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Sitting behind his desk in a room with four living rulers, 39 bionoids, and lots of holoscreens, Jason listened as Mesaiima read the first draft of the formal agreement that had been hammered out by the galaxy’s spacefaring races.  The document wasn’t very long, and wasn’t the entirety of the Ten Year Plan, but it was the best they were going to get.

Simply put, the Ten Year Plan had only had parts of it accepted by the galaxy at large.  The parts about giving empires access to the virus and training them had certainly passed, but Krazrou’s concept of what the galaxy would be after that happened was what hadn’t passed muster with the others.  Enough empires had rejected the idea that Generations could go anywhere they wanted and spread potentially deadly retroviruses along with them had been too much for them, and so, they’d come up with a series of rules and laws that would minimize that possibility.  Krazrou and the rest of the Generation empires didn’t entirely like it, but in the short term, it would work and it would keep the peace.


The plan was fairly simple; Generations would be restricted from visiting planets that were not open to them in person.  They could visit using bionoids all they wanted, but only those planets that specifically allowed Generations would be open to in-person travel.  Given that Generations could merge to bionoids without a jack, the members of the Accords—which now included the Moridon and the Ruu—found that an acceptable compromise, especially since they weren’t permanent.  Those restrictions would be revisited in five years, after the galaxy had a chance to study the retrovirus in detail and try to come up with a universal vaccine, a vaccine that would work against any spontaneous or engineered retrovirus that created Generations.  Since they were all based on the same RNA sequence, the medical community of the galaxy was confident that, with enough research, they could come up with a vaccine that would stop any Generation-origin retrovirus in its tracks.  Every five years, that law would be revisited until a vaccine was discovered, and then the restriction would be lifted.


The Academy would be the focus of that effort.  A new department had been formed in the medical school that would focus on research into the Generation retrovirus, develop a vaccine, and also branch out that research to potentially using the base retrovirus as a medical treatment to correct genetic errors and conditions.  Since the mutated Karis version of the retrovirus could affect any species with sufficiently developed brains, many doctors were hopeful that it could be adapted to provide highly targeted gene therapy for patients with particularly tricky or nasty genetic conditions, helping cure them of their maladies.


But people were only half of the issue.  The virus had spread to the Kirri primarily through cargo shipments, so rules and regulations were part of the agreement that  would beef up pathogen detection systems in cargo shipments.  The concept of the entry stations used at Terra was adopted galaxy-wide, where all cargo from Generation worlds would pass through an entry station where it would be carefully scanned to ensure it carried no retroviruses.  That was going to slow down trade between some empires, but it was necessary.

The Academy problem was debated for an entire day, since the campus was on a Generation world and many species that didn’t want to be changed would be attending it.  The solution was going to give Jason heartburn, but it was the only real option….the Karinnes were going to build a second campus that was devoted to non-Generations.  To ensure it stayed on a completely neutral planet, it was decided that the new campus would be built on Terra’s moon, Luna.  There was currently nothing there but a few research outposts, and since it was considered part of Terra, it shared Terra’s laws and strict neutrality.  And this was where the heartburn came in, heartburn primarily of Jason’s own making.


He had decided that if they were going to build on Luna, they were going to do it right.  He could have them put up a dome of transparent titanium to enclose the campus and the city that would invariably spring up around it to support the students, but that wasn’t a permanent enough solution to him.  He’d gotten with Grik’zzk, his Secretary of Agriculture, whose sphere of control included terraforming, and they hammered out a plan to terraform Luna to make it life sustaining.  Terraforming a barren, airless moon was more than possible using current technology, but it sure as hell was not cheap, nor would it be fast.  It would require both a radiation shield that would protect the entire moon and a “planetary” airskin shield that would trap the atmosphere within 190 kathra of the surface, since Luna didn’t have strong enough gravity to hold onto an atmosphere for very long, even with a radiation shield in place to protect it from the solar wind.  That airskin system was going to be expensive, but it was the only way to keep the moon life-sustaining for more than 150 years.  The shield would give the atmosphere enough depth to form some modicum of weather patterns, which were vital for moving oxygen and carbon dioxide around, but those patterns would be nothing like on a regular planet.  It was a combination of the rotation of a body and the heat of its star that produced weather in an atmosphere, and Luna had a rotation so slow that it effectively removed that from the equation.  Luna was a tidally locked body, which meant that its rotation speed exactly matched its orbital “year” as it orbited Terra, always showing the same face of its surface to the planet.  Luna’s future weather would be based almost entirely on atmospheric heating caused by the sun as it orbited Terra, and would eventually create a climate as air heated on the day side rose and cooled air from the dark side flowed in to replace it.  A stable wind pattern would form from that action, which might also have rain along the equatorial belt from time to time.

The plan she proposed to him just this morning would take 13 years, but it would transform Luna into a fully life-supporting environment…just one where day and night lasted about two weeks each, which they were going to solve with a little bit of technological wizardry.  Her terraforming office had pored over maps of Luna and had already selected the optimum location, in the lunar highlands not far from the Sea of Tranquility, which would become a shallow sea once the terraforming was complete.  They selected a location that would put the city right on the shoreline of the future sea, which showed just how precise terraformers could be.  Before they started filling the basins with water, however, they would go over them with what was basically a heat ray to melt the dust into a glass-like substance that would lock most of the dust underneath it, preventing the seas from turning into vast seas of mud.  Water would slowly seep into that dust through cracks in the surface, and the surface would eventually erode and break down, but by then the water above it would be settled enough to not churn up all that dust into mud.  They wouldn’t do that outside the nine basins that would become seas, using that dust as the foundation for organic infusion to produce viable soil, at least after adding in larger sized pieces of rock.  Without that, the infusion process would produce a nearly liquid silt-like soil. After the basins were prepared, the large-scale terraforming units would be set down in strategic locations to start pumping out both atmosphere and water, including buying some of the carbon dioxide gas the Surrales were siphoning from Venus for their own terraforming operation to inject into the future lunar atmosphere.

