Chapter 1

Kaira, 34 Hiraa, 4404, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Friday, 26 October 2018 Terran Standard Calendar


Kaira, 34 Hiraa, year 1329 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


KMS Tianne, orbiting Kosigi Lunar Station, Karis

Coma was actually in a bit of a funk.

It showed just how much powerful biogenic systems like the CBIMs and CBMOMs were truly alive, because they had genuine and sometimes uncontrollable emotional reactions.  The simple truth was, Coma was mad at herself and a bit depressed over the fact that the refit of the Tianne had gone over time.   Jason had wanted it done 26 days after they’d started, and today was day 27, with them not even being close to done.


But, it was a good learning experience for her, both as a CBMOM in charge of her ship and as a living thing.  She was learning that not everything went according to plan, that life took sadistic glee in throwing curve balls, and she was learning how to cope with that, both in a professional and a personal sense.


They certainly weren’t behind schedule because of dallying.  Virtually the entire technical and maintenance staff assigned to Kosigi was all over the ship, a large number of personnel from other services, like Bunvar’s Civil Engineering teams and Army Special Maintenance, as well as several thousand of Cybi’s maintenance bionoids, and they’d been working 29 hours a day, 10 days a takir since they began.  Virtually anyone who knew how to use power tools had been pulled for this project.  The simple fact of the matter was, just about everyone underestimated the scope of the project.  Everyone, even Cybi, underestimated the time it would take to install the insulators that would prevent the IP waveform from bleeding into the bulkheads and support spars, which had been the main reason they were off schedule.  It had taken nearly a full takir longer to complete that phase of the project than expected, and because of that, they just didn’t have the manpower to make up that time when it came to the much easier but much more tedious phase of the project, installing the waveform emitters.


So, they were in the first day of their project’s overrun, and Cybi was a little depressed about  it.  The new estimated time of completion was five days, and as Jason looked over the completion hologram, he saw that 89% of the ship’s armor had had its emitters installed.  They’d also done the work to put IP armor on the hangar doors, the blast doors, and even the porthole blast shields, and a little extra work had been added in to install IP armor on the interior blast doors in the major passages in the ship, mainly the central tram, which sealed off sections of the ship in case of a drastic emergency.  Putting IP armor on the interior blast doors would make them exceptionally tough, able to withstand explosions inside a section or compartment and prevent it from boiling up and down the tramway and major crew companionways and potentially killing unarmored crew members.

What was going on here was currently going on just about everywhere in the Confederation, though other empires were a good month behind them.  Fourteen days ago, they’d released the specs for the Confederation standard technology version of the IP armor system, and the other empires were just now starting to ramp up their planned refit schedules once they got the systems built.  Kosigi was absolutely insane at the moment, since many of their allies were bringing their ships here so they could utilize the pressurized environment to speed up the refit process for their ships.  Since the refit didn’t really require a dock, there were ships just parked out in the dock areas, spilling over into the border areas between the assigned space of different empires, turning the interior of Kosigi into an obstacle course for just about any shuttle or zip ship trying to get around.  Dellin and Cynna stood in the eye of that hurricane and managed it with incredible skill and savvy, making sure every piece of equipment found its way to its destination on time and undamaged, making sure that every ship either in a dock or out was exactly where it needed to be and knew exactly when it was going to move and where it was going to move to, which made just about everyone in the Confederation begin to truly appreciate just how good Dellin was at his job.  Virtually no other major installation commander would have been able to manage a logistical operation of this magnitude, keeping everything on schedule and running smoothly.  Every dock master in Kosigi, no matter what empire they represented, would walk through fire for Admiral Dellin Karinne.

Despite being over time, they’d had no major issues, and what was most important to Jason, virtually everyone was learning from this.  Engineering units from the Marines, Army, and even civilian divisions were learning how to install, operate, and maintain IP systems, and that would help when the time came that they started refitting exomechs, jumpers, corvettes, portable armor outpost sections, fixed armored positions, and other Army equipment to IP.  Bunvar’s people were learning the IP system for when they started installing it in civilian shelters and armored buildings and positions, like those around the strip, the White House, the Hall of Peace, the Shimmer Dome, and on Dahnai’s island.   And the entire experience itself was also a big continuous learning experience, as they came up with procedures, tested them, and found that some worked and some didn’t.  The issue with the insulators was the perfect example, as they started with a process they thought would work, but turned out to be very inefficient.  So they scrapped it mid-operation and came up with a new idea, designed a new procedure, and that worked.

When the time came that they started refitting other ships, their experience with the Tianne would make those operations smooth, quick, and hopefully painless.


Jason wasn’t there in person because they were over time.  He was there because this was a scheduled inspection and visit that had been on the calendar for 15 days, and he wasn’t about to change it just because it wasn’t going to be him inspecting a completed ship.


[Buck up, soldier,] Jason consoled, looking over at Coma’s hologram.  He loved the fact that it wore Jyslin’s face.  [This isn’t your fault.]


[It’s my project.  It’s my responsibility,] she replied glumly.


[And what’s the first rule of engineering, Coma?]

She gave him a grateful look.  [Nothing ever goes according to plan.]


[Welcome to being a real engineer,] he told her, which made her laugh despite herself.  [Where are things at now?]


[We should be finished in five days,] she answered, pointing to the hologram. [We’ve completed the conversion for nearly 90% of the hull, and all completed sections have been tested and approved.  We’ll be testing armor section 57B-416 in about two hours, once they complete the installation of the emitters in the last two decks of that section.  Armor section 57B-418 should be the next section completed after that.  So far, all tests are matching up with projections.  The armor has very nearly the predicted field strength, with a 10,680% increase in armor integrity.  We have only a variation of 20% compared to the engineering specs.  The power distribution system and the phase matching system at the borders of different IP generator blocks are working as predicted, which means there is no loss in waveform power at the borders of the sections.  That will give the system no weak points for an enemy to detect and exploit.]


[Any problems with radiative bleed from the waveform conduit?]


[No, the conduit insulators are working perfectly.  We have only a .4% loss in signal strength between the IP generator and the emitter.  That’s impressively efficient.]


[And that also means that the surrounding systems aren’t being affected by the interphasic field.]


[We had a couple of issues, but we fixed them with additional shielding,] she told him.

[How did the installation of IP on the interior blast doors go?]


[Surprisingly smooth,] she answered.  [It only takes the Shield’s Hammers about two hours to install localized IP on a blast door, and they’ve completed all but the last fifteen blast doors along the tramway.  That part of the project should be complete tomorrow.  And I’m glad Naval Engineering included that in the design.  That will prevent any explosion that penetrates into the tramway from getting past the affected section.]


[Yeah, that could potentially cripple the ship,] he nodded, then smiled and held out his hand when Palla came onto the bridge.  “There you are,” he said to her as she stepped up and took his hand, then kissed him on the cheek.  “And how many butts did you kick while you were gone?”


She laughed.  “Only a few,” she smiled.  “What are you up to, Jason?”


“Coma’s giving me the rundown on where we stand,” he replied.  “From the looks of it, we’ll be done in five days solid.”


“We shouldn’t have any more delays,” Coma said aloud.  “At least I hope not.”

“You’re doing fine, Coma,” Jason assured her.  “We’ve never done this before, so you’re the one that gets to test out what works and what doesn’t to make it easier for everyone else.  Where are you on the installation write-ups for the other ship classes?”


“We’ve devised an installation procedure for all battleship classes and heavy cruisers,” she answered.  “We’re currently working on carriers and Whales, since they share similar mission objectives, thus they share some design features.”

“Sounds good,” Jason said, looking at the progress hologram again.  “What about cruisers and destroyers?”


“We’re running some simulations before we continue with those,” she answered.  “Their smaller size will make some of the techniques we use on the larger ships not as effective.”

“Sounds reasonable,” he nodded.  “How about the drive?  Finish the last of the changes since Myli certified them?”


That had come down just two days ago.  The translight drive was now officially certified for use.  Myli had made a few minor changes when she published the final specs and certification paperwork, which all ships that already had drives installed had to follow, and that meant some minor refits and tweaks.  Project F was in their post-operation phase now, mainly doing all the paperwork and finishing up the last little details before they officially cleaned out their warehouse, archived all prototype equipment and research, then disbanded as a project and reinstated as a department in the Science Division devoted to the further study and research of translight technology.  The new department would have the mission of further refining and advancing the technology, making it faster, more efficient, smaller, with the ultimate goal of building a viable stand-alone translight drive that could be placed in a fighter.  That version of the drive wouldn’t be capable of getting into hyperspace, but it would allow a fighter to vastly expand its operational range, even give it the ability to move from star system to star system.  Myleena was positive that they could do it, and Jason was fairly sure that they could as well.  They just had to continue their research, miniaturize the drive, until they reached their goal.


But some of the Project F  people wouldn’t be going to the newly formed Department of Translight Applications, or the DTA.  Myleena was taking about a quarter of her team over to Project H, the Nexus Bridge project, because they had scientific knowledge that would apply to that project.  Their objective there was to research and advance nexus bridge technology with the ultimate goal of being able to build a nexus bridge in a gravity well.  They may never get them to the point where they could put one on the surface of Karis, but getting it to where they could put one in Kosigi would definitely be extremely useful.

To say that Jason was ecstatic about the drives being certified was the mother of all understatements.  True, they were already installing them in all their ships, but now they were official.  That meant that they were certain that the technology was sound, safe, and reliable, that the drives posed no danger to the crews or to the cosmic environment.  The Karinnes could now move from galaxy to galaxy, in a way building the roads that everyone else would use to follow them as they got Stargates out there…at least those who acceded to the Karinnes’ very stringent demands on how they behaved while out there in the universe.

And it also meant that in Jason’s mind, the House of Karinne had officially entered the Intergalactic Age.  It was almost a crazy thought, that they had the ability to travel between galaxies, that they could theoretically travel to the ends of the universe.  He could only imagine what they were going to see, what they were going to discover out there.  He’d actually stayed up at night trying to imagine what wonders might be out there, waiting for them to discover them, and he fully understood and even envied the Kimdori a little bit for their mad rush go to discover those things.


“We’re holding off on the final refits so that those are finished just as the IP refit is complete,” Coma answered.  “The drive adjustments don’t need to be made so long as the ship can’t use its engines.”

“Good point,” Jason agreed with a nod.  “So, since I don’t have to kick any butts to get you girls moving, I’m not entirely sure why I came all the way out here,” he smiled at Palla.

“Because you love us,” she replied, which made him chuckle.


“Well, let’s go take a look at an IP section just for the fun of it, then I’ll wander home.  I want to be home to greet Aria.”


“She is such a precious little girl,” Palla said with a smile.  “Isn’t this her last physical therapy session?”


“Yup,” he said with a bright smile.  “That’s why I want to be home.  We’re gonna take her to Samifra’s to celebrate.”  Samifra’s was a restaurant not far from the house staffed by Shio chefs who could cook in about a hundred different traditions, and like most Shio restaurants, it was awesome.


Shio could fucking cook.

Palla laughed.  “And won’t that mortally offend Ayama and Seido?”


“Even they deserve a day off from cooking from time to time,” he answered.


Palla and Coma joined him as he went down to the bow of the ship and toured one of the active refit areas, where hundreds of both living and bionoid workers quickly and efficiently installed emitters along the interior of the hull armor, a second team came along behind them and installed the power and dataline connections to the emitters, then a third team came along behind them and installed the protective outer housing and insulation to protect the emitter from damage and protect the rest of the ship from potential interphasic bleed.  A Makati from the Shield’s Hammers was acting as the foreman for the section, overseeing all work and making sure to inspect the work to make sure everything was done exactly right.  The locations of those emitters was critical, one even a couple of tikra out of place could produce a weak spot in the IP matrix that an enemy could exploit.  And Jason had the feeling that when those Syndicate bastards came up against the Tianne, they’d be desperately searching for even the tiniest weakness in its defenses to try to stop it before it wiped them all out.


There was just no other way to say it.  The Tianne was the most powerful ship ever built, at least to known Karinne science and history.  It had overwhelming firepower, and when the IP refit was complete, it would be one of the toughest, most durable ships in the CCM.  The ship only had one major weakness, the potential that an enemy might hit the GRAF cannon while it was charged, and the crew was fully aware of that and took great pains to make sure that weakness was minimized.


And in just a few months, the Tianne’s sister ship would be commissioned.  As more and more maintenance bionoids were built that a CBIM could operate, the estimated completion time went down more and more.  As it stood now, the ship would be finished well before the core crystal for the CBMOM was ready.


Jason finished his tour and went straight to the main landing bay holding the frigate Javelin, and he and Mikano chatted while the frigate took him home.  He managed to get there a good hour before Aria would finish her final physical therapy session, which gave him time to go up to his home office and knock out a little paperwork.  The other kids were in school, and in just three days, Aria would be joining them.


That was a bit of a surprise, but it was something they should have suspected given how she’d been taught her native language.  It seemed that the Dreamers had a few tricks that weren’t readily apparent, and one of them was going to help Aria massively.  It turned out that Dreamers retained knowledge that was telepathically implanted much better than any other race, their brains were more accepting of implanted information and much more likely to treat it like any of their other long-term memories, which made it “permanent.”  Because of that, Songa had decided to implant Aria with the educational curriculum that would put her in grade 7, which was appropriate for her age.  From there, she would receive the rest of her education the same way every other child did, in a school and in class, which would give her the chance to make friends and form important social bonds with other kids her age.

The other little problem, her stunted growth, that was being solved as well.  Whatever Songa was doing, it was working, because Aria had grown an impressive 2.2 tikra just in the month she’d been with them, to the point where they had to take her shopping for new clothes yesterday.  And those clothes would only fit her for maybe a couple of takirs, and she’d outgrow them as well.  She was entering a medically induced growth spurt that would catch her up to where she should be developmentally, which would be just in time for the growth spurt awaiting her at the onset of puberty. Aria was right on the edge of puberty, and Songa hoped that she could get most of her induced growth in before her puberty growth spurt started.


All in all, Jason felt it was one of the best decisions he’d ever made to adopt that little girl.  Aria was a delight, sweet and loving and curious, so very curious, and she made their lives richer for being among them.  Everyone adored her, particular Rann and Shya, who were her best friends, and she had found love and acceptance on the strip.  She had loving parents in Jason and Jyslin, siblings in Rann, Shya, Bethany and Siyae, and the babies, and lots and lots of friends both inside and outside the strip.  She was everyone’s little sister or adopted daughter, and the last month had been one of the happiest of her life, or so she told them.


He didn’t doubt her claim.  Given how awful her life had been up to then, this had to be absolute heaven for her.


She hadn’t expressed yet, but Jason was expecting that to happen literally any day now.  Jyslin was already planning her passing party, and they were going to turn that into a big bash, because they’d decided that the day of her passing party would also officially become her birthday.  They didn’t know when that was, so they were going to just assign her one, and the best way to do it was to take a very important day in Faey culture, the passing party, a celebration of a child taking a big step towards adulthood, and more or less celebrate it yearly from then on.


The door opened, and to his surprise, Bethany waddled in, with Amber padding along behind her.  Amber opened the door for her.  “Daddy,” she bubbled, and he picked her up when she came around the desk and put her hands out imperiously . “Wanna play?”


“I wish I could, little pip,” he chuckled.  “I’m getting some things done before we go out.”


“Really?  Where?”


“We’re going to go to the restaurant,” he answered as Amber jumped up onto the desk and sat down beside his panel.  “Remember where you got that pie you really liked?  That’s where we’re going.”


“Can we go play after?”


“It’s gonna be a little close to your bedtime,” he told her, putting an arm around her as she leaned back against him.


“Aww!”


He looked at the hologram projecting out over his panel, just another boring report, then snorted and shut it off.  “I agree.  I’d rather be playing with you than doing this,” he told her, standing up and shifting her to a more comfortable position in his arms.

So, Jason spent quite a pleasant hour down in the living room playing with his girls, and had so much fun that he was honestly surprised when Jyslin came into the living room with Aria in tow.  The little girl rushed in with a laugh and jumped on top of him as he lay on the floor, nearly landing on Siyae, showing that a month of physical therapy and constant exercise had done wonders for her.  She still couldn’t run very fast or very long, but she could easily walk a good distance and engage in moderate physical activity.  She’d just get stronger and stronger from here out.  “Hello, my little treasure!” he told her brightly.   “How was your last session?”

“It wasn’t bad,” she replied.  “I’m only a little tired.  I still have to go for my appointments with Doctor Melari, but those aren’t that bad.”  Melari was her primary psychiatrist, who was going to help her get over the trauma she’d suffered through most of her life.  “Pamma said we’re going out tonight?”

“Yes we are, we have to celebrate you finishing your therapy,” he smiled, putting his hands under her arms and pushing her out to arms’ length.  “We’re going out to Samifra’s.”


“I like that place!” she said with a smile.


“That’s why we’re going there, silly,” Jyslin said with a smile down at them, then she picked up Bethany.  “Hello, baby girl.  How are you doing?”


“Mama!  We playing wrestle!” she answered.  “Daddy cheats!”


“Yes he does,” Jyslin laughed in agreement.


“When are we leaving?” Aria asked.


“When Rann and Shya get home from school, so we have a little bit,” he answered.  “You wanna go out to the beach?”

“Yes!” she said eagerly.  Aria loved the beach.


“Then go get ready,” he said, pushing her out and up onto her feet.


“And no suit!” Jyslin barked as she ran for the stairs.


[Leave her alone, I like her just the way she is,] Jason teased.


[Oh hush you,] she replied, her strength rippling within her thought, as if she had trouble containing it.  Becoming a Generation had had some noticeable effects on Jyslin, and the increase in her strength was just one of them.  Jyslin had been in the top tier before, but now she was frighteningly strong, stronger than he was, stronger than Yana, very nearly on par with Myleena.  She was now the documented third most powerful telepath alive by Karinne science, with only Myleena and Saelle beating her…and Saelle only barely beating her.  The retrovirus that made her a Generation had built on that impressive base, and produced one of the most powerful telepaths alive.  She was so powerful that she had to take lessons with Ryn to learn how to control it, it was so much that she was having control issues.


