intel about us.”


“Miaari told us,” she nodded.  “Lorna said she’s ready for them to change tactics, and we’ll have some new surprises under our robes the next time we lock horns with them.  It just won’t be at V3ΔE-31, or at least not immediately.  Lorna’s still going to design a battle plan to take the system by force in case the Kimdori plan fails or gets exposed, one that takes into account the fact that they know we’re coming and they’ll be ready for us.  It just won’t be easy.”


He nodded.


“She still wants you to deploy some stellar collectors there, so they’re in place and ready in case they’re needed.”


“Not a problem.  You can do that.”


“I already did.  I deployed eighty collectors to the system, and they’re already in position fifteen light seconds from the planet and in CMS mode.”


“Then why did you ask me about it?” he challenged.


“So you feel like you have a say in things,” she winked.  


“Bitch.  Did Miaari pass on my order about the frigates?”


“Yeah, we’re loading gunboat plasma torpedoes onto a squadron of them,” she replied.  “They can fit two into the landing bay, one in each zip ship bay.  An engineer threw together a fairly simple launcher system that works fairly well, basically he just jerry-rigged a torpedo hoversled to go much faster than they’re usually designed to go.  That’ll give them enough velocity to clear the landing bay before their engines engage.  The frigate can launch them while cloaked, they just have to open their landing bay doors.  They should be ready by the time we have targets and you give the order.”


“I didn’t consider that.  That might be useful,” he said absently.  “A weapon they can use while cloaked.”


“There’s nowhere to put one in a frigate, unless we take out the landing bay.”


“We don’t need to.  I’m sure we can just make a few minor tweaks to the landing bay so it can carry two torpedoes instead of two zip ships.  You know, add things like anchor locks for the torpedoes so they’re secure and whatnot.  I don’t think doing things like that would take up any additional space under the deck, or eat into the landing bay’s volume to the point where it can’t carry zip ships.”


She was quiet a long moment.  “I’m not sure.  Maybe.  If so, yeah, I see your point.”

“Eh, have Naval Engineering look into it.”


“Sure thing.  Anyway, I picked veteran captains, a mission like this will require them to sneak in under CMS and all but get under the Syndicate’s noses, then the ship has to get out in one piece.  That means we send captains with experience in stealth operations.  Lorna did want me to ask you something, in case I saw you before she did.”

“What?”


“She wants to know how many interdictors you can get set up.  We have to start locking down their fleets and disrupting their trade routes.  She has a list of systems she wants us to interdict, as soon as possible.”


“We’ll have to coordinate that with the Kimdori, we’ll need their SCM screens to conceal the interdiction effect while it builds up,” he mused, mainly to himself.  “That was one of the subjects I discussed with Kraal during the meeting.  The Kimdori have their own list of systems to interdict based on the intel he’s gathered, so we need to get both lists and look them over, combine them into one.  Tell Lorna to send her list to Miaari and she’ll have her analysts combine the lists, putting priority on systems that appear on both lists, and get back to her.”


“Sure thing,” she nodded.  “Putting Tim to work, eh?”


“He needs it, he’s getting lazy,” he snorted, which made her chuckle.  “That’s about it, hon.  I think I’m going to go home.  That meeting took a lot more out of me than I expected,” he said wearily.  “Right now I need a long, hot bath and a good nap.”

“Alright.  I’ll be home in a while myself.”


“Lorna still here?”


“No, she delinked.  That was a bionoid, Jayce,” she told him.


“She has a bionoid here now?”


“Yeah, we just keep it locked down when she’s not using it, so she can’t sneak into it and look around when we’re not here.”


“Huh.  I didn’t even notice,” he said.


“You were in a bionoid too, you couldn’t use talent or sense the biogenic unit in it.  And they’re designed to be indistinguishable from the real thing, if you recall,” she winked.


“Well, it fooled the hell out of me,” he admitted.  “I think I may talk to Rook about taking that bionoid recognition program he designed for Aya and putting it in my bionoids, so I know if I’m dealing with another bionoid.”


“Go home,” she ordered.


“Yes ma’am,” he replied.  “See you tomorrow.”


He petted Chichi for a few minutes, organizing his thoughts before he left for the day, and lingering a little just so he could pay the tabi some attention.  Sometimes he really did want to take her home with him, but he wasn’t allowed....and thankfully, Chichi didn’t seem to mind.  She had lots of people here in the complex that paid her lots of attention at all times of the day and night, so she wasn’t lonely.


Amber was Rann’s, at least as much as a vulpar was owned by a person.  Twilight was Amber’s pet.  Chichi was the closest thing to his own personal pet that he had, and he wasn’t even allowed to take her home with him.  What a world.  He turned his chair to look out the window behind him, looking out past Cybi’s facility across the grassy campus and the oye tree growing in front of it—which more or less dominated the entire White House complex now, given its canopy was now well over the tallest of the six buildings on the grounds—and down the hill to Karsa, his home city.  His home.  “I don’t think I’m going to sleep very well tonight, Chichi,” he told her soberly, running his fingers over her ebon fur.  “What I saw today…I’m glad you weren’t there.  I think you’d die of a seizure if you ever went to E Chaio.  The Benga…I’m not sure if I want to try to hug them or lock them in a prison and never let them out.  They’ve never known a single kindness in their entire lives, and that makes me feel so sorry for them.  But they’re all sociopaths, monsters, and I wouldn’t turn my back on any of them, not even a child.  There is no kindness in them, no love.  I hate what they are, but I pity them for how they got that way.  I’m getting confused just thinking about it.”

She gave a little chirping mrorw and put her paw on his hand, patting it.  He just had to chuckle.  “I know.  But there’s one thing for certain, little girl.  We can’t ever let them out of their cage,” he said with powerful gravity in his voice.  “That kind of darkness, we can’t let it out to infect the rest of the universe.  We have to keep them inside their own territory, no matter what, and make sure that they can’t infect us with their evil when we do interact with them, the way they did the Consortium.  The Consortium became as bad as the Benga to fight against them, and in a way, they lost that war the moment they made that decision.  When you make yourself like your enemy to fight them, you become your enemy.  The Consortium is a very important lesson to the rest of us to be very careful in how we deal with the Benga, else we might become them ourselves.”  He picked up the tabi and held her in the crook of his arm.  “I really do need to go home, girl.  Do you mind?”

She gave a little meow.


“Alright, ten more minutes,” he chuckled, scratching her behind the ear.  She closed her eyes and leaned against his fingers, and started to purr in contentment.