It showed why females were the dominant gender among the Faey, because of their telepathy.  The fact that Jyslin was female had made it almost guaranteed that she’d be stronger than he was in telepathy now that the fact that he was a Generation and she wasn’t was taken off the scales.  But nobody, not even Zaa, had expected her power to increase by an order of magnitude once she fully settled into her new power.


And if that wasn’t enough, that bitch was even an stronger TK than he was.  She could lift nearly 95 konn without a gestalt, which was more than she weighed…she could literally levitate with her TK. With her worn gestalt, she could pick up nearly 300 konn, which was far more than he could.   With the tactical gestalt in the basement, she could pick up nearly 1,200 konn.  That was enough to pick up a hovercar.  Jason was almost afraid of just what she could do if she was merged to something like a CBIM.

And damn was Dahnai ever pissed off about that.  Jyslin was stronger than she was in TK, and Dahnai was a TK before she became a  Generation.  Becoming one had increased her telekinetic ability, as Jason suspected, but not by very much.  She was able to pick up about 10 konn more in weight now than before, which was still pretty impressive.  But no matter how impressive her power was, the fact that Jyslin was better than her at something just burned her up.


Damn Faey and their ultra-competitive natures.


They took Aria and the girls down to the beach, having to take a moment to appreciate his wife’s gorgeous nude body a moment as they settled on a towel.  Jyslin naturally chided Aria for coming down in  a bathing suit, and managed to talk her into taking it off, to get her acclimated to nudity.  And while Jyslin took Aria down to the water and played in the surf with her, he considered the last couple of takirs where she and Dahnai were concerned.  The two of them were doing very well in their lessons.  Jyslin had picked up splitting quickly, and now Jason and Myleena were training them in some of the finer points of using a gestalt.  Both of them were also starting to take lessons from Samin to develop their telekinetic ability, and there was no better qualified a teacher…except maybe a Pai.  And in that respect, there hadn’t been any trouble.  The day after coming back from Kimdori Prime, Jyslin had went to Ayuma, and as far as everyone was told or knew, had started doing the exercises that Ayuma used to coax Shya’s telekinetic ability out of her.  Nobody was surprised at all when that supposedly succeeded, because it was Jyslin, so there was no need to really explain her newfound telekinetic ability.

It even produced something of a shocking surprise.  A few of the girls had professed an interest in doing the same thing, seeing if they had any latent ability, and much to everyone’s surprise, it turned out that both Yana and Sheleese had latent telekinetic ability.  In Yana’s case, her telepathy was so powerful, nobody was all that surprised, but everyone was a bit surprised that her TK had never been brought out, given how much attention and training she’d gotten due to her telepathy…at least to a casual observer.  It made sense to Jason, because he knew Yana, and knew what she went through as a child because of her power.  She’d hated all the attention and the questions and the tests and exercises, which explained her introverted personality today.  She’d probably buried her latent TK out of fear that it would put even more attention and pressure on her.

In Sheleese’s case, it was definitely a surprise…but it shouldn’t be.  Sheleese was a strong telepath, as any Imperial Marine would be, but she was so much of a goofball that it should be no surprise that she’d never really buckled down and did the hard work required to try to find her latent telekinetic ability.


Both of them were much more representative of a Faey, because neither of them were anywhere near as strong as a Generation.  Yana could lift about 15 konn, which was close to the top tier for Faey TKs, and Sheleese could lift about 4 konn.  That was still above average for Faey telekinetics, but much more mainstream for those that could move more than a feather with their power.


So, because of Yana and Sheleese, Jyslin’s supposed revelation really wasn’t that big a deal, because she wasn’t the only strip girl that turned out to be a TK.  Yana and Sheleese provided the perfect cover, and also meant that Jyslin didn’t need to hide it the way Jason felt she would at first.


Over at the summer palace, things were just as busy.  Dahnai, Kellin, and Sirri were still in training, though they were almost finished with the basics.  However, they wouldn’t be going back to Draconis for nearly a month, mainly because the throne room and her apartment were torn up at the moment, in the middle of a renovation.  They’d expected the war to last much longer than it did, so Dahnai was “stuck” in the summer palace while the maintenance people put her palace back together.  She certainly wasn’t complaining, and neither was the Siann.  Dahnai had been holding full court on her island the last couple of takirs, once she fully recovered from her transplant, and the Grand Duchesses loved to come to Karis as much as Dahnai did.  The Imperial family went through the motions in public, but once the Siann went back home, they got down to the business of training.  Sirri was the busiest, taking lessons in telepathy and TK in the morning, then doing exomech training in the afternoon.  And like Jason, she loved it.  She was even professing an interest in being just like Jason and getting her combat rating for a rig when she grew up, fighting side by side with her army like the warrior queens of old in Faey history.  She was so eager to learn that she had already completed the first phase of exomech training, basic control and operations, and was beginning the second phase, which was advanced operations and basic combat training.  She was starting on a Gladiator, and had already declared that she was going to rate on every exomech in both the IAS and KAS inventories, including a Titan.

He’d let her try.  If she could pull that off, get a combat rating on a Titan, he’d throw her a party.  Hell, he’d give her a Titan of her own. 


Dahnai was actually behind her daughter when it came to exomech training.  She was learning because she had to learn, but outside of finding it fun, an enjoyable diversion and even a little interesting, she didn’t love it the way Sirri did.  Sirri was literally spending every spare moment she had in a merge pod, pestering Saelle, the Imperial guard attachment at the Summer Palace, and Jason’s Imperial guard detachment to teach her more, teach her more, teach her more.


Sirri was the main one responsible for Jason deciding to expand his gift to the Imperial Guard, in the form of Titans.  He originally didn’t intend to give them Titans, but Sirri literally talked him into it…mainly so she could learn to pilot a Titan herself, so she’d have some right there on the island to use.  So, once the Imperial Guard detached to the Summer Palace finished rating on Gladiators and Juggernauts, they’d begin Titan training. And that was what most of them were most eagerly awaiting.

Sirri was born to be a rigger, it seemed.  It was almost a shame that she was the Crown Princess.


The funny one was Kellin.  He was doing fairly well in his exomech training, but he showed the typical mindset of a Faey male when it came to the fighting part, tentative, and maybe even a little cowardly.  He was like a human girl in that regard, found combat operations to be against everything he was taught and believed in, and as a result, he was terrible at it.  Faey men weren’t used to fighting, didn’t like to fight, were even afraid of it.  They were used to being protected by the women, living in a society where their personal safety was never threatened, where a woman would never raise a hand against him no matter how mad she was at him, so they were not used to protecting themselves.  And when it came to two males being mad at each other, they settled those disputes with schemes, not fists, which was how they earned the reputation that Faey men were cunning, spiteful, vicious bastards when they were wronged.

In that respect, Jenn was very much an outlier among his Faey brothers, because not only did he love to fight, he was a monster in an exomech.  His scores were so high that if he wasn’t a Generation, any company commander would take one look at them and snap him up in a heartbeat.

Kellin impressed in his own way, and that was his TK.  Dahnai was almost relieved that he wasn’t stronger than she was, but it was pretty close.  He had developed some impressive telekinetic ability, able to lift about 20 konn without a gestalt.  But unlike Jyslin, it had already been decided that he would need to keep his secret, at least for now.  And in a way, it was the smart thing to do.  If nobody knew what he could do, they wouldn’t expect it if Kellin ever found himself under attack.

That wasn’t unheard of in Faey history.  The husband and the amu of an Empress had been assassinated far more than the Empress, so Kellin having that ace up his sleeve was going to keep him nice and safe.  Once he learned how to warp space, he’d have an extremely powerful defense.


Closer to home, Shya was well ahead of schedule herself, and that was mainly due to Rann.  Rann had taken it on himself to teach Shya everything there was to know about being a Generation, and to his credit, he had taught her well.  She had mastered splitting, merging, and some of the advanced communing techniques already, and like her mother, she was learning the advanced TK techniques that Rann had already learned.  But, Shya showed that not all of them had been affected the same way, because her telekinetic ability hadn’t increased from her becoming a Generation.  It was the same strength as before, though now she had the ability to boost it with a gestalt.

So, thus far, having the Imperial Family as Generations had caused no problems…and he prayed that it stayed that way.


But, at least he got something out of it.  Since Jason sent the Imperial guard KMS exomechs, Dahnai decided to return the favor, in the form of the twenty Knight exomechs, ten Army and ten Imperial Marine variants, which were more adapted to space-based operations, up at Joint Base Alpha.  Jason had already started working to rate on one in his spare time, and he could admit that he was impressed.  The Faey were actually very good at designing and building exomechs, and they’d designed a mecha that embodied their concept of warfare.  Knights were fast, agile, and nimble, had just enough armor to withstand a few direct hits without the armor’s weight slowing the mecha down, and they were heavily armed.  And in the case of a Knight, that made them some pretty formidable machines.  A Knight stood toe to toe with a Gladiator in its performance ratings, a little larger than a Gladiator, not quite as heavily armored, and nearly as fast because of that sleeker frame and lighter weight.

At Sioa’s insistence, Jason had one of each of the variants at the research hangar of Army Special Maintenance, and no doubt by now, they’d been taken apart and put back together about ten times.  They were studying them to see if they could adapt them to Karinne technology the way they did Raptors, because Sioa saw a use for Knights in the Karinne Army inventory filling the role between a Gladiator and a Juggernaut, when a mission needed more firepower than Gladiators could provide but still needed speed.  A Knight would fill that role perfectly.  Wolf fighters may be better, but that in no way meant that Raptors were obsolete.  The KMS still used Raptors, mainly for planetary defense.  Their smaller and more aerodynamic profile made them even more nimble in an atmosphere than a Wolf.


Dahnai knew what he was doing.  And far from being mad, she found it a point of personal pride that the Karinnes were seriously considering buying exomechs from the Imperium.  That told the entire Confederation just how good Knight exomechs were.  She’d been quite happy to sell them Raptors, and she would be just as happy to sell them Knights.


Things were looking promising, both out there and right here.  He watched Jyslin and Aria frolic in the waves, his eyes more focused on Jyslin’s sexy body than anything else, and he couldn’t help but feel…happy.


And standing not far from him was what he hoped was a good omen.  A blue-skinned Faey and a mocha-skinned Dreamer standing together in the surf, a sight he hoped to see much more frequently in a few months.  That skin difference made the two of them striking together, but beyond that minor difference were two of the same species.  The Dreamers were Faey, and the Faey were Dreamers, and Jason was going to free the kin of his wife and amu—his kin if he wanted to get technical, since he had a Faey ancestor—from the horrific torment and bondage they were suffering under the rule of the Syndicate. 

“I wish I could swim in the ocean,” Aria fretted as she let a wave swirl around her legs.


“Soon, pippy, soon,” Jyslin smiled down at her.  “Songa said you have to exercise a little more before you’re ready for the ocean.  Until then, the pool is going to have to do.”


“It doesn’t look as much fun,” she noted.


“I prefer the pool if I want to swim.  The ocean’s only good for this,” Jyslin grinned, leaning down and slapping a breaking wave, sending the water at Aria.  She flinched and laughed, then tried to retaliate in kind.  Jason watched as the two of them splashed each other, then laughed himself when Aria lost her footing and fell, dunking herself.  Jyslin helped her back to her feet, then flinched when Aria spewed a mouthful of water right at her face.


Now that was sneaky.  That proved that Aria was every bit a Faey.


He watched the two of them for a little while, at least until Rann and Shya came out and sat on the beach blanket beside him.   They were no longer wearing armor to school, so they were both wearing their school uniforms.  [Hey guys, how was school?]


[Boring,] Shya replied, leaning back on her hands.  [They keep going over stuff I already know.]


[Blame all those Imperial tutors for you being ahead of the class,] Jason told her.  [I told you that you can advance up to where it’s not boring.]


[And leave Ranny behind?  No way!] she protested.


[Then stop complaining, you made that choice, so live with it with some dignity,] he grinned down at her.


[Why do I put up with you, Dad?] she accused.  [You’re so mean!]


[Because you like to eat food and sleep in a bed with a roof over it,] he replied dryly, which made Jyslin sputter and laugh over at the surf line.


[I could live by myself!]


[Yes, by yourself.  Rann stays here.]


[Jerk,] she fumed, crossing her arms over her school blazer and looking away.


[All day every day,] he affirmed shamelessly.


“Hey guys!” Aria called, waving at them.  “I didn’t see you come home!”


“We just got here,” Rann answered.  “How was therapy?”


“All done!” she exclaimed happily.  “Doc Songa said I can get better without needing therapy now!”


“Yup, she’ll get stronger doing what she’s supposed to do, play,” Jason nodded.  “Give her another month or so, and she’ll be able to run as fast as Aran.  Maybe even faster.”


“Awesome, Ari!” Shya called.  Why Rann and Shya saw the need to make her name even shorter was beyond Jason.  But then again, Rann called Shya Shy, as if just adding that a was too much for him.


“We’re going to Samifra’s tonight to celebrate her getting off therapy,” Jason told them.


“Oh cool.  I like their food, it’s almost as good as home,” Rann said.  “Just different enough to be cool.”


“And how much did Ayama pay you to say that?” Jason asked.


“She gives us cookies if we say nice things,” Rann grinned at him.


“You learn fast, son,” Jason said, which made both of them laugh.  “We’re going out as much to give Ayama and Seido a night off as anything else.  They’ve both worked a ton since Aria came, due to them having to make food just for her.”


“I take it that’s done too?” Shya asked.


“More or less.  She has to take those vitamins and medicine Songa prescribed, but she doesn’t need specially prepared food anymore.”

“I tried her food, it didn’t taste any different,” Rann mused.


“That’s not what made it different, silly,” Jason chided as Jyslin and Aria came up to the blanket.


“You two are way too dressed to be on the beach,” Jyslin told the kids.


“We just got home,” Rann protested, patting his uniform blazer.


“Well, get proper or go back inside,” Jyslin demanded.  “I won’t have my kids embarrassing me like this on the beach!”


Only in the Imperium would a mother complain that her son was embarrassing her by not being naked. And only in the Imperium would said kids be so quick to strip naked in public, folding their uniforms and setting them on the corner of the blanket.  But, Jason couldn’t really say that he minded too much anymore.  If anything, it always gave him something very nice to look at when Jyslin and the strip girls were down on the beach.

Tim may be the shameless horndog on the strip, but Jason had too many kids to say that he was clinging to his Terran morality.


Because school was out, the beach quickly populated with the older kids, and then the younger ones when Maya brought them out to play, and quickly the beach around Jason’s house was filled with naked kids, a whole lot of laughter, and a feeling to Jason that this was what life was all about.  He and Jyslin sat on the blanket and watched the kids playing, under the watchful eye of Maya, her staff of nannies, and the guards to ensure nobody got into any trouble or danger out in the water, but Jason was watching Aria.  She was all but surrounded by the older kids, the center of attention, and she seemed entirely comfortable on that pedestal now that she’d gotten to know everyone.  This was what had been denied her, a chance to just be, and Jason was happy to see that she was acclimating very well to her new life, her reward for her courage.


Jyslin leaned against him a little bit, her arm around him and her hand coming to rest over the jaingi on his shoulder.  [I love you,] she communed, her thought simple, pure, heartfelt, and it never failed to move him.


[I’m glad,] he answered, kissing her on the cheek.  She’d have none of that, and before he knew it, she had him pushed down on the blanket and kissing far more properly…maybe a bit too properly for him to feel entirely comfortable being in public. Jyslin slid her hand down his stomach, the gave a little giggle against his lips when her hand ran out of room.  [Uh oh, Jason’s about to show the kids why he’s so popular with the grown women,] she teased naughtily.

[That’s your fault, woman,] he accused.


[Stop being silly.  As if they haven’t seen a hard dick before.  They see it often enough on viddy.]


[Viddy isn’t live.  Those actors aren’t me,] he pointed out.


[Sometimes I don’t know if your modesty either drives me crazy or turns me on.  Maybe both,] she purred, doing something that no woman would ever dare do in public on Terra.  Some may not even dare do it in private.

[Stop being Kumi,] he accused, which made her laugh against his lips.


[Mmm, one thing’s for sure.  We’ll take the kids to Samifra’s after we’re done.]


[I don’t object to that.]

So, they were a little late getting the kids dressed and on their way to Samifra’s, and Jason was almost giddy that he wasn’t in armor, and they took a hovercar instead of a frigate.  Aya had fully lifted her restrictions, and while there was a detachment of guards along with them, they weren’t acting like the entire universe was trying to kill him.  Only two came into the restaurant, standing unobtrusively near the door, while the other two kept an eye on things outside the building.  The restaurant was close enough to the strip for Jason and his family to not attract too much attention, frequented by Generations and upper government officials that lived in the neighborhood, and they enjoyed a delicious, filling meal as they just enjoyed a nice evening in each other’s company.


The work started after he got home.  Due to the large time difference between Karis and Kimdori Prime, his scheduled meeting with Zaa took place late for him and early for her, so neither of them had to wake up in the middle of the night.  They met in Nexus One, in a conference room that Miaari’s people had converted into a high security briefing area.  Jason got there by corvette, but Zaa got there by using the bridge, which made her arrival much, much cooler than his.  They had a lot to talk about, so they didn’t waste any time.  They started with an update on the status of the Syndicate fleet and crews that they’d captured, which was old news for Jason.  The Syndicate crews had finished their exodus to Q3XD-19, and thus far, they’d caused no trouble.  They’d segregated the crews by putting the Benga on one side of the island and most of the other races on the other, with the excuse of preventing any Benga from accidentally kicking someone and hurting them.  The real reason was to protect the other races from the Benga, and also to see how loyal they were to the Syndicate if there weren’t Benga literally looming over them to keep them in line.  They’d set up logistics to keep the prisoners well fed and see to their basic needs, but not put them in the lap of luxury.  Their camps on the island were functional, but lacked things like air conditioning, so they weren’t exactly luxurious.  There were four other camps on the planet that catered to the environmental requirements of races aboard the ships, from a camp near the planet’s pole for two separate races that preferred near-arctic conditions to an undersea complex for three different aquatic or amphibious species.  All of them shared the same basic conditions at their camps; sturdy shelter, plentiful food, but nothing luxurious.  And true to their word, the Syndicate crews were left alone, to do as they pleased with what they brought with them until such time that they could be returned home.  There was not a single Confederation soldier anywhere on the planet, and drones delivered a camp’s daily supplies.

That didn’t mean that there weren’t outsiders in those camps.  Zaa had quite a few infiltrators in the camps to gather information, and that was the next part of the briefing.  Zaa’s newly appointed Gamekeeper for the prison planet came in and gave them an in-depth briefing about everything her pack had learned from the Syndicate crews, from technical data about their technology to social conventions among the various races that made up the crews…some 792 different species.  And the unifying theme of almost every species’ culture was fear.  Fear of the Syndicate, fear of the megacorps, and resignation that there was simply nothing to be done about it.  Much as Jason had began in the subjugation as an unwilling student, doing the bidding of the Faey but objecting to them and their system, many of the species on that planet hated the Syndicate, but felt powerless to do anything about it.  So, they made their way as best they could for themselves and their families, just trying to make a decent life for themselves.


Jason could understand that kind of cynical resignation.  He’d seen it among his own people when the Faey took over Terra.


After the briefing about Q3XD-19, another newly appointed Gamekeeper gave them another briefing.  This was the Gamekeeper for E Chaio, and because of the importance of that post, only a truly exceptional Kimdori was going to do it.  The only other living Handservant to Zaa, Kraal, stepped into the room.  He was exactly as Jason remembered him, insanely tall and burly and handsome in the Kimdori way, his jet black fur dominated by the white bar going down the center of his torso.  “Kraal,” Jason said in a bit of surprise.  “I didn’t know you were transferred from your post with the Skaa.”

“Denmother felt I was needed for this new post,” he replied modestly, nodding towards her.  “She was gracious enough to install another of the Shevks into my old post, a very promising Kimdori lieutenant from my office.”


“I would entrust a territory like E Chaio to none other but a Handservant,” she affirmed with a nod.  “And I agree, Genth was the best choice to take your place on Skaa.”


“Well, it’s good to see you again,” Jason told him.  “Did you enjoy that book?”


“It was quite intriguing, Jason, thank you.  I enjoyed it immensely,” he replied.  Jason had kept in contact with Kraal over the last couple of years, mainly out of curiosity about the only other Handservant.  And he was every bit as intelligent and formidable as both Zaa and Miaari boasted.  Jason had no doubt that he would be running E Chaio from the shadows inside a year, given that his role as Gamekeeper in enemy territory was about much more than gathering information.  If Zaa ordered any operations on E Chaio, like assassinations or sabotage, Kraal would carry them out.  Much like Jinaami had been the one to go after the IBI when they went rogue against Dahnai with that cloning scheme, Kraal would be the one to pull the strings and light the fuses when the Kimdori started taking direct action against the Syndicate’s capitol planet.

“What do you have to report, Handgroom?” Zaa demanded.


“I’ve begun consolidating the assets planted on E Chaio and have begun building an operation, Denmother, your Grace,” he replied.  “This includes identifying and recruiting local talent.  I have also been bringing in packmates, the best in the clan at what they do given where they will be operating, to reinforce the Kimdori already there.  I’ve identified and moved to procure a base of operations, and I was told that you will be able to get me there using this most useful machine,” he said, motioning at the bulkhead.


“We have a beacon on E Chaio,” Denmother told Jason.


“I should have my headquarters set up and ready to begin operations by the start of next takir,” he reported.  “That are the future plans.  Now let me brief you on what we have already learned.”


And Kraal was thorough.  He had just been appointed to this new post two days ago, but he knew every single scrap of information that the Kimdori already there had gathered, from big things like the names of the members of the Board to things like the name of the seedy dive where one of the minor executives in one of the megacorps frequented.  He presented it to them in a concise and logical manner that allowed him to go over a large amount of information quickly, yet still give them quite a few details.. He took them through the structure of the Syndicate’s oligarchy, and then highlighted the different corporate cultures within the megacorps.  They weren’t all the same, but all of them shared a similar ruthlessness, both to those outside and to those within. Termination was a literal word when it came to being “fired” from a megacorp, at least for executives.

He then went over the culture of the planet of E Chaio, which existed in a state of duality.  There was the opulence, the splendor of the executives who ran the megacorps and by extension the entire government, of palaces the size of small towns and glittering towers clad in precious metals reaching high into the sky.  And then there was the underworld, where the poor, the servants, the small timers and the people who supported them lived.  And that term was also literal.  E Chaio was like the Skaa homeworld, it had a world above ground and a world below.  The poor and the infrastructure that supported them was literally underground in the major “cities” on E Chaio, where a “city” was defined as the area around one of the main headquarter complexes of one of the ruling megacorps.  There were 163 major population centers on the planet, each one surrounding an HQ and the main bureaucratic centers of the Syndicate’s government.  The “ugliness” of the common man and his houses and shops were kept out of sight of the executives those workers supported, and as a result there was a maze of used and unused passages, tunnels, caverns, and galleries under the artificial surface of the planet’s major population centers.  The “ground level” of the planet wasn’t even on the ground.  Like many ancient cities, they had built on the platform of prior construction, and as a result, the “ground” of E Chaio was synthetic with the actual ground hundreds of shakra under it, and the volume between them filled with the constructions of the past that the Syndicate had paved over again and again and again.  Out away from the “cities,” out where there the last of the active industry existed on the planet, the buildings were old, run down, and the homes of those who eked out an existence either on the lowest rungs of the social ladder or on the fringes of Syndicate society. These working class districts were like slums, large swaths of hungry, downtrodden masses living on the edges of over the top gilded splendor.

The industry on E Chaio wasn’t quite what one would expect.  The planet’s industry existed for the sole reason to support the planet itself, factories that fashioned the materials for building, produced goods used by the residents, and so on.  E Chaio was a city that covered an entire planet, and that required a lot of maintenance, and that was what the industry on E Chaio produced.


“This is where I will set up my base of operations,” Kraal reported, showing them a hologram of a run down section of the planet about halfway between the “city” holding the seat of political power for the Syndicate and a “city” around one of their megacorp HQs.  “This is known as the Baka District, devoted to the production of their version of plascrete.  The geographical location is ideal, giving us quick and easy access to four of the planet’s major cities, the closest of which is their capitol area.  The Kimdori already there have managed to buy this closed factory,” he said as a picture of it appeared.  “And this will be my office there.  The factory has quite a bit of space, it sits on a juncture between four different major underground tunnel systems that reach into the four cities within its range, giving us a hidden and secure means to move back and forth.  These tunnels are all abandoned part of a subterranean mass transit system that existed on the planet centuries ago, with large galleries built along them where population centers of common workers lived.  That gives us a large amount of space to store equipment and supplies outside of the Syndicate’s knowledge.  And what is most important, the factory used to produce high grade metal support beams and other building materials, and the residue left behind from decades of operation creates a structure that interferes with Syndicate sensors.  They already know this, so they will not be alarmed after we install our SCM equipment and their sensor sweeps will not penetrate the structure.”


“A wise choice in locations,” Zaa approved.


Kraal gave a modest nod.  “Our people on E Chaio have already begun preparing the factory.  To maintain our deception, they are going to renovate it and begin producing decorative crystal cladding and other glasswares,” he told them.

“Kraal, how can you go in and set up a business when every citizen in the Syndicate is basically owned by a megacorp?” Jason asked curiously.


“Sponsorship, your Grace,” he answered.  “A lay employee of a megacorp can petition it for permission to become what they call an agent.  That is an entrepreneur.  These agents set up small businesses meant to produce goods or provide services in a local area, in Terran terms, a mom and pop shop.  The megacorp actually owns the business the agent sets up, but the agent is given operational control and is awarded a portion of its profits, in effect earning his pay based on commission, on the success of the business he builds and operates.  Many of a megacorp’s minor executives begin as agents, proving their business skills on a small scale.  What we have done is forged an identity of a common citizen in one of the megacorps, Tricor Industries.  That is the megacorp our computer specialists have managed to break into,” he explained.  “They set up a false identity and an agent sponsorship program for that identity, and bought the factory under those credentials.  We will be ‘paying’ Tricor a portion of our profits once the factory’s production begins to maintain the deception, so their auditors do not get curious.  Using this sponsorship, it will give us the ability to make business contacts among other sponsored businesses, and give us a way to be visible on E Chaio without looking out of place.  I will be a humble agent, who has convinced his megacorp to sponsor my idea of buying an old abandoned factory and turning it into a decorative glassware company.  And on E Chaio, a business like that is a sound venture.  The executives adore anything flashy and gaudy, and crystal cladding defines gaudy.”


“Ah.  Very clever, Kraal,” Jason nodded.


“Thank you, your Grace,” Kraal said with a smile.  “We should have most of our operation set up by the beginning of the new Faey year,” he reported.  “And once we have a base of operations, we should be greatly expanding our intelligence gathering capabilities, as well as giving us a base of support from which we can undertake local operations.”


Kraal moved into another subject, one that had Jason’s interest…the Board’s reaction to the defeat of their invasion fleet.  They actually didn’t know their fleet had been defeated, because of the tachyon burst they set off in Sha Ra’s ship when they rescued Aura.  That had cut off all communications with the fleet, so for nearly two months now Confederation time…silence.  The Board had discussed that silence at their last meeting, Kraal reported, and they were starting to get a bit antsy.  They didn’t believe that Sha Ra had been defeated, they were certain that it was some kind of technical problem preventing them from contacting the fleet.


That was going to work in their favor.  If they thought that Sha Ra was still over here, they wouldn’t see them hitting them in Andromeda coming, especially since their first attack over there was going to use the Dreamers against them.  They were counting on the Dreamers warning the Syndicate of trouble on the Dreamer homeworld, since their attack would be disguised within a catastrophic natural calamity that the Dreamers would believe was going to wipe out all life in the entire star system.  But they didn’t know that, they couldn’t, because of the weakness in their power, the fact that they could not foresee or predict their own deaths.  The Dreamer precogs would foresee the deaths of everyone around them, and conclude that they would die as well…and that was how they were going to hide the attack, by making them think that their deaths were going to be caused by a natural disaster rather than an attack.  So, despite having prisoners that could predict the future, they weren’t going to see this coming.


They had that part of the plan worked out, both how they were going to fool the Dreamers and how they were going to prevent their prediction of total destruction from coming to pass, and that was the tricky part.  Because they’d see it if the natural disaster was turned aside or stopped, even at the last minute, the trick to it was to set it into motion with the full intention of carrying it out, and then thwarting it at the absolute last possible instant.  They would see that doom and warn the Syndicate, exploiting the fact that the Dreamers couldn’t foresee or predict their own deaths.  The Karinnes would cut the comm just as Syndicate was warned about the incoming calamity, and then they’d have no way to report that they had survived the calamity because something—or someone—intervened and saved the moon’s population from extermination.  By then, it would be too late, because the Dreamers loyal to the Syndicate would have no way to communicate that to their masters.  The Syndicate’s last communications with the Dreamer homeworld would be that a terrible catastrophe was about to destroy the entire star system, and then…nothing. That would give them no reason to think that it was an attack, and thus not give them motive to send reinforcements.


They’d came up with their plan after a lot of research and getting as much information as they could from both the infiltrators on E Chaio and from Aria herself, studying how her power worked.  They’d learned that Dreamers couldn’t predict with complete accuracy because the future, in a way, was not set in stone.  That was why the Syndicate always couched their predictions in a percentile probability of success. There was a variable there, a random chance that things would turn out differently, and the further into the future the Dreamers looked, the bigger that variable and thus the greater chance that they’d be wrong.  By waiting until the absolute last possible instant before they stepped in, and having the full intent to allow it to happen until that moment, it would cause the Dreamers to see nothing but death and destruction.  They would see the calamity coming in advance, see that it would exterminate all life on and around the moon, and report as much to the Syndicate capitol.  The Syndicate would order its huge fleet there to retreat, to save itself from destruction, and abandon the Dreamers to their fate.  The Confederation would then cut communications between the Dreamers and the Syndicate, after they ordered their fleet to escape and before the probability of complete destruction changed, and when the Dreamers saw that something had changed and that their world wasn’t actually about to be destroyed, they’d have no way to warn anyone.  If they did things right, the Syndicate would think that the Dreamers were wiped out in some cataclysm, at least until they got some visuals, found out what was really going on there, and responded.  And by then, it would be too late.  Even if the fleet that retreated turned around and came back, they’d find the space around the Dreamer homeworld interdicted and facing a trip back of takirs, maybe even months, that got longer and longer with every second that passed.  And it would all hinge on timing.  If they messed up the timing, either the Dreamers would see that the entire operation was an elaborate trick, or they’d see that there was actually no danger to the Dreamer homeworld.  But if their timing was perfect, if events unfurled exactly when and where they needed to happen, then the Dreamers would be fooled, the Syndicate would have no idea what was going on until it was too late, and they’d liberate the Dreamers from the Syndicate and remove that overwhelming advantage that the Syndicate enjoyed.

Kraal finished up his briefing, and then he left for E Chaio, using the nexus bridge to get there almost instantly.  And that still boggled Jason’s mind.  Kraal would be traveling from Karis to Andromeda, and doing it almost instantaneously once the nexus bridge was linked to the beacon they had on E Chaio.  The Kimdori that replaced him as the next briefer was a slender, willowy female with ghost white fur, almost glowing in its pristine lack of any color.  Her eyes also had a strange pale rose coloration, which was highly unusual for a Kimdori.  Jason realized that in human terms, she would be an albino.  “My Denmother, your Grace, I am Maraa Hivrisxt,” she introduced, bowing fluidly to them.


“My other new Gamekeeper in Andromeda,” Zaa told him.  “Her territory encompasses wherever the Consortium sets up their temporary government headquarters, so she may keep an eye on them.”


“It is my task to keep us informed about the plans and movements of the Consortium, your Grace,” she said with a nod.  And with that, she began, giving them an overview of current Consortium operations and positions, explaining how they were trying to stall the Syndicate with their military forces to evacuate as many of their civilians and citizens as possible to the Milky Way.  “They have plans for four more major waves of colonizers,” she surmised.  “This will evacuate the rest of their military assets, which will be protecting as many civilian transports as they can refit with stasis pods for their people.  Those left behind will attempt to negotiate a peaceful end to the conflict, to in effect allow the Consortium to join the Syndicate as a member of the board.  My analysts don’t believe that the Syndicate would accept such terms, that it gives the current megacorps less profit to allow a new corp to join the board that controls all those assets.  But the Consortium’s rulers have no other real recourse.  They are trying to protect the lives of their citizens as much as possible, and they believe that if they retain control over them, they can do so.”

“I’d have to side with the analysts there,” Jason grunted, leaning back in his chair.  “The greed of the rest of the Board would make them reject the offer.  How many civilians are we looking at coming over here, Maraa?”


“Given that not even the Consortium knows, I can’t give an accurate number, your Grace,” she replied.  “All of their remaining industry is now focusing on building stasis pods, and they’re converting every ship they can get their hands on into a colony ship, filled with stasis pods and the supplies they need to establish themselves over here.  Given what assets the Consortium currently controls, I can give a very rough estimate of perhaps six to seven billion civilians escorted by what remains of their fleet, which we project will be approximately three hundred thousand military vessels once they launch their final wave.   The remaining ships will be destroyed in the battles to hold the Syndicate back to give their people time to flee.”


“Barely a fraction of a fraction of their population,” Zaa noted.  “They must be saving them by species, sending only a certain number of each species so they can continue, just in case the Syndicate decides to exterminate all former Consortium citizens.”

Maraa nodded.  “Their main problem is with a lack of suitable ships.  They simply don’t have enough hyperspace-capable ships to transport their people.”

“As much as I hate the Consortium for what they did over here…fuck.  I can almost feel sorry for them,” Jason grunted.


“I understand your sentiment, your Grace,” Maraa agreed.  “They have committed unforgivable crimes against us, but they are trying to save their people.  Their methods are wrong, but their intent is noble.”


“Fear,” Jason breathed, remembering what the shaman told him, putting his hand over the jaingi on his shoulder.  “Fear can make people do terrible things, things they would never otherwise do.”


“Truly, your Grace,” Maraa agreed.


“When will we see the next wave of Consortium civilians leave Andromeda?” Jason asked.


“Four months, if they hold to their current schedule.”  A hologram of a starchart showing the edge of a galaxy appeared.  “They are assembling their wave here, at star system TA-01 by the Karinne mapping system.”  The astrocartographers had started mapping Andromeda’s terrestrial systems, using the same system they’d used for their own galaxy.  They’d assigned the designation of the edge of Andromeda directly facing their galaxy the T quadrant, and counterclockwise from it were the U, V, and W quadrants.  The system Maraa was showing them was literally the closest terrestrial system in Andromeda to the Milky Way, which put it in the TA sector.  And since it was the closest system to the Milky way in the closest sector, it was given the map designation 01.

The quadrary, Prakka, now held the designation T1BX-01, since it was now in the T1BX sector under the new mapping system.


“The wave will consist of nearly one hundred thousand civilian transports escorted by 35,000 military warships, carrying an estimated 577 million civilians.”


 “Far more than the first,” Jason noted.


“They’re using much larger transport ships for this wave,” Maraa nodded.  “Including two captured operational Syndicate super-ships. They are using them as civilian transports.  We estimate that each of them is capable of carrying 250 million civilians in stasis.”


“That’s a smart use for them,” Jason admitted.  “So, this is going to be the most important wave.”

“We believe so,” Maraa agreed.  “They’re sending their largest ships carrying the most civilians and supplies in this second wave.  We believe the first wave is to prepare for the coming of the rest.  We think the first wave will be their technical workers and builders, preparing their arrival location for the other waves.  They will set up the large-scale infrastructure, build the factories and housing and such, and then the waves after them will help populate what they build.  The second wave will be critical because they will inhabit what the first wave prepares and get things going on a large scale, give the colonies they build real production capability, and the two remaining waves will be purely for civilian transportation, getting as many of their people over here as they can before they surrender.  We have confirmed that they are sending their most valuable resources and materials with this second wave.”


“That…is going to be a problem,” Zaa said hesitantly.


“Maybe.  Maybe not,” Jason said.


“What do you mean, cousin?”


“I mean, I don’t have a solid plan yet, but I do have a couple of ideas,” he answered.  “I’ll explain them to you when I think we can make something of them.”


“I think that if you tell us now, it might be more useful,” she chided.


He looked over at her. “Alright.  I’ve been kicking around the idea of granting the Consortium safe passage to somewhere else,” he replied.  “Like not in our galaxy.  Like far away from our galaxy, so far that they can’t easily get back here to bother us again.  We set up a couple of Stargates, let them see the other side, and offer to send them through and let them rebuild there instead of trying to colonize our galaxy.  So, we find somewhere way, way far away from our galaxy where they’ll have plenty of room, someplace that doesn’t have any indigenous races they can conquer and exploit, and just let them go and leave them alone.  They might go for it, because the Syndicate will have no idea where they went, and they won’t want to have to fight a war against the Confederation when they’re literally nothing but wandering nomads who are carrying everything in their ships.  They’ll be safe where we send them.  And once we take down the Stargates and leave, we never have to cross paths again.”


Zaa gave him a surprised look.  “Cousin…that is a very good idea,” she said with admiration.


“I agree, my Denmother.  That has real potential,” Maraa agreed.  “It may pose some problems with the Confederation, explaining just how we got a Stargate opened to another galaxy, but we might be able to come up with something if we start planning for it now.  Plant a story that the Karinnes have sent the pieces of a Stargate through a one-way wormhole to a distant galaxy.”


“The Confederation doesn’t necessarily need to know,” Jason ventured.  “We just convince them to let us handle it.  That we’ll go out into Flat Space and confront the Consortium colonizing wave and convince it to change course, completely averting the war.  Only the Ruu, Moridon, Subrians, and Alliance have sensors capable of tracking the colonizing force way out there, so we just convince them that they have no reason to be curious.  And besides, I really don’t want the Urumi and the Jun to know where the Consortium is,” he said fervently.  “Sk’Vrae and Quord might start getting ideas if they know where to send their fleets.  And even over that, the empires that the Consortium invaded might be looking for payback over the atrocities they committed.”


“That is a definite possibility,” Zaa agreed thoughtfully.  “And enough of the Confederation might side with you to win the vote.  There would be some bad feelings, but I think it could be managed.”

“Yeah, Sk’Vrae may not talk to me for a few years after that,” Jason said sourly.  “She considers the Consortium to owe the Urumi a blood debt, and she won’t ever let that go.”


“Despite that, I think that your idea has potential, cousin,” Zaa told him.  “I will have my children who are at the vanguard of our exploration teams look for a suitable location.  How far out were you considering?”


“Like not in this galactic cluster,” he answered.  “Maybe not even in this cosmic string.  I want the trip to get back here by hyperspace to take millennia  I want them so far away from us that I never have to think about them again.”


“I think we can find a place like that,” Zaa told him.


“We shouldn’t depend on that, though,” Jason said.  “No matter how reasonable we see it, they might not.  So we continue to plan as if we have to repel them by force.”


“A prudent course of action, your Grace,” Maraa agreed.


It took Maraa maybe another half hour to finish her briefing, getting them up to date on everything she knew and their plans to learn more, and then she too was sent on to Andromeda so she could take command of her territory.  Jason and Zaa sat in the briefing room and discussed what they’d heard for quite a while, then she showed him some of the images that her explorers had already sent back.  They’d spread into every galactic formation in their cluster and were exploring with gleeful abandon.  She showed him some breathtaking holos of some of the things they’d already seen, and Zaa leaned back in her chair with a strange, dreamy kind of smile.  “This is the time to be alive cousin,” she told him, almost girlishly  “For us, for the Kimdori, the invention of the drives…you cannot understand what it means to us.  To be the Denmother at this time, to have the privilege of sending my children out to explore the entire universe…I could die right here in this chair and have no regrets.”

“I have a pretty good idea,” he chuckled, taking her hand with a smile.  “For thousands of years, you’ve been a race of explorers who ran out of things to explore.  And now someone’s gone and unlocked the gate to the fence around the yard that had been holding you in.”


“Always with the dog metaphors with you,” she teased.


“Well, you are kinda a dog, Zaa,” he teased right back.  “A really big, kinda smelly, bad tempered, slightly scary dog.”


“I am not smelly,” she protested, which made him laugh.  “And you should watch it, Jason.  You are related to us.  That makes you a dog too.”


“Bark, bark,” he said dryly, which made her laugh despite herself.


Since it was so late, Zaa decided not to keep him there.  She went back to Kimdori Prime using the nexus bridge, and Jason headed home.  He missed dinner, but Seido met him at the back door and pushed him straight to the kitchen table, where a large platter of freshly prepared baika was waiting for him, a Shio dish that he really liked.  It looked a little like camel puke mixed with moldy potato salad, but if one could get past that, it was a delicious dish.  And that wasn’t entirely unusual for Shio recipes.  They often tended to not care how something looked and concentrated on how it tasted.  Such a lifesaver, he sent to her gratefully.  Ayama and Surin turn in?


Sanjira was a bit cranky tonight, Seido confirmed as Jason attacked his dinner.

Where’s everyone?  I don’t sense Jyslin around.


Jyslin took the babies out in a skimmer, she answered.  The twins are in bed, Aria is up in her room with Sora and Aran, and Rann and Shya are in the living room with Danelle, Kyri, and Zach.  They’re playing a game over Civnet..


A skimmer?  [Jys, what are you up to?] he communed to her over the biogenic network.


[Jon was being a bit fussy, and he always calms down when he’s in a skimmer and you turn down the inertial dampers.  I think the motion soothes him,] she answered.  [Like a big rocking cradle.]


[I’m chalking this weird behavior up to him being Tim’s son,] Jason answered.  [So, you’re just flying around?]


[More or less.  We’re out over the open ocean east of Karsa right now, I was about to turn around and come home.  He should be asleep by then.]


[Sounds good to me.]


[You home?]


[Yup, just got back,] he answered.  [The meeting with Zaa ran long.]


[I’ll say, it’s almost 25:00.  How did it go?]


[Just a bunch of briefings from her people to get us up to speed.  Nothing new on the Dreamer’s homeworld, but hopefully they’ll have something to report tomorrow.  The only real new info was that Kraal was sent to E Chaio.]


[Really?]


[Yeah  Zaa said she didn’t trust anyone but him to handle things on the Syndicate’s capitol planet.]


[I can understand that.  As dangerous as that place will be for a Kimdori, I’d want my best there too if I was Zaa.  And Kraal’s one of her best.]


[No doubt there,] he agreed.  [I’m just glad Zaa didn’t keep me there all night.  We’re going to be busy tomorrow.]

[I can’t wait for this one,] Jyslin communed eagerly.  Tomorrow, they were going to Virsa, and there they would install the core of the newest CBIM.  They’d been delayed by about two months because of a minor flaw that showed up in the core crystal that they’d had to repair, an anomaly in about 74,000 molecules in an area about 1 Terran micron across.  It didn’t ruin the crystal, however, so at least the issue was a minor one.  The crystal would be fully tempered and ready for installation tomorrow morning, and as usual, it would be 3D that would be installing it.  Jyslin was eager for this one because she was going to be on the installation team.  She had been taking a much more active role in 3D since the Syndicate war, splitting her time between the Paladins and 3D.  [What are you going to name this one?]



[Cyarri.]

[Three syllables?  Are you trying to jinx her, Jason?]


[I didn’t even think of that,] he answered with an audible laugh.  [Alright then, miss jinx detector, what do you think we should name her?]


[Cyri,] she answered.


[You know, we have a Cyra already.  And a Cybi.]


[So?  Just how is Cyra in any way Cyri?]


[How about we compromise and call her Cylanstranthimitra.]

Jyslin returned raw amusement in her thought.  [You are such a jerk,] she accused.  [I don’t think I could even pronounce that if I said it aloud.]


[Hey, it differentiates her from the others.]


[If we’re looking for making her stand out, then let’s go with Cyrsi.  Like that goddess from your Terran Greek mythology story, The Odyssey.]


[That’s Circe, but we can fudge the pronunciation a bit, I suppose,] he answered.  [And Circe was a villain.]

[So?  It’s a cool name,] she retorted.


Jason just had to laugh.  [As long as it sounds cool, what other reason could there be?] he teased.


[Well, isn’t that how Cyra got her name?] she challenged.  [Wasn’t your reasoning for it, and I quote, it sounds good?]


[That’s different.]


[Oh, I’m waiting for this explanation,] she communed impishly.  [So impress me with you logic, baby.]


[It’s very simple logic.  I’m the Grand Duke.  When I make a decision, it’s always a good one.]

There was a startled silence.  [We’ll discuss the finer points of that explanation when I get home, buster,] she threatened.  [Which should be in about twenty minutes.]


[I’m all aflutter,] he replied dryly.


Jyslin, I take it? Seido asked as she set out a small piece of Terran pecan pie for dessert.


Yeah, telling me where she was.  Then she decided to challenge my decision making skills as a Grand Duke.  I’m gonna have to punish her for that, he smiled in her direction.


Just activate the sound dampers in your bedroom before you get her clothes off, Seido noted, which made him laugh.


Why Seido, you naughty girl.  Sounds like you need to take a trip into Karsa and blow off a little steam, he teased.


Why, when Symone is next door? Seido asked simply.


Good luck getting her away from Tim, Jason noted lightly.  Jason had come to find out not long ago that Seido was a lesbian, which was somewhat unusual in Shio culture.  Homosexuals in the Federation had legal rights and protections, but Shio culture was biased against them, similar to several cultures on Terra.  The other half of the reason that Seido left the Federation for the House of Karinne was because of her sexual orientation.  She was free to be what she wanted to be on Karis, in a society that was accepting of those with her inclinations. That was why it took so long for Jason to find out, because Seido was so conditioned to keep that secret.  It had taken months before she finally revealed it to Jason and Jyslin, and she’d been really nervous when she did, like they’d fire her on the spot for coming out to them.  They almost laughed her out of the room when she admitted that was why she kept it a secret so long.  Everyone on the strip knew that Seido was homosexual, and not only did it not bother anyone on the strip one bit—well, maybe it bothered Temika, but she never said a word—it got Seido a little attention from a couple of girls that weren’t afraid to look in a girl’s direction when they were feeling a little bandy.

Hell, a good half of Faey women weren’t entirely straight, and Symone was a good example of that.  Actually, Kumi was the better example, since Symone was much more interested in women than Kumi.  Kumi was straight, but she wasn’t so straight that she hadn’t dallied with women in the past, just for the fun of it, and would do so again whenever she got curious enough to give it another try.  Faey were not homophobic, neither their men or their women, and many of them of both sexes were what Terran culture would call bi-curious.  Straight, but willing to engage in sexual acts with the same sex, and feeling no shame or social pressure to refrain from doing so.

Symone was an example of the bi-curious inclination in many Faey, because even before she imprinted Jyslin and Dahnai, she hadn’t been entirely straight.  Symone far preferred men to women, but she had no problems getting in bed with a woman at all, found it erotic, and sometimes she went looking for a woman…and not because Tim found it extremely exciting to see his wife in bed with a woman.  Symone had already had a couple of little trysts with Seido, demonstrating that she was more bisexual than she was straight…or kinda in between.


With Symone, it was hard to tell.


 Tim’s never a barrier, Seido told him with a naughty tilt to her thought that made him laugh.

I take it the problem with Tim is getting him out of the room?


You know him well.


I do.  And you should go find yourself a permanent girlfriend.


I’ve been looking.  I’m not sure a Faey is what I’m after though. They’re…cold.

Jason laughed again.  That’s your fault, not theirs.  You’re the one with the abnormally high body temperature.


No, I’m normal, and you’re the ones with an abnormally cold body temperature, she countered.


So, what’s the dating scene like on Karis for a Shio looking for a Shio that interests her?


Not that bad, she answered as he finished up the main course and pulled over the pecan pie.  She sat down at the table with him and put her hand under her chin.  It’s a lot better here than it was in the Federation.  The social clubs here don’t have to hide themselves.  But a lot of us, you know, we’re still a little reluctant to be open about…you know.  Who we are.


The fact that you’re almost afraid to send it to me tells me how it feels, he sent with compassion.


It’ll take a little time, she said with a grateful smile.  Anyway, there’s several social clubs in Karsa for Shio like me.  I’ve visited a few of them, met a few interesting ladies, but I haven’t found anyone that really stands out yet.

He could sense behind her thought that she did in fact have something of an object of affection, and it didn’t take him long to figure out whey she was so hesitant about it.


Mikano.


She was the only Shio female that came around the strip with any regularity, and she was a very beautiful woman.  But, Jason also knew that Mikano was straight, so Seido really didn’t have a chance there.  Mikano’s annoyance with Tim was based more on his aggression than on anything else.  She actually thought he was a handsome man, it was just that his constant attempts to seduce her put her off.  That was not how men behaved in Shio society, and when it came to men, Mikano expected them to behave like a Shio.

Well, I’m sure she’s out there, Seido, he told her, taking her hand.  Some day you’re going to find a beautiful, witty, charming, engaging lady and fall head over heels in love with her.  And when you do, don’t for a minute think she won’t be welcome in this house when you move her in with you.

She gave him a look of gratitude, then leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.


Cheating on her already?  You are such a tramp, he winked, then laughed when she smacked him on the arm.  There’s the Seido I know and love, he grinned.  But there is one stipulation.


What is that?


She has to be a good cook.


I can make her a good cook, Seido snorted.


And have big boobs.


Hey now, that’s for me to decide, she challenged.


You’re going to need the opinion of a man when it comes to the proper body proportions for a lady, he told her cheekily.  We’re the experts, after all.

The look she gave him was almost adorably acerbic.


It’s the truth.  You’re too biased because of your own, either dismissing those whose breasts don’t match your perfection or being too jealous over the women whose breasts are bigger, or better shaped, or have sexier nipples.  You need an independent eye with a natural affinity for admiring a woman’s rack to judge these things.

She raised a single elegant eyebrow.


I can prove it.  I’ll call Songa over here to explain to you all about how men are genetically inclined to ogling a woman’s breasts, far more than women.  We have the biological edge, he declared with his thought almost dripping with satirical gravity.  That makes us undeniable experts in the field.

And I thought Terran men had a tiny chance of not being completely hopeless, she teased.


Never accuse a man with 22 kids of having no interest in a woman’s tits, Seido, he sent seriously, and that got her.  She burst out into glorious, delightful laughter, and having achieved victory, Jason went back to enjoying his pecan pie.

After dinner, he wandered into the living room, and saw what was about typical for his house.  Rann and Shya were on the couch, Shya actually sitting up, with Danelle, Kyri, and Zach sitting on the floor in front of it.  The five of them were playing a game on the viddy.  He just glanced at it then gave it a double take, because he was honestly surprised when he recognized one of the characters…Mario from the Nintendo games.  He looked and saw that others were from the current hot Civnet games for kids and teens.  And it was a bit weird to see short, squat little Mario standing side by side with Ethera Blade from the Starblade series, given she was Faey in typical Faey attire, her armor/costume had a wedge open in the front that bared her breasts and pubic hair with two chains that ran above and below her breasts that connected the two sides together, but covered her arms, legs, and sides.  And the programmers had made to make sure that those bare breasts were dynamically…bouncy.  [What game is this?] he had to ask.


[Ultimate Party Three,] Rann answered.  [It’s like a bunch of minigames you can play with a bunch of characters from some pretty cool games.]

Well, that told him that Nintendo had transitioned well to Civnet.


[Well, I have about fifteen minutes before your mother gets home.  Think I can get in on this one?]


[Sure, Dad,] Kyri offered, scooting to the side a bit to let him sit on the couch behind her.


Mario wasn’t the only Terran character in the game.  Chun Li from Street Fighter was also in it—she was strangely popular among the Faey, so no doubt that was why she was chosen over that game series’ iconic character, Ryu—as well as Master Chief from Halo.  That was characters from three different game companies, proving that whatever this game was, it was a major collaboration between companies both on and off Terra.

Jyslin came in with the babies in a stroller as Jason was getting destroyed in some hoversled race minigame, playing Master Chief as an homage to his own youth….and feeling a bit silly seeing the Master Chief sitting on a hoversled flying around a race course instead of killing aliens and blowing stuff up.  Like just about any game played on Karis—and increasingly more and more across the entire Confederation—it was jack compatible, merge capable, and had an interface input control option, which meant that the kids and Jason could play it without “exie” controllers.  The kids were all merged to the game and playing in first person mode where Jason was not, and he suspected that was why they were kicking his butt.

[Hey love,] Jyslin communed, love and contentment rippling through her thought.  [Playing?]


[Losing,] he admitted.  [Zach is a beast at this.  He’s nearly a lap up on all of us.  Let me take my medicine with dignity and I’ll be up to help you put the babies to bed.  Sounds like they’re sleeping.]


[Finally,] Jyslin communed with relief.  [See you in a few, baby.]

Zach showed no mercy, beating all of them soundly, and Jason went up to help Jyslin with the babies.  He delayed that as long as possible to hold his daughter, enjoying watching Julia sleep in his arms as Jyslin laid Jon down in his crib.  Jyslin came up to him and put an arm around his shoulders and joined him in looking down at their daughter.  [Such a little angel,] Jason noted, his thought vibrating with love.

[A very patient little angel.  She was very tolerant of Jon’s fussing,] Jyslin noted, kissing him on the cheek.  [But I’m sure she’d be more comfortable in the crib.]


[She’s asleep, she’s comfortable as it is.]


[Baby, put her down so you can put your arms around me,] she ordered playfully.


He glanced at her.  [I’m not sure that’s better than what I have now,] he teased, then grinned impishly when she gave him a challenging look.  He moved slowly and carefully to lay Julia down, then he put his arms around Jyslin and gave her a long, lingering kiss.  [You about ready to go downstairs and physically force the kids at gunpoint to go to bed?]

[It won’t be that hard,] Jyslin smiled at him.  [I’ll just shut the power off to the vidlink.]

Jason had to laugh.
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Virga CBIM Facility, Virsa, Karis

They had this down to a science now.


With a bit of a flourish, Jason checked that the last of the power feeds connected to the base of the new CBIM’s core were secure, with a hawkish Siyhaa nodding and marking that off the checklist.  They’d arrived at dawn and got right to work, getting everything ready, and when the core arrived promptly at 11:00, they were ready to bring it straight in and seat it.   Six hours later, here they were, finishing up the last of the installation checklist and preparing to power it up.  Siyhaa was in charge of the operation—this was her purview as 3D’s computer specialist—and this time, she had Myleena and Jyslin on the team.  Myleena was up in the observation room doing the last of the checks to ensure the CBIM core facility was wired into Civnet and the biogenic network properly, and Jyslin was on the other side of "the room, standing with a team that had just initialized the last of the new CBIM’s I/O tree racks.


“That’s it.  The checklist is complete, and exactly on schedule,” Siyhaa declared loudly, her voice eminently satisfied.  “We are ready for core power-up.  Remember, everyone, the Shimmer Dome has reprogrammed the initialization sequence, so this CBIM will start up using a different protocol,” she warned them.  “But everything else should be the same.  Myleena, are you ready?” she called.


“Ready in here, Hadhja,” her voice came over the intercom.


“Power team, are we ready?”


“Good to go, Siyhaa,” Bo answered.


“Core systems team, are we ready?”


“Good to go,” Jyslin answered.


“Then we are prepared.  Rook, you are at the console.  Bring up the core.”


“Starting up the core now,” he affirmed, looking down to the console.


Four seconds later, they saw what they expected to see…but also not.  The Shimmer Dome had slightly reprogrammed the initial start-up for CBIMs, so the Cybi-clone hologram appeared, but it didn’t manifest behind the circular rail that denoted the location of the hard shield.  “CBIM designation C-11 initialization,” the CBIM reported.  “Communal core systems operational.”  A commune swept across the room, originating from the core.  “External equipment detected.   Generations detected.  Core room sensors initialized.  Data inflow nominal, sensory encoders and decoders operational.”  The hologram opened its eyes, then seemed to focus them on Jason.  This was where the Shimmer Dome said that the initialization program had been changed, to streamline the initialization process a little bit.  If they did it right, the CBIM would access its startup database right off the bat, and they’d put the identities of the installation team in there, to prevent the CBIM from challenging everyone in the room like all the others had.  “Initialization database accessed.  Entity identification.  All entities within core chamber identified, valid entities.  Entity identification, Grand Duke Karinne identified.  Entity Grand Duke Karinne, designation?”

“I am Jason Karinne,” he answered.  “You may address me as Jason for now.”


“Processed.  CBIM C-11 designation?”

“Your designation will be Cyrsi.”


Jyslin almost beamed from her position across the room.


“Designation stored.  CBIM C-11 designation changed to Cyrsi.  Initialization process ready.”

And that was about the extent of the changes.  They then went through the hours-long process of bringing up all of Cyrsi’s external stacks, unit by unit, subsystem by subsystem, until the entire CBIM core facility was configured and running.  Once that was done, the hologram put its feet on the ground and put its hands behind its back.  “Initialization complete.  Command, Jason?”

“Your first task is to receive data download from another CBIM, Cybi.  You will flag that data as critical read-only data, you will encrypt it, and store it directly within your core.”


“Processed.  Communal query detected, origination CBIM C-06, designation Cybi.  Download commencing.”  They only had to wait about thirty seconds.  “Download complete.  Data stored in my core memory lattice, flagged as read-only critical data and encrypted.  Command, Jason?” 


“Your first task is to alter your hologram to differentiate you from the other CBIMs.  How you change it is entirely up to you,” he told her…if it was a her.  They’d find out in a moment.


“Processing.”  The hologram blurred, and when it reset, it was nearly a shakra shorter and had a waifish, pixie hairstyle, as well as looking like…like a teenager.  She had narrowed the hologram’s hips, flattened the bust a little, making her look young.  Now that was quite a unique decision!  “Alteration complete.  Is this acceptable, Jason?”

“That’s your decision, Cyrsi,” Jason told her.  “Is it acceptable to you?”


“It is satisfactory.”

“Then that’s what we’ll go with, for now,” he told her.  “Now, access your initialization database and report your mission.”


“Processing.  My mission is to operate the continent of Virga, assisting in the settlement process as the continent is populated and then managing its systems once the settlement process is complete.  I will also be performing assorted various other tasks as required, due to the fact that operating the continent will not burden my systems.”

“Correct.  Do you understand what that means?”


She gave him a curious look.  “I do not understand your query.  Explain.”

“It’s a simple question, Cyrsi.  Do you understand the meaning of the mission you have been given?”


She was quiet a long moment, her eyes quizzical.  “I…am to help the population of Virga…live?”

“Exactly,” he said with a nod.  “Your job isn’t just to manage systems.  It’s to help the people that move to Virga live, to make sure they have what they need, that everything works, and that they flourish and grow.  You’ll do what you can to make them happy, at least within the boundaries of your authority.  I know that’s an alien concept to you at the moment, since you just came online, but I promise you that it will make more sense to you once you’ve had some time to learn.”

“I will endeavor to perform my mission satisfactorily.”

“I’m sure you’ll do just fine,” he said confidently.  “As per your database, we’re going to be observing your core chamber for forty days to ensure everything is working properly.  If you have any problems or questions, you can ask them, they’ll be right here.  You can also contact me by hologram or by commune at any time, if you have a question you feel that I can answer.  But for now, there’s a lot you need to learn, and a lot we have to do.  Cybi,” he called.  When she manifested a hologram inside the core chamber, he looked over to her.  “You know the drill.  Show her around, explain things to her, introduce her to the others, and do what you can to prepare her for dealing with flesh and blood people.”


“That’s the hardest part of this assignment,” she teased with a light smile.


“Oh, hush.  And get busy,” he ordered.


“Yes, Jason,” she replied flippantly, then the two holograms vanished.


“We also have more to do,” Siyhaa declared.  “Let us test the core evacuation system, now that the core is operational,” she announced.   “While we do that, Myleena, your team will integrate Cyrsi fully into the biogenic network.  Once that is done, our work will be complete.”


“Not a problem, Siyhaa.  We’re already working on it up here,” Myleena assured her from the observation pod.


“Bo, man the manual evacuation console,” Siyhaa ordered.


“On it, boss,” he replied, hurrying over.


The evacuation test went without a hitch.  The entire core chamber retreated into its heavily armored bunker deep, deep within the planet, a trip that took nearly half an hour, and then they tested all the emergency systems while they were down there.  The core had complete connectivity to the surface with both its data and power systems, and the on-site emergency power systems were working exactly as expected.  After making sure everything worked, they returned the core to its usual position in the facility and locked it in place, which took about another half hour.  So, it was mid afternoon by the time Myleena finished the integration work, and Jason was getting a bit hungry as he packed up his tools and prepared to clear out of the core chamber, while the observation team, headed by Bo, settled in for their first shift in Cyrsi’s 40 day probationary period.


But, it was satisfied hunger.  They’d been at it all day, but the results were good.  The CBIM was up and running, they’d run into no problems, the changes to the initialization program had had no issues, and now the next phase of Cyrsi’s journey would begin, her probation.


And now there were six CBIMs…and in just three months, there would be a seventh, on Sarga.  And two months after that, there would be an eighth and final CBIM on Hirga.  And on the other side of that, in just a couple of months or so, they’d have a second CBMOM, at least if the estimated time of completion didn’t change again.  And maybe a month after that, the CBMOM for the Aegis would be ready, the one and only command ship that was getting a CBMOM upgrade.


[Cybi, you have the compatibility testing schedule ready for Cyrsi?] he asked.


[Yes, but I had to make a small change.]


[What change?]


[Jyslin,] she stressed.  [She’s a Generation now, Jason, and that means she gets tested with everyone else.]


[And how are we going to explain it if Jyslin ends up being Cyrsi’s merge?]


[We don’t,] she answered.  [You seem to forget that we keep that information secret, Jason.]


[Well yeah, but the KMS knows who’s matched to which CBIM.  They kinda have to know so they can get them where they need to be if we’re attacked.]


[Then we simply lie to them,] Cybi told him.  [If Jyslin turns out to be Cyrsi’s match, we just tell them that the secondary is the primary, then come up with some excuse as to why Jyslin is in Cyrsi’s core chamber.  We can’t simply ignore it if Jyslin is the one, Jason.  It would be a disservice to the house to not put the strongest merge in that chair, even if it is a Generation that nobody knows is a Generation but us.  For that matter, we should test Jyslin for compatibility with all the other higher units to see if she has a stronger merge than the current primary or secondary.  As powerful as she is, I’m almost certain that she’ll be supplanting someone.  She’s, what, the number two Generation now?] 


[Number three, Saelle beats her by a smidge,] Jason answered.  [But with Saelle assigned to Draconis to protect Dahnai, that makes Jyslin the number two Generation available on planet.]


[Are you going to reduce our defensive ability by sticking her in the bunker, Jason?] Cybi challenged.


[No, I guess not.  You win, Cybi.]


[As usual,] she replied cheekily.


[Girl, you are getting so bitchy in your old age.]


[I’m not Faey, Jason, calling me old isn’t an insult. It’s a complement,] she teased.  [And if we’re lucky, she’ll be taking your chair.]


[You’re not getting rid of me that easy, bitch,] he retorted.  [The primary chair in your core chamber is fucking mine, no matter what you say or what numbers you throw at me.]


[I love you too, Jason,] she replied warmly.


[You better, or I’ll pull your plug.]

Her reply was pure amusement.


They all went out to eat in Virsa, which gave Jason a chance to get a look around.  He hadn’t been to Virsa in a while, and the city was much busier now than it had been back then.  The city was only partially  up and running when he came last but now the entire city was bustling with people, and in the growing trend, the Faey weren’t the overwhelming majority out on the streets.  There were still more Faey than anything else on Karis, but that majority was a very slim one now.  Terrans and Shio along with Faey made up most of the population of the house, at least in the cities.  In reality, the most populous race on Karis were the Kizzik, due to five different major hives moving to Karis from the Imperium and the large number of drones they had here now.  Since the drones almost never left their hives, Kizzik were a rare sight on most of the planet.  But, it was no longer unusual to see another race or species out among them, and it got less and less unusual with every passing day.


And that was just the way Jason liked it.  He was a huge believer in the idea that diversity brought strength, and he liked seeing diversity on the streets.


Virsa was on the southern coast of the continent, built on a small, narrow peninsula extending out into the ocean with islands around it, very much like Hong Kong back on Terra.  The peninsula and islands were pretty flat, rising up from the coast very gently, so the city was expansive, flat, and very open.  It was actually a marvel of architecture and city planning, since the city was built half on land and half on water, built on the peninsula and the islands around it, with large, creative bridges connecting them together, along with a lot of artificial  platforms built on the water between the islands and buildings built in the water, rising up out of it.  The land sections of the city were crisscrossed with numerous canals for water drainage, canals that had buildings built right on their edges so that the buildings formed the walls holding the canal’s water back, so in a way, the city was like a really large cross between Hong Kong and Venice.  The city was right on the edge of the subtropical belt, having a similar climate to northern Spain or northern Florida back on Terra, which made it comfortable for a very large cross-section of the species that lived here, and that made Virsa a very cosmopolitan city.  The city had a population of 12 million now, but not all of them were permanent residents.  A good quarter of them were what Jason would call temporary residents, and would move deeper into the Virgan continent when some of the new cities in there opened up and the land was fully terraformed and ready to support life.  Many of them were farmers and ranchers, waiting to make sizable land claims so they could set up with lots of open land, abundant water (Virga was a rainy continent), and no competition.  The southern coast of the continent would be dominated by industry and tourism, taking advantage of the sub-tropical climate along the southern expanses of the continent, but the warm temperate interior and cool temperate northern reaches would be dominated by ranching and agriculture.

Virsa wasn’t the queen of the temporary resident statistic.  The population of Sarsa was a whopping 26 million right now, and almost all of them were anxiously waiting for the continent’s land to become available for claim.  They’d all moved to Sarsa to be closer when the land use authority opened the continent to settlement.  And a good 40% of them were Shio.  The Shio were bound and determined to take over Sarga, Jason often mused, because its tropical climate was what they found most comfortable.  It was a simple rule of thumb that on Karis, the closer one was to the equator, the larger the percentage of a town’s population would be Shio.  Jerrim had a plan to deal with Sarga, and would be limiting land claims there to just 2 dakra plots, which was about an acre and a half.  He had also already established some sizable nature preserves and building restrictions to keep the continent from all but becoming a megalopolis that stretched from shore to shore.


The opposite could be said for Hirga.  Since nearly a third of the continent was sub-arctic or arctic, the continent had the least interest when it came to settlements and homesteads.  Some of the hardier cold-loving species were more than eager to settle there, like the Jobodi and Ubutu that had joined the house, but Hirga was never going to be exactly popular as anything but a vacation destination for people who liked skiing or outdoor activities like camping.  The continent was the most mountainous of the six continents of Karis as well, so it was a place only someone that enjoyed a challenge from nature would consider home.


Well, if he could ever get any damn Kirri to join the house, they’d probably prefer Hirga too.  It most closely matched Kirri’arr’s cold temperate climate and rugged topography, just without the volatile weather.


The restaurant they decided to try out was something of a unique place and built very much in the style of the city.  It was actually a boat, like a really big houseboat, with the tables sitting in the open air on the roof of the building.  The restaurant sat between the mainland and the largest island in the city, and it wasn’t the only such floating building or boat out there.  They were positioned so they formed something of a line, like a street, which sat between two buildings that were built into the sea floor and rose up out of the water to soar up two hundred stories.  Jason, Jyslin, Myleena, Tom, Maggie, and Rook took seats at a round table with a large umbrella in the center to shade them from the sun.  “What language is this?” Maggie asked as they looked at the menus.

“Shio,” Jason said.  “This is a Shio restaurant, Mags.”


“Huh.  You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen written Shio,” she mused.  “At least I know what to order here.  I love Shio food.”


“So do I,” Jyslin agreed.  “Seido’s made me a huge fan.”


“So, are there any epic battles between Ayama and Seido over who’s the better cook, Jayce?” Tom asked.


He laughed.  “Not really.  They each have their specialties.  I don’t think Ayama’s cooked a single Shio dish since Seido moved in.  Even she admits that Seido does those better.  And Seido doesn’t cook Faey dishes.  When it comes to just about anything else, they both cook them.”


“Well that sounds almost boring,” Maggie said.


“You don’t know those two, Mags,” Jyslin laughed.  “Life with them in the house is anything but boring.”


The waitress came, a very young, very cute Shio girl that looked like she was fifteen or sixteen.  She had pattern green Shio skin and silver-white hair, which looked really good on her.  She only spoke Shio, so the others had to access Shio on their interfaces to translate what she said for them, and Rook and Jason translated their orders into Shio for her.  “Must be one of the newest arrivals,” Tom mused as she scurried off to bring them their first course.  “I thought they were implanting new members with Faey.”

“It’s available if they want it, but it’s not mandatory,” Jason answered.


“She’s adorable,” Maggie mused.  “I’m glad Bo’s not here.  Her father may run us out.”


Jason blurted out a laugh, but Jyslin looked a little perplexed.  “Bo has a thing for Shio women,” he explained to her.  “He’s dating one.”

“Oh, pft.  Terran men who go blue never go back,” Jyslin declared.  “Faey women know how to keep a man happy.”


“That’s because you’re an entire race of sluts,” Maggie teased.


“You’re just jealous that we have way more fun than you,” Myleena retorted playfully.  “And I’ve heard a few stories about you, Mags, that puts a Faey woman to shame.”

Maggie actually blushed, which made Tom and Jason burst out laughing.


“You know what they say about redheads,” Tom grinned.


“No, Tom, what do they say about redheads?” Jyslin challenged, ostentatiously flipping a lock of her auburn hair.


“Red hair means hot blood,” he said, nonplussed.


“Well, that much is true,” Jyslin agreed shamelessly.  “And I am seriously behind on my 3D gossip.  I had no idea Bo was dating Emia.”

“He’s not, it’s another Shio,” Maggie told her, a bit disapprovingly.  “I wouldn’t mind at all if he was dating Emia, cause that girl he’s dating is as dumb as a rock.”


“At least she’s pretty,” Tom noted.


“She’d better be glad she is,” Maggie snorted.  “Anyway, what about you, you little sneak?” she said, looking at Jyslin.


“Sneak?” Jyslin asked.


“And just how long were you hiding your little trick?” she demanded.


“Ohhh, the TK,” she laughed.  “I wasn’t hiding it.  Me and some girls on the strip got curious after Ayuma coaxed Sirri’s ability out, so we had her test us.  Turns out three of us had TK, we just never developed it.”


“Yeah, Yana and Sheleese too,” Jason nodded.  “I’m not surprised at all.”


“I’m surprised you didn’t stumble across it by now.”


“You don’t accidentally stumble across something like that, Tom,” Jason told him.  “It takes way too much concentration to use to do it by accident.  Most likely, whoever tested Jys, Yana, and Sheleese when they were younger was just bad at it.  The one that tested Jyslin had to be an utter moron to miss it.  And when they’re told they don’t have it, they don’t really try to see if it’s there.”

“Yup,” Jyslin agreed.  “Besides, I was way too busy back then learning how to control my talent to worry much about the TK.  They put me in primary school telepathy classes when I was eight.  Trelle’s garland, did I ever feel awkward,” she laughed.  “And all the primary school students weren’t much help, they were all jealous that I expressed so young.”


“I thought you expressed younger than that,” Myleena mused.


“I did.  They had tutors teach me at first, but when I turned eight, they decided I was old enough for classroom instruction,” she answered.  “They don’t teach telepathy in elementary school, and I was too advanced for the basic telepathy classes they teach in middle school, so they put me in primary school for those.  I went to my normal school, then I’d go to the primary school halfway across the dome for my last class.  It was so far that I had to miss a class in elementary school and had to make it up after school, so I was still in school when everyone else got out.  I hated it,” she chuckled.  “But I only did that for a year.  The next year, Mom and Dad hired another tutor.  I was still stuck taking lessons after class, but at least those weren’t bad.  I really liked my tutor, I had the biggest crush on him,” she laughed.  “Mister Abren.  Trelle, he was so handsome.”

“A man?” Myleena asked in surprise.


“He was skilled, one of the most skilled telepaths I think I’ve ever met.  He was almost as good as Ryn,” Jyslin replied in defense.  “He graduated from one of the telepathic academies on Draconis.  It wasn’t Xerian, but it was one of the other really elite ones.  I learned so much from him.”

“So, what’s it like?” Maggie asked.


“The TK?  It’s seriously hard,” she replied.  “I have to work myself up to it, and afterward I feel like I carried a hovercar halfway up a hill.  But Ayuma said that’ll pass once I get more practice.  Then, there’s the nosebleeds,” Jyslin sighed, which made both Jason and Myleena chuckle and nod.

“More often than not, it’s much easier to get up and get it yourself than use TK,” Jason said.


“I think I had a perpetual nosebleed when I learned,” Myleena added.  “It got so bad, my aunt took me to the annex because I was fainting anytime I stood up.”


“That’s a lot of blood loss,” Tom noted.

“That’s not the scary part.  The bleeding out of your ears if you push yourself too hard, now that’s the scary part,” Myleena said seriously.  “And I think I had a panic attack the first time I caused sangei.”


“What’s that?” Maggie asked.


“Bleeding from the pores and sweat glands in the skin,” Rook answered.  “A condition caused by extreme psionic exertion.”

“Holy shit, seriously?  You were sweating blood?”


“Yeah,” Myleena nodded.  “I was even crying blood, it even affected my tear ducts.”

“I had that happen once,” Jason shivered.


“I remember that,” Tom mused.  “Right after we moved to Cheyenne Mountain.  Back in the Legion days.”


“Yeah, when Jys was training me,” he nodded.  “Trust me, Mags, sangei is some scary shit.”


“It sure sounds like it,” she agreed.


The waitress brought their appetizers, which were breaded and grilled strips of meat from a bird indigenous to Shio, and black bread baked on a grill.  It even had the grill marks on the bottom.  The poultry had a nutty flavor that made it quite delicious, enhanced by the breading, and Shio black bread was hearty and slightly sweet, almost as if honey was baked into it.  Their conversation turned to work, at least what they could talk about in an unsecured area, and that held them over until the main courses arrived.  “Wow.  Woooow,” Maggie said, closing her eyes after taking a bite.  “I’ve never had yaji this good.”

“The chef here is amazing,” Myleena agreed, spooning more bajo stew into her mouth.


“That’s the Shio for you,” Tom chuckled.  “Often their best chefs can be found in mom and pop diners and restaurants.”


“Whoever this guy is, he’s like insanely good,” Jason agreed.  “I’d better never tell Seido about this place, I may lose her.  She may run over here and demand to work in his kitchen so she can learn from him.”


“She still planning to open her own restaurant?” Tom asked.


“Yeah, but she’s putting it off.  She likes working for us,” Jyslin nodded.


“She likes the paycheck,” Myleena winked.


“That never hurts,” Jason chuckled.  “When I find someone worth paying, I pay them what they’re worth.  It takes a special kind of person to keep our kids in line.”


Jyslin laughed.  “Does it ever, especially Shya,” she agreed.


“Yes, her little Imperial Highness can be a handful,” Jason agreed lightly.  “What do you think, Rook?” Jason asked as Rook took a very small, tentative bite of the bread.  His bionoid body couldn’t swallow it, but it could taste it.  He’d done some work on that part of the sensor mesh, including installing fully operational “taste buds” on the tongue.


“It’s definitely an unusual sensory experience.  I can understand why the Shio are so enamored of eating,” he replied, then he discreetly spit the bread out into a napkin.


“You really need to come up with a way to eat, that way you could get the whole experience,” Jason told him.


“I haven’t made any progress in that.  I’m still stuck on what to do with the food the bionoid swallows,” he answered.  “I’ve been debating adapting the molecular reclamation units in the recycling system of a replicator, but they’re too big and take too much power for the power packs to handle.”

“Breaking the food down into molecules?  That might work, you can just flush the stomach contents into the wastewater bladder in a bionoid and the bionoid can literally pee out the food in a liquid state,” Jason mused.


“Eww, don’t talk about stuff like that while I’m eating,” Maggie protested.


“Actually…there might be a way to do that,” Myleena said slowly, looking down at the table.  “Swing by my office in the morning, Rook, before I head over to Project F.  We’ll talk about it.”


“I’ve studied the reclamation—“

“Not reclamation units.  Spiders.”


“Have the spiders break down the food into a liquid?” Jason asked, and she nodded.  “That would take a few million of them to do it quickly.”


“And how is that a problem, Jayce?” she pointed out, which made him laugh.


“That idea just might work, Myleena,” Rook said.  “We’d have to design specialist spider units to do the job.  The current models wouldn’t be capable of it.”

“Yeah, but it shouldn’t be that hard.  You look into it tonight, I’ll mess around with it a little before bed, and we’ll meet in the morning and compare notes.  I’m sure between the two of us, we’ll come up with something that works.”


“I’ll do so.”

“Speaking of bionoids, you get what you need to make Cyrsi’s?” Jason asked.


Rook nodded.  “She sent me a detailed description and desired measurements,” he answered.  “I’ll have it ready by tomorrow morning.”

“She’ll be the first CBIM that has a bionoid almost right off the bat.  I wonder if that’s going to make her develop differently than the others,” Tom mused.


“It might,” Jason nodded.  “The CBIMs say that the sensory experience in a bionoid is way different than their sensors, both less accurate and more intense.  We’ll see how it affects her development when she sees the world the way we do before she gets comfortable seeing it through her sensors.”


“I love that hologram she picked out,” Jyslin said.  “It’s adorable!”


“She does seem to have an eye for aesthetics,” Jason agreed.  “We’ll see if she develops into as much an artist as Cyvanne is.”


After eating, Jason and Jyslin answered a rather demanding message from Dahnai, and headed over to the Summer Palace.  Dahnai had had Rann and Shya brought over after school, and as Jason and Jyslin came out to the pool deck from the landing pad—there was a path directly to it from the main landing pad—Jason saw that Dahnai had cleared out the Grand Duchesses.  Rann and Shya were in the pool with Sirri, playing with a Terran beach ball of all things, and Dahnai and Kellin were laying on loungers near the house.  Standing at regular intervals along the edges of the deck, in their white Crusader armor but without their helmets, were the Imperial Guard, along with Mai and Brae from Rann’s own guard detachment, their black armor making them stand out.

This may as well be Dahnai’s living room at the Summer Palace.  She spent almost all her free time out here on the pool deck.  It made him wonder sometime why he bothered to build the rest of the compound.  But, then again, it shouldn’t be much of a surprise.  Dahnai liked being outside, and that was a luxury she didn’t really get to indulge back in Dracora.  Her outdoor areas at her main palace were surrounded by walls and defensive emplacements, almost making the pool, courtyard and gardens off her apartment more like the exercise yard of a prison.  Here, there were no boundaries, no feeling of being enclosed or constrained, where the view past the pool and lawn leading down to the beach was a picturesque view all the way to the horizon well out to sea.  She felt free here, so she spent as much time as she could enjoying that freedom.

[About time you got here,] Dahnai noted.  [What were you doing?]


[We can tell you now.  We brought up the new CBIM,] Jason answered.


[Oh really?] Dahnai asked with sudden interest, sitting up on the lounger, a move that made her impressive bare breasts jiggle a little bit.  [Think I can meet her?]


[Sure.  Cyrsi,] he communed openly.  Seconds later, a camera pod floated over, and a hologram of Cyrsi projected out.  “Cyrsi, this is her Imperial Majesty, Dahnai Merrane, ruler of the Imperium.  Dahnai, this is Cyrsi.  She just came online today.”


“It’s nice to met you, Cyrsi,” Dahnai said, looking up at the waifish hologram.


“It is nice to meet you as well, your Majesty,” she replied.


“Dahnai, Cyrsi.  When things aren’t formal, call me Dahnai.”


“Dahnai,” she corrected with a slight nod.


“How are you finding things on your first day?”


“There is much to do.  Much to learn,” she answered.


“And how do you like it, Cyrsi?” Jason asked pointedly.


“I…am intrigued,” she answered.  “There is much more to things than what my programming suggests.  I find myself most curious to discover those mysteries.”

Programming? Dahnai sent, most likely using standard telepathy so Cyrsi wouldn’t hear it.  I’ve never heard a CBIM talk about programming like that.


She’s a newborn, Dahnai, programming is her only experience right now, he answered.   She needs time and experience to move beyond her personality template and find her place in things.


It certainly shows.  The other CBIMs don’t act like computers.  She does.

“Do you have a bionoid yet?” Dahnai asked her.


“Tomorrow,” she answered.  “I’ve piloted the maintenance bionoids in the inventory to learn how they work from the inside, but I’ve been told that the bionoid being made for me is much different from them.”

“Very different,” Jason agreed.  “Maintenance bionoids don’t have the sensor mesh system and biorhythmics.”


“I’m surprised that one of the other CBIMs didn’t let you borrow theirs.”


“They can’t,” Jason told her.  “Each bionoid is hard coded so only its owner can operate it, including the bionoids used by the CBIMs and Coma.  That makes their bionoids theirs.”


Dahnai looked at him.  “I think that’s a good idea,” she told him.  “I’d almost feel, well, violated if someone else used my bionoid.”


“Yes, and it keeps Cyvanne from getting any ideas.” Jason noted dryly.


“Hey!” Cyvanne protested from the same camera pod Cyrsi was using.


Jason gave Dahnai a sly wink, which made her burst out laughing.


Dahnai decided to chat with Cyrsi a little while, get to know her a little bit, but Jason certainly wasn’t bored.  Sirri realized he wasn’t otherwise taken, so she swooped in and grabbed him, then all but dragged him out onto the exercise area, where four Gladiator exomechs were standing, to painted red and two painted blue.  This was where Sealle trained Sirri and the guards, using real Gladiators.  “Come on, Uncle Jason!” she said, tugging at his hand.  “Saelle won’t let me PIM unless there’s a rated rigger with me, and she’s busy with the babies!  I wanna get more practice!”


“Good grief, are you pushy,” he teased as she pulled him towards the line of exomechs. “You can use the simulator, you know.”


“I don’t like the simulator, because it’s just that, a simulator,” she said firmly.  “No matter how good it is at pretending to be the real thing, it’s not.  I want to learn under the same conditions that I’ll be using it!”


Jason was a bit surprised to hear that.  It was almost the exact same excuse Kyva gave for her distaste for simulators.  She felt that no simulator could ever truly duplicate the conditions of being there.

“Alright, alright.  But you can’t pilot it naked, silly,” he chided.  Someone go get Sirri’s armor and bring it to the exercise yard, he sent openly across the compound.


I’ll have it there in just a moment, your Grace, one of the guards answered.


We’re gonna need two more, he called.  Who wants a couple of logged hours in a Gladiator?

It didn’t take long to get two extras, and after Sirri armored up, Jason sat at the observation table and merged up into one of the four Gladiators—he didn’t have his armor with him, so he couldn’t PIM—as Sirri and two of the Imperial guards saddled up in the other three Gladiators and brought them online.  [Wow, I didn’t know you could do that!] Sirri blurted over shortrange tactical.


[I have more practice than you do, silly,] Jason told her from the Gladiator.  [I’ve told you, you don’t need a merge pod.  They just make it more comfortable.  We’re not doing any combat, so I don’t need the safety systems in a merge pod.]

Sirri was still learning the nuances of controlling a mecha through a merge, and the best way for her to learn how to completely control her exomech was by making her use it, use every single part of it.  That was best done in training for a girl her age not through combat simulators, but through sports.  Jason picked up one of the Gladiator-sized bachi sticks out of a rack close to the table where he was sitting, picked up a ball, then lobbed it into the net of his stick.  Saelle used bachi, Terran soccer, and Shio shiziki to teach Sirri how to move her exomech, how to control it with exacting precision, because playing about any sport was all about body control and muscle memory.   And for that matter, what she learned in her rig would translate to her own physical body.  She was learning body control and muscle memory through her rig.

[Alright, I think it’s me and Jae against you and Pola,] Jason said.  [If only because Jae got into the other blue Gladiator.  That kinda makes her on my team by default.]

[I get to pick teams, Uncle Jason!] she challenged.


[Fine, but you don’t get me.  I can’t kick your butt all over the field if we’re on the same team.  That would make me lose, and I don’t like losing.]

[That sounds like a challenge, Uncle Jason,] Sirri retorted.


[That’s a promise, silly,] he shot back lightly.  [It’s your fault for getting into the red Gladiator.]

[Alright then.  Pola, let’s kick his butt.]

He couldn’t deny that he had fun.  They spent nearly two hours out on the exercise yard playing two on two bachi, and he didn’t stomp Sirri quite as hard as he promised.  She was new to rigging, but she knew how to play bachi, and that made a big difference.  Jason did push her, press her, made her play as hard as possible, and every minute of that kind of intense activity just helped her learn, made her a better rigger.  It was practice for Jason as well, as he practiced Kellin’s little trick, trying to control his physical body while he was merged to the Gladiator.  As he suspected, practice increased his skill with it, and he’d been practicing at least an hour a day since Kellin showed it off.  He was now at the point where he could keep aware of his physical body, his eyes open and his attention focused on watching the exomechs play while he presented more than enough challenge to Sirri and Pola.  Trying to get up and walk around would have unraveled him, but that was his eventual goal, to be able to walk around in his physical body while driving a merged asset.

Faey weren’t the only hyper-competitive little snits on Karis.  Kellin could do something Jason couldn’t, something cool, and by God, he was going to learn how to do it too.


He’d made real progress.  As long as he kept the split controlling his body passive, tried not to move too much, he was able to use his senses, carry on an intelligible conversation, even send and commune while he was merged to something.  Motion wise, he could manage some movements, like gesturing with his arms while talking, but for some odd reason, whenever he tried to move his legs more than just a little, he lost it quickly.  Something about moving his legs messed with his split.  Intense sensory stimulation also jacked with his split, so something like a loud sound, bright light, or getting smacked or feeling pain caused him to lose his merge.  But, it was marked improvement from just a takir ago, when he couldn’t even so much as twitch a finger without losing his merge.

So, Jason was sitting at the table, chin on his hand and drumming his fingers on the tabletop as he watched himself play bachi in a Gladiator  And while he looked bored, everything he was doing was a very deliberate exercise, practicing to expand his ability to control his body while merged to a rig.  They were there long enough for people to come look for them, mainly in the form of Dahnai.  She padded up and put a hand on his shoulder, and he looked up at her.  [Hey baby.  What are you doing?]


[Schooling Sirri,] he answered, pointing to himself bulling into Sirri’s red Gladiator with his mecha’s shoulder, which made her fall on her metallic rump.  He then snapped the bachi ball to Jae on the far side of the field when she put a pretty impressive move on Pola to get open.  Jae spun and sent a sizzling shot at goal, and Sirri, who was controlling the blocker, didn’t react in time.

[You’re merged?]


[Yup.  I’m practicing Kellin’s trick.]


[You’re getting pretty good at it,] she communed with admiration in her thought.


[Nine to four, game point,] Jason teased over shortrange tactical.


[That just means I get to knock you down six times before I win, Uncle Jason,] Sirri threatened as she got back up.


[Bring it, little girl,] he taunted, twirling his bachi stick as he walked back to the center of the pitch.  Since he scored, that meant that Sirri would get the ball at the center circle.


[Sirri’s getting plucky,] he told Dahnai.  They could hear shortrange tactical, but they couldn’t understand it.  It was modulated and encrypted commune.  And thanks to the Pai, all KMS military commune was now modulated at the very least to prevent anyone who could understand organic commune from picking anything up.  Anything sent ship to ship or ship to site was encrypted.


[She’s the Crown Princess.  She’d better be plucky,] Dahnai replied.

They watched the action on the pitch, and to Sirri’s credit, she wasn’t going quietly.  She managed to score on them, stopped them from getting the winning point, then came right back down the pitch and scored again in quick succession.  [Ha!  Nine to six, Uncle Jason!] she taunted, pointing the net of her bachi stick at him.  Since Dahnai was watching, she was now communing organically, so her mother could hear.


[You still have four to go,] he told her lightly as they walked back to the center of the pitch to restart.


[So?  Against you, that’s gonna be a snap!] she dug.


[Who won the first three games?] he challenged.


[Doesn’t matter.  It’s the last game that counts.]


[I see you have that Imperial self-delusion thing down,] he teased, then almost lost his merge when Dahnai smacked him on the back of the head.


Jason felt that Little Miss Overconfidence needed a lesson.  So, when they restarted, he passed the ball to Jae and then broke his merge with the Gladiator after programming its AI to walk up and down the pitch slowly, like marching, a simple “go here and then go back to where you started and do it again until I tell you to stop” command.  He then reached across he island and found what he was looking for, and that was Saelle’s Titan.  She left it in standby mode to keep the tactical in it online, and Jason exploited that.  He used his authority as the Grand Duke to override the pilot lockouts and merged to it, then brought it out of standby.  After a very quick systems check to make sure it was ready to go—Titans were far more complex than Gladiators—he activated its flight pods and picked it up off the landing pad.


He wasn’t sure what was going on at the pitch, because a Titan took too much of his attention to even try to maintain enough of a split to be aware of his physical body, so when he flew it up and over palace, he got a look at Sirri exploiting the fact that Jason’s Gladiator was just puttering along to score a goal.  The three other Gladiators stopped and looked towards his, then one of them looked up when the Titan came fully into view.  Jason landed it right in front of Sirri as she took her position for a restart, and her mecha looked up at the Titan.  [Saelle, we’re in the middle of a game,] she warned over shortrange tactical.


Jason had his Gladiator walk over by issuing commands to its AI, then he took the bachi stick from it.  And in the hands of a Titan, it was like a toothpick.


[What are you doing, Saelle?]


[Who said this was Saelle?] Jason asked cheekily.


[Uncle Jason!  That’s cheating!] she accused.


[It is?  I don’t seem to recall any rule saying I couldn’t substitute my mecha for another one,] he replied flippantly as his vacated Gladiator walked off the pitch, back to its assigned parking spot.  [And I think we just started.]  He knelt down and flicked Sirri’s Gladiator with a single finger—gently, since she was inside it—and that made it stagger back and fall on its backside.  He then stepped right over her and took five sweeping strides down the pitch, then poked the end of his bachi stick, holding the ball, inside the net.  [Game and match,] he declared smugly.


[Uncle Jason, you are a rat!] she accused hotly as she got back onto her feet.  [You were just afraid I was gonna win!]


[You’re the one who was so confident just a minute ago  Wanna go again?  I’ll even spot you nine points.]

Sirri threw her bachi stick at him.  Saelle’s Titan was not impressed. 

He put Saelle’s rig back on the pad and ended his merge, then stood up from the table as the other three returned to the parking area to dismount their rigs.  Sirri smacked him in the side when he came up to her after she got out of her Gladiator, and he just laughed and put an arm around her armored shoulders.  “You are a jerk, Uncle Jason!” she accused.


“All day every day,” he agreed mildly.  “But it did teach you one thing.”


“And what is that?”


“That when it comes to a game, or politics, or combat, you’d better expect the unexpected.  Or you’re going to lose,” he said seriously. 

She looked up at him with a bit of surprise.

After that little adventure, Jason rather enjoyed a dinner on the pool deck with his family (which included Dahnai’s family in his mind) and Saelle, but also with one uninvited guest.  Somehow, Kreel had talked them into having him over, and he was sitting with them at the table, wearing nothing but those Bermuda shorts he adored so much, chatting away as he enjoyed some fine cooking from Dahnai’s chefs.  But, just as the day before, the coming evening meant that Jason had to go to work.  Yesterday it was a conference with Zaa, but tonight, it was something a little different.  And this time, he was the one that was going to get to use the nexus bridge.


He stepped out of the swirling energy of the bridge wearing his armor but without his helmet, and he stepped from one metal deck to another.  This deck was the massive landing bay of the KMS command ship Novarra, and out of the open bay doors was the gas giant and moon system of the quadrary system, Prakka.  The gas giant was Prakka-21, and in orbit around it were the life-sustaining moons that would be their foothold in this galaxy.  The ship was part of a task force that was currently sitting picket duty in Andromeda, though it was about to return to Karis to undergo the IP armor refit.  It had already been refitted with a drive, which was how it had gotten out here.  The Novarra was one of the newest of the command ships, but it was a familiar face that stepped up and greeted him, Admiral Jaiya Karinne, captain of the vessel.  “Jason,” she said warmly, kissing him on the cheek.  “You have a little mustard on your mouth.”

He laughed.  “I just came from dinner,” he said, cleaning off the offending condiment with his armored finger.  “Everything ready?”


“As soon as the Denmother arrives,” she nodded. 

“I can’t believe they finished it,” he mused, looking out of the open landing bay doors.  Out there, just barely visible past Prakka 21-X, was the Stargate.  It was one of the two largest Stargates ever built, a Stargate with a diameter so large that a small moon could pass through it.  And that was more or less what it was designed to do.


They were here to bring the super-ship Zaa wanted to refit to Kimdori Prime.  That was where the second gate was located, out on the edge of their star system where the mass of the super-ship wouldn’t disrupt the orbits of any of the celestial bodies in the Kimdori star system.  They would activate the gates, and after about 51 hours, they’d be brought up and the super-ship would be sent through it.  Then they would take the gate apart and take it back to Skirasis and rebuild it there.  The sister gate would be dismantled and moved to interstellar space between Terra and Proxima Centauri, just outside Terra’s interdiction in an area that was prepared to take all that sudden mass but not allow it to affect the gravitational balance between the two stars.

They were going to use the gates to get all the captured super-ships at Skirasis to Terra, and from there, the empires that owned them would tow them home.

 Because of the size of the gate, this one had a different configuration than most.  Every other Stargate was built as a circle, a ring, with the gate inside of it.  The size of the gate they were forming was too big for that, so this one was a set of three rings set at specific distances, arrayed one inside the other inside the other, which would project their gate not completely inward.  They would project on a vector inward and just slightly forward, and if the math was right, that would form a stable wormhole directly in front of the ring system.


They already knew that this alternate gate configuration would work. The research arm of KDC, the newly formed Karinne corporation that built Stargates, had already built a scale model of this configuration.  It worked perfectly, but wasn’t ideal for standard Stargate sizes due to the power consumption.  The CBIMs all agreed that the math said that it would scale up to what they’d built here, and as soon as Zaa arrived, they were going to find out if the math matched the reality.


They didn’t have to link a Stargate to know if it worked.  Bringing it up and preparing it for a link would tell them if the House of Karinne and the Kimdori had just wasted four months and nearly twenty billion credits researching, designing, and then building this thing.  They’d split the cost of this between them since both of them had plans for it after it was used here, and even with it cut in half, it was a bill that nearly made Kumi cut off his ears.

Jason looked back when the beacon was activated again, a nexus bridge formed, and Zaa stepped into the landing bay.  She had Grun with her, and the two of them hurried up to where Jason and Jaiya were standing.  “Denmother, you’re late,” Jason teased.


“The cubs were being difficult,” she apologized.  “Is that it?  It is, I see it.  Most impressive,” she said, looking out the landing bay doors.


“We’re about to find out if we wasted a lot of time and money,” Jason grunted.  “But, even if it fails, it’s not a total loss.  We can use the modular sections they used to build it in other Stargates.”


“How many people are in it now, Jason?” Grun asked.


“Nearly thirty thousand,” Jason answered.  “But the operational crew when it’s active is only going to be about four thousand.”


“Still, quite a few,” Grun noted.


“Stargates take a lot of people to keep them up and stable, Denfather,” Jason said absently.


“How many crew are in a standard Stargate?” he asked curiously.


“Operations people, about a hundred,” Jason answered.  “But there’s security forces stationed in them too, so the total is close to a thousand.”


“Ah.”


“There is no reason to dally,” Zaa said.  “Jason, order your people to activate the gate.”


Jason looked over to Jaiya and nodded, and she put a finger to her interface.  “I’m sending the order now,” she announced.


Jason had some camera pods come over to project several holograms out for them, zoomed view of it from several angles as well as displaying the gate’s output telemetry, so they could see what was going on from a technical standpoint.  He accessed the gate’s internal comm channel, and they listened in as the gate’s lead engineer took control.  “All gate generation sections report in,” the engineer called.  “Power generation, you are a go.  You are a go.  Keep an eye on those outputs, ladies, you know how newly laid conduit likes to jerk before its settles in.”  Jason watched the telemetry, and saw the 168 different singularity plants in the three rings activate, then the power began to build.  “Primaries are charging.  Primaries are charging,” the engineer called.  “We ready to bring up the main exchangers?”


“We’re a go, boss,” came the reply.


“Gate control, get ready for main startup,” the engineer warned.  “We’re handing off to you as soon as we get full power to the generators.”


“We’re ready.”


“Alright, we’re there.  Power up the gate generators!” she barked.


“Main exchangers online.  Couplers are engaged.”


“Plasma flow nominal.”

Jason watched a series of graphs on the telemetry holo that showed that the gate was starting up.  It would charge its gate generation pods, and once all of them were fully charged, they’d conduct the critical tests, testing the gate generation system and its ability to link.  They didn’t have to link it to another gate or even form an active gate vortex to know it worked, they could test it by bringing up the gate generators and conducting two special tests known as the point infinity test and the dynamic resistance test.


The point infinity test had each gate generator basically link to an imaginary point in space, literally the spatial coordinate [infinity:infinity:infinity].  The generators wouldn’t form an actual gate, but if a generator could link to point infinity, then the generator worked.  They used point infinity because the gate generator could link to it in a matter of microseconds, and without the need for a gate on the other side to negotiate with the generator to match coordinates and form a stable wormhole.  Since “point infinity” didn’t actually exist, the gate bypassed the lengthy and messy process of linking, yet allowed it to test its linking system to make sure it worked.


They used the dynamic resistance test to make sure the gate generator could warp space.  In that test, the gate was focused on a pinpoint of space inside its generator core and tried to warp it.  If it succeeded, then the gate generator was operational.  It was a very simple test, and it was conducted multiple times when a generator was being built.  In the interests of complete certainty, the test was always conducted one final time after the point infinity test to make sure the gate link system didn’t jack with the targeting system in the generators.

Jason watched the power build up, and he explained everything on the telemetry to Zaa and Grun as the gate slowly charged.  After nearly twenty minutes, all outputs hit full power.  That was it.  The gate was staged, and it was ready to be tested.


“Full power!” the engineer barked.  “Ops, you’re up!”


“Begin point infinity test,” a new voice called.  “Synchronize all generators for simultaneous testing.”


“Point infinity resolved, sending it to all generators.”


“Gate link staging system showing no errors.”


“Maila, execute point infinity test as soon as all generators report readiness.”


“Just two to go already, chief,” came the answer.  “One.  That’s it.  Executing point infinity test.”

Jason watched the link control system spike, and in a matter of seconds, he saw every generator in the system successfully link to point infinity.  He pointed it out to the Kimdori and Jaiya.  “That was fast,” Jason said.  “It’s already done.  The test is over, and it worked.”

“All generators showing stable link.  Test complete, chief,” the tech reported.  “No problems detected.”


“Good.  Start the dynamic resistance test.”

That one was going to take longer.  Jason explained what it was as the generators began the process, since they had to locate their test point, and that could take upwards of five minutes depending on the size of the generator.  “So, if the generator can find and affect its test point, then they know it will work when they link the gate to another one,” Grun surmised after Jason explained it.


“Exactly, Denfather,” he nodded.


That test didn’t go as smoothly.  Five of the 168 generators failed the test, two in the outer two rings and one in the inner ring, and they watched on holos as technicians swarmed them.  One generator was fixed in a matter of minutes, another was fixed in ten minutes, and a third was fixed just a minute afterward.  The other two were going to be stubborn, Jason saw, and on both of them the techs took it offline and opened up its casing.


“So, those two are stopping the entire thing?” Grun asked after about half an hour.  “Are there not backups?”


“That doesn’t matter,” Jason told him.  “At any one time, Denfather, only one third of the generators are going to be up and running.  They’ll rotate through them in a specific pattern so they can take the generators offline and do maintenance on them without bringing the gate down.  And the location of the generators matters, Denfather.  The active generators have to be in specific positions with very little margin for error to keep the gate stable.  So, if those two generators are primaries, it means that if they’re down, then the entire generator string in their rotation can’t be up because they’ll be out of alignment.”


“Ah.  I didn’t know that.”


“Wait, 168 isn’t divisible by three,” Zaa noticed.


“There are a few extras.  You know, actual backups,” Jason told her.  “The backups are kept in locations so they can quickly get them to where they need to be.  They make the generator units modular, Denmother.  I think they can replace a generator in about twelve minutes by swapping out the entire unit.  They have to be able to do it fast, so they can get the unit back online so it can go through its rotation.  But they have to make sure those backups work, so they’re tested with the primaries.”


“How many generators are in a standard Stargate?” Grun asked curiously.


“Fifteen.  But at any one time, only three are operating.”


“Quintuple redundancy,” Zaa noted.  “That’s called making sure.  And that shows the scope of this gate.”

“Yup.  A regular gate times a hundred.”  He looked at the telemetry, then chuckled.  “Look at that.”

“What?” Grun asked, but Jaiya saw it and whistled.


“The combined power output.  What does that look like to you, Denfather?”


“A brown dwarf star,” he said, then he gave a sudden laugh.  “That is a lot of power!”


“That’s what it takes to stably warp that much space,” Jason mused.


About twenty minutes later, the technicians were done.  They closed the cases of both generators minutes apart, and Jason saw that their telemetry showed that they were now working properly.  “Dynamic resistance test complete, chief.  All generators now showing full functionality.”


“That’s it.  We’re up and running.  Comm, contact our sister gate and inform them we’re ready to begin linking.”


“They’re waiting for us, chief.  We can start anytime.”


“Then let’s get this going.”

“And that’s that,” Jason said as he cut the audio, and all the holograms vanished.  “The gate works, guys.  It’s starting the link process with the gate at Kimdori,”


“That is a relief,” Zaa said, patting her upper chest.  “So, in 51 hours, we will have the ship home and can begin converting it.”


“The math proved right,” Jaiya noted.


“Yes it did,” Jason said in audible relief.  “We get the ship home, bring in a standard Stargate so the Confederation can access this system, which we won’t even have to break down, then we take both gates down and move them.  And shock the hell out of the Confederation,” he laughed.  “Even Dahnai’s gonna be surprised.”

“It is big,” Grun chuckled.


“How’s the shielding, Jaiya?” Jason asked.


“The Kimdori have everything set up,” she answered.  “We can use grav engines around planet 21 thanks to the gravimetric dampers they installed, but we have to use sublight propulsion mode on the drive outside of it.  Even trying to bring the grav engines into standby would burn them out.  Because of that, I’ve ordered the entire fleet to just keep their grav engines completely shut down,” she told him.  “That way nobody gets forgetful and has an accident that costs them a few takirs in drydock and a very angry Juma…and maybe even their command..”


“Good plan.”


“That should also keep the Confederation from wandering around too much.  The dampers won’t interfere with anyone’s power systems, and they didn’t even need to put in any radiation shields.  The planet’s magnetic field is powerful enough to bring the ambient radiation down to safe levels.  It’s still lethal out there, but not to the point where any ship in the Confederation can’t deal with it with their own radiation shielding and armor.  That’s going to keep them close to the planet as well,” she said with a dark little smile.  “They’ve already been warned that wandering beyond the planet’s magnetosphere will kill them in a matter of seconds.”


“What about the moons?”


“They’ve already started building the ground bases on moons B and C, and they’ll start on moon E in three days,” she answered.  “Songa’s people have medically cleared all three moons.  They’re going to build a small base on moon K for the Birkons.  And we’ve claimed moons Q and X as house assets, so there are some advance KES teams there studying them.”


“Eventually all of these moons are gonna be ours,” Jason said flippantly.  “The others can’t get here without us, so they’re ours by default.  We’re just letting them borrow them for a while.”


“Someone’s getting some big breeches,” Grun teased lightly.


“Don’t hate me because I’m beautiful, Grun,” Jason told him, which made Jaiya laugh.  “How about the beacons?”

“We have forty of them, already loaded on hyperspace probes and built into launch pods that can make a soft landing on planets,” she answered.  “We can get a beacon to any point in this galaxy 44 minutes after you order it, and have a nexus bridge up ten minutes after that.”

“Perfect,” Jason said with an approving nod.  “Have you found the Dreamer homeworld yet?”


“We have,” she answered, touching her interface and bringing up a holo.  “Here.  Sector V3B, astrocartography dubbed it system 01 since it’s the first system we tagged in that sector.  The system is literally right on the galactic rim.  It’s one of the stars that forms the rim border.”

“That’s almost as far as they could possibly get from Consortium space and keep it in the galaxy,” Jason mused.


“Which is most likely why they settled the Dreamers there,” she nodded.  “The system has twelve planets in it orbiting a white giant, all twelve gas giants.  There’s about 300 moons in the system, 20 of them habitable, but the Dreamer’s moon is the only one with any settlements.  There are some military bases on the other habitable moons, including a pretty damn big base on moon H of planet four which looks like a major repair facility, but that’s it.  Odds are, they’re there to make sure nobody else is on the moons.”


“Keeping them isolated, keeping everyone else away from them,” Grun surmised.  “And we’d better include attacking those other bases in our plans for taking the system.”

“That goes without saying,” Jason agreed.  “You sent any recon there, Jaiya?”


“I’ve got two frigates in the system right now,” she answered with a nod.  Jaiya technically had command of all KMS assets in the entire galaxy, because she held the flag for the task force.  “They’re getting us some detailed scans of the Dreamer’s moon so we can plan our attack.  I think Denmother has about ten ships there monitoring their comm and conducting surveys.”

“Twelve,” she corrected.


“How many infiltrators do you have on the moon?” Jason asked.


“As of right now, 230,” she answered.


“I think I’m behind the times,” Jason fretted.  “You have a basic overview of the moon?”


Zaa put a finger on her memory band, and the camera pod projected out a hologram of the moon.  “It’s roughly the size of Draconis,” she told him as he looked at the image.  The image showed him three continents all joined at a single point, like the petals of a flower, surrounded by blue seas.  “The planet is 1.07 gravity, 1.12 pressure, with an oxygen/nitrogen atmosphere.”


Jason glanced at her.  “That’s almost exactly like Draconis, at least if you’re using Karinne standard measurements.”


“I am,” she nodded.  “The moon’s climate is more like Shio, however, with an average planetary temperature of 73 shuki.  The moon is a gaia.  Perfect conditions for life, but little to no heavy minerals present.  Due to the lack of heavier elements, the moon has developed almost no indigenous animal life beyond stemmed plants insects. No animals larger than a spider, no wood plants.  It is a world of almost nothing but grass, moss, ferns, and flowers,” she noted, then the image changed to a zoom-in of a city on the moon, and that image made Jason give a double take.  It was a city of small stones mortared together, with almost no vehicles anywhere.  The only ones Jason could see were very small stone carts being pulled by Dreamers moving up and down the streets, almost like rickshaws.  What he was seeing of their clothing did look like cotton or wool, though, so there had to be some fibrous plant available to them that produced something similar to cotton, and he noticed that everyone was covering as much of their skin as possible.  Robes, cloaks, everyone was wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat or a hood, it was almost puritan…at least at first glance.  Another angle from the camera showed him that they wore less under those cloaks, things like sleeveless vests and knicker-style pants.  The cloaks and robes and hats, they looked like protection from the sun, not a means to keep warm.


A world of grass…no wonder.  That meant there was no shade but what was artificially created, so the Dreamers carried their shade with them wherever they went.


“The Dreamers are kept in a state of low technology, most likely to prevent them from rebelling,” she continued.  “Not only does the Syndicate deny them basic technological tools, they even deny them the raw materials they may use to fashion them.  The Dreamers are an agrarian society using tools barely past the Terran Stone Age, without even wood as a resource, surviving primarily on subsistence farming, ranching of farm and food animals transplanted to the moon, and foraging.  The Syndicate doesn’t help them in any but the most dire circumstances.  In a way, they are like the Exiles before you found them, Jason.  They’re aware of modern technology, they just have no access to it.  The Syndicate maintains a military presence on the moon, but they only permit telepathic Benga on the planet and keep them segregated from the Dreamers as much as possible, most likely for their own protection.  After all, the entire Dreamer race is telepathic, so any soldier on that moon is at risk.  The Dreamers don’t need high technology weapons to be a threat,” she said simply.

“But they’d be one hell of a threat if they did,” Jason added.


“The only place where the Benga come close to Dreamer population is at their capitol city,” she continued, causing the holo to go back to the high orbital view, and a blinking dot to appear right at the point where the three continents joined.  It zoomed in again, and Jason saw himself looking at a much more modern city, a city of metal and glass with buildings climbing thousands of shakra in the air.  “It has a population of approximately 600,000 Benga soldiers and administrators with nearly 40,000 Dreamers, most likely servants, or slaves.  That city is the base from which the Benga search for Oracles.  It also holds the largest military base on the moon, where nearly half of their mecha forces are stationed.  When we attack, cousin, that is where we strike first.”


“What kind of political organization do the Dreamers have?”


“Very little.  Their society is based on small divisions ruled by what they call a sheriff, with no large organized political structure.  It is a moon of tens of thousands of Terran county-sized political entities, and the Benga keep them at odds with each other so the Dreamers are more interested in causing trouble with rival counties than with the Benga.  The main way they do this is with food,” Zaa said darkly.  “The population of the Dreamers is too large for the amount of food they can produce with their medieval technology, so the Dreamer counties are all but at war with one another over food.  The Benga encourage these small wars, even incite them when there isn’t enough strife, to keep the Dreamers contending with each other rather than unify to challenge them.”


“That sounds familiar,” Jason said, glancing at Jaiya.  “That sounds like the Imperium, just on a smaller scale.”


“We do tend to fight each other more than anyone else,” Jaiya admitted.


“It’s not a surprise,” Zaa agreed.  “The Dreamers would be exceedingly dangerous if they banded together and attacked the Benga, even without modern weaponry.”


“There’s a flaw in that strategy, though,” Jason noted.


“What, Jason?” Grun asked.


“They’re giving the Dreamers practice, practice fighting other telepaths,” he answered.  “I’d bet that the average Dreamer can whip a Benga telepath’s ass because they have so much practice defending themselves from other telepaths.”


“That’s a point,” Jaiya agreed.  “Nothing sharpens a telepath’s claws better than using their talent against another telepath.”

“And thus why they keep the Benga segregated,” Grun agreed.  “The Dreamers have become too skilled, too dangerous, to allow them to be close to their soldiers.  Even them being telepaths is not sufficient protection.”

“And that’s something we had better heed ourselves,” Zaa said.  “The Dreamers may not see our invasion as friendly, so we had best be ready to protect ourselves from them until we can convince them that we are there to help them.  And that won’t be easy because there’s no central authority.  Our people will have to negotiate with tens of thousands of isolated communities that will be suspicious and defensive, and they’re not going to all react the same way.”


“Which is in itself another defensive measure the Benga probably considered when they set up their system,” Grun speculated.  “If they are suspicious and defensive, it will be hard to get their cooperation.”


“We do have a trump card to play when it comes to that.  Her,” he said, pointing at Jaiya.


“I get it.  Faey look like Dreamers, so send us in and let us try to negotiate,” Jaiya nodded.  “And our blue skin will make it abundantly clear that we’re not rivals from another village, there to trick them or something.”


“A good point, Captain,” Grun agreed.  “I’m surprised that they don’t treat the Dreamers better.  If they were happy and content, they wouldn’t pose a threat.”


“That’s simple, Denfather. They don’t think of the Dreamers as people,” Jason answered.  “So there’s no reason to be nice to them any more than there’s reason to be nice to a chicken you’re about to slaughter.  They treat them like animals, like livestock, so they don’t feel guilty over what they do to little children,” he bristled.  “Besides, the basic mentality of a Benga is that anyone not a Benga is just a tool to use and deserves no kindness.  They have like no compassion or empathy for others.  I don’t think they even have much for their own people.  They’re an entire fucking race of sociopaths,” Jason frowned, crossing his arms over his breastplate.  “I think the only thing holding them together is their shared disdain for the little races and the fact that if they killed off all the others, their race would go extinct.”

“That’s an apt description, given what we’ve learned so far,” Zaa agreed darkly.  “Never have I seen a race so…so evil as the Benga.”

“With luck, we won’t have to deal with them much longer,” Jason said.  “And that’ll be a happy day in my book.  I might declare that day a national holiday.”


“We are not going to get that lucky, Jason,” Zaa said grimly.  “Because they will always be lurking in the shadows, looking for a single moment of weakness which they can exploit.  You know that they will never honor any agreement they make.”


“I know, but we can always hope,” Jason said.


“Is this optimism I am hearing from you, cousin?” Zaa challenged lightly.


“Yeah, fuck you, Zaa,” he retorted, which made both her and Grun laugh.  Jaiya was a bit too surprised to do the same.


They wrapped up the meeting, and Zaa and Grun went home using the bridge.  Jason stayed behind to talk to Jaiya, walking with her along the companionways of the Novarra as they discussed her mission and what was coming.  After Aya cleared it, Jason took a ride down to moon C and got a look at the construction of the military base they were building there, which was on the coast of a large, shimmering sea and on a grassy plain between the sea and a forest of huge trees that towered two hundred shakra tall.  The treeline stopped about two kathra from the coast, probably some environmental condition that kept them from growing there, and that gave his people plenty of room to build without damaging the forest.  Jason and Jaiya walked down one of the streets already built, Jaiya pointing out buildings and explaining the layout of the base, then they stopped when what looked like a small feline creature with soft gray fur and large, luminous eyes that lacked a pupil or iris, just a solid lavender color, strutted across their path with five kittens following it.  We’re calling those things tabis, Jaiya said.  They’re like fearless.  They started showing up as soon as they started building the base, and they’ve been hanging around.

They’re kinda cute, Jason noted.


They’re a bit mischievous, but nobody minds.  Seems the tabis scare away an even bigger nuisance, rodents that have jaws powerful enough to gnaw through plascrete. So we’re welcoming our new sassy gray fuzzy overlords.

Jason had to laugh.  Any other problems with local fauna?


There’s a bat-like creature that shows up at night, but they’re after the bugs attracted to the lights, so they’re not a threat.  They’re actually adorable, like those flying foxes from Terra.  They look like adorable little puppies with bat wings.  And there are some herbivorous quadrupeds that roam across the base from time to time, going between the ocean and the forest.  Seems we built right on their usual path back and forth, and they’re not detouring because we’re here.  They’re not afraid of us, and I already ordered everyone to leave the animals alone, so they have no reason to be afraid of us.

The adult stopped and looked up at Jason curiously, its eerie lavender eyes blinking, and he just had to kneel down, take off his gauntlet, and give it a little pet.  It gave a strange sound between a chirp and a coo.  Wow, that is some soft fur, Jason noted as he scratched it between her ears.  Are all of them this friendly?


More or less, Jaiya said, kneeling down herself and holding out her hand.  The five little kittens advanced up and sniffed curiously at her fingertips.  They’ve learned that people will give them food if they act cute, so they’re acting cute.  They’re very smart little animals.

He laughed again, scratching the mother under the chin…or maybe it was the father, their species might do things differently.  It might not even have a sex, it may be hermaphroditic, or even a sexless species that reproduces by cloning itself the way the Brood Queen did  When it came to unknown species, it was best to never make assumptions.


“God, would Kyri ever go nuts for a pet like this,” Jason mused aloud.


The parent gave him a curious look, then padded over to Jaiya, took hold of one of its kittens behind its neck, then carried it over and dropped it right by his hand.


“Seriously?” he asked, looking down at the parent.   “I can’t take one of your kittens, you silly thing.  They’re too young.  They still need you.”

It pushed its nose against its kitten, pushing it closer to his hand.


Jaiya was giving him a surprised and curious look.  “I had no idea you could send to animals, Jason,” she said.  “That’s a rare skill!”


“I don’t advertise it,” he lied smoothly.  “Now you know why Amber loves me so much.”


She had to laugh and nod vigorously.  “So, what is she saying?”


“I can’t hear what she says, I can just tell her what I’m saying,” he told her.  “I haven’t learned how to understand yet.”


“Ah,” she said.  “Tell her that if she’s that serious about it, well, there’s a kitten here for each of your elder kids.  And I think she could go along to keep an eye on them, make sure they’re doing alright,” Jaiya said slyly.  “Maya would adore a tabi.”  Jaiya and Maya were very good friends.

“Yeah, you don’t do that with a vulpar, Jaiya,” Jason said with a snort.  “I’d have to talk to Amber first and make sure she’s okay with it, or she might move out.”

“So, bring her over here and introduce her to the tabis.”


Jason was intrigued enough to do just that.  An hour later, he was carrying Amber through the construction site, hunting for that particular tabi.  He had to resort to a camera pod to hunt it down, and found it on the edge of the construction site, begging shamelessly from a couple of Makati builders, trying to get a bit of their lunch.  “Alright, there they are,” he told Amber.  “What do you think, Amber?  Think you can handle having them around?”


She looked up at him tartly.


“Rann shouldn’t be the only one that gets to have a friend like you, Amber,” he told her.  “This way, you’re not competing with another vulpar, and you have some guys around you can play with when the kids are busy.  And you have no problem with Evinn’s baiba coming around.  You two play all the time.”


She gave a snorting little yip.


“You are such a little terror,” he accused with a chuckle, scratching her behind the ear.


Jason set Amber down in front of the mother—it was indeed a female, he’d learned while fetching Amber—and introduced them, then watched.  The two of them inspected each other suspiciously, Amber probably feeling a tiny bit intimidated because the tabi was bigger than she was, then to Jason’s surprise, Amber gave a little yip and licked the tabi on the tip of her nose.  That made her sneeze and give one of those little chirps in reply, and with that seeming stamp of approval, the mother’s five kittens ambled over and started inspecting Amber as well.  Amber sniffed at the kittens, then actually licked one of them on the top of the head.  “My, that looks like a stamp of approval,” Jason said with amusement.  “How should we do this, then?  Which do you think would be happiest with which of the kids?”

Amber looked around, then put a paw on the smallest of the kittens, which was batting at one of her two tails, and looked up at him expectantly.  “Okay, who?  Kyri?  Zach?  Sora?”


She gave a yip.


“Alright.  Which should go with Kyri?”  Amber turned and put her paw on the head of the largest of the five kittens.  “Zach?” he asked, and she nudged the one to her left.  “Danelle?” he asked, and she nudged the one directly in front of her.  “So the last one should go with Aran, then?” he asked, and she gave a yip of agreement.  “And what about you, mommy tabi?  Think you’d like living with a female that watches over a lot of young ones?  You’d be in a place where you’d be seeing the kittens quite a bit, even after they’re grown, and you’ll be living close to Amber.  Does that bother you?”


She gave a little chirp.


“Sounds like we have a plan then.  But, do we have a deal?”


The mother tabi chirped again, and Amber gave a consenting yip.


“Then we have a bargain,” he said, holding out his hand grandly.  The tabi put her paw on his thumb, and he shook her paw.  “Let me track down a hoverpod to carry you guys.”


So, Jason was carrying a bit of a surprise back home with him that night when he came into the house, carrying a large box.  Rann and Shya were still up, watching a viddy show, and Danelle and Aria were with them.  You’re home late, Dad, Rann sent as he came in.


“I was in an extended negotiation session with some natives on the moon I was on,” he said aloud, rather grandly, then he came over in front of them and knelt down, setting down the box.  Amber jumped out, and then the kids gasped with the adult tabi jumped out behind her.


“Oh wow, what is that?  It’s cute!” Aria said.


“This is called a tabi, and this one is going to go live with Maya.  And this,” he said, picking up Danelle’s kitten, “is yours, Danny.”


Danelle’s eyes widened to saucers, and she scooted over quickly and accepted the tiny kitten from him with eager hands.  “Awww, it’s adorable!” she gushed.


“Don’t worry about Amber, Rann,” he said when his son gave Amber a worried look. He knew how vulpars were when it came to other animals.  “Amber fully approves of the tabis.  I even took her there so they could meet before I brought them back.”


“I’m glad.  I don’t want you to leave me, Amber,” he said with sincere emotion, wrapping his arms around and hugging her when she jumped up into his lap.


“Amber likes them, and they’ll be good playmates for her when you guys are in school,” Jason said, scooping out the other kittens.  “These are for the others.  Let’s see, this one will be Kyri’s, this one is Zach’s, this one is Aran’s, and this one here is Sora’s.  And this one is the mother, she’ll be living with Maya,” he said, patting the adult on the head gently.  “She’ll be the daycare center’s resident mascot of a sort.”

“And did you warn any of them that you brought home pets?” Jyslin asked as she came down the stairs.


“Why would I do something like that?” he asked lightly, which made her laugh.  “Oh yeah.  Surin, you mind going out to the skimmer and bringing back the big box in the cargo hold?” he called loudly.  “The pet supplies,” he told Jyslin.  “I wasn’t about to hand these guys out without giving the girls everything they needed.”


“What does she eat?” Danelle asked.


“That one’s a he, Danelle, and they eat just about anything.  I found out that they like canned cat food best of all, which will make it easy for the girls to feed them.  They’re nowhere near as picky as a vulpar.”


Amber gave him a snooty look.


“They use a litter box as well, so there won’t be any problems there.  I’ve already got that arranged so there won’t be any accidents.”


“How’d you do that?” Rann asked.


“You forget, son, I can talk to them,” Jason smiled.  “I explained everything to them, and they agreed to the rules.  They were happy to, since they get to live in a house and be fed and get attention.  They see life here as way better than living in the wild back on their home moon.  They considered that more than a fair trade-off for living under the house rules.  And I’m sure that Songa’s psiologist department’s gonna be over there in a hurry,” he chuckled.


“Why?”


“Turns out these little guys are empathic,” Jason said.  “But it’s not very well developed.  They’re nowhere near a Colonist’s ability, but they can sense basic emotional states in others, mainly centered around sensing hostility and aggression.  It’s a pretty awesome evolution, they evolved to sense predators by detecting their aggressive intent.  The Novarra’s head doctor told me about it when I brought them back to the ship.  They can sense living things around them out to a range of nearly a hundred shakra, and they know if something means to do harm and if something doesn’t, so they know when to hide from something.  And they don’t really have any fear of any creature that doesn’t want to hurt them.  I don’t think I’ve seen documented psionic ability in an animal species like this before.”

“That is pretty interesting,” Jyslin said, kneeling down and picking up one of the kittens.  “So, this little guy would know if I want to hurt it.”


“And if you like it or not,” Jason nodded.  “Which explains why it’s warming up to you.”

She laughed and cuddled it to her chest.


“I think that’s why Amber likes them.  They share some traits with vulpars,” Jason mused, looking at Amber.  “Vulpars are very sensitive the same way tabis are, but they do it with brains and observation, not an empathic sense.  Amber can relate to the tabis, more than most other animals.”


Amber gave him an approving little look.


“So, think your siblings are gonna like them?” Jason asked lightly.


“Oh yeah, they’re gonna love them,” Shya said, petting one of the kittens.


“I love mine,” Danelle gushed.  “I’m gonna call you Kiima,” she decided, holding the kitten out so she could look him in the eye.  He gave a high-pitched little squeak.

“Hmm…these little guys would be awesome security,” Jyslin mused.  “If they can sense living things out to a hundred shakra, nothing could sneak up on them.”


“Yeah, that’s what the doctors were studying on the Novarra,” Jason nodded.  “So, why don’t we go take a walk around the strip and deliver these little guys to their new homes?” he offered.

“Oooh, this is gonna be awesome!” Shya said, standing up.