The day cycle problem was going to be surprisingly simple to solve.  The radiation shield they were going to install would be more like the shield at Karis.  It would encompass the entire moon, not sit in a stationary position between the moon and the sun to block the solar wind the way the one at Mars did.  What they were going to do was alter the shield so it blocked light to create night during the day cycle of Luna, and while it was in the night cycle, they would have what was effectively a system of gigantic mirrors orbiting the moon about 34,000 kathra out that would redirect sunlight down at the surface, in a pattern that would closely mimic the movement of the sun as viewed from the surface of Terra.  It would naturally be unable to reflect light when it was on the daylight side of Luna, and it, combined with using the radiation shield to block light for the day side at regular intervals, would create a 24 hour day cycle that matched the official time cycle of the campus on Norfolk.


The radiation shield wouldn’t just be a radiation shield.  It would be a full planetary shield like the one on Karis, and would be able to be toggled from radiation blocking mode to a full defensive hard shield to protect the Academy if the unthinkable happened and it was ever attacked.

In the short term, they would build a dome and a new campus, a dome large enough to enclose New York City on Terra.  It would be made of transparent titanium for strength, have a backup energy shield system for protection, and by the time it was done, the planetary shield that would protect Luna from solar wind would be in place and ready to go.  They would install city-sized gravity inducers to give the city 0.88 gravity, Terra’s gravity, with individuals using personal inducers to increase or decrease that to their preferred gravity.  Once the dome, shield, and campus were built, the campus would open for non-Generations, where Generation professors would teach class using bionoids.  Generations would be forbidden from visiting Luna in person to protect the non-Generation population.

They were building it that big because Jason had plans to make the Luna campus a major Academy research facility and the headquarters of the engineering department.  It would give them plenty of room to do some pretty awesome on-surface builds as projects for the civil engineering department, and once the moon was fully terraformed, they’d be building a complete shipyard and large-scale construction facility on the surface so the Academy could build ships and orbital station sections 

He was doing it that way because the main Academy campus was truly getting a little out of hand.  Right now, the Academy had taken over Norfolk and the cities that had surrounded it, like Hampton and Virginia Beach, and had even crossed over to the Del Mar peninsula and was creeping slowly but inexorably up the eastern shore of Virginia.  It was even expanding into the Chesapeake Bay and Atlantic Ocean.  The rest of the city expanded around it in a constant cycle of annexation, demolition of the old and construction of the new further out, making Norfolk bigger and bigger and bigger and bigger.  To prevent Norfolk from basically taking over all of southeastern Virginia, they were going to build a second campus that had a lot more available real estate.

So, in the end, nobody was entirely happy, but they’d found something that everyone could live with.  The only thing they really had left to do was decide who was going to be on which side of the line.  Each empire had to publicly declare if it was going to be open to Generations or not so they knew how to arrange the infrastructure, and what was more, each empire had to publicly declare if it wanted access to the retrovirus so people knew just who was who.  As of the start of the conference, 217 empires had publicly declared that they wanted the virus, which was a surprisingly small number that Jason wasn’t expecting.  He was expecting many more empires to want the virus.  But, he also had the feeling that once a vaccine was developed, that they would profess interest.  Some of them, he felt, didn’t want to risk their populations if the retrovirus mutated on them and turned into a plague and they had no way to stop it.


Jason could respect that position.  It was the risk of plague that motivated the empires of the Accords to make the agreement they made.  Releasing the retrovirus was for the purpose of preventing such a plague from happening.  And he wasn’t nearly so optimistic as others that they were going to develop a vaccine anytime soon.  The retrovirus that made them was adaptive and persistent, and the engineered version was damn near indestructible.  Jason expected it to take decades for them to develop a vaccine, but he was also confident that a vaccine would ultimately be discovered.  But not in enough time to prevent a potential galactic pandemic.

The empires that wanted the virus already knew the rules, because they were laid out to them in very strong and plain terms.  The biggest rule was not nobody would be changed against their will, and any instance of an empire changing its population against their will would be considered a galactic war crime and the entire galaxy would take action against that empire.


In that respect, this conference had created something that Jason had wanted to see, and that was the entire galaxy meeting and agreeing to certain basic rules of conduct and decency.

Eventually, the moment of truth came, and that was every leader publicly declaring the position of their empire.  Jason listened, took notes, and was both surprised and not surprised by what he heard.  He was not surprised that the Jun was opting out, or that the Prakarikai were opting in—opportunistic little bastards—or that the entire Coalition and the entire Confederation was opting in.  But he was surprised by the Zyagya opting in, and he was absolutely stunned that the Chezari opted in.  Their entire society and economy was based on the slave trade, and opting in was going to destroy that.  But the Queen of Chezan was publicly opting in, which meant that she must have plans to fundamentally alter the entire culture and society of her people…or she felt she had a way to cheat the system, possibly by doing everything she could to prevent the slaves from becoming Generations.  After all, all she had to do was claim that the slave population on Chezan refused to become Generations, which could only be done to the willing. 

He would have to keep an eye on that.  And if necessary, send in the Kimdori to upset her plans if he didn’t like them.


It took nearly two hours for the entire spacefaring galaxy to make its position public, for each of the 581 empires, civilizations, nations, or kingdoms that were part of the galaxy’s spacefaring population to state their position.  217 of them had opted in, and the rest had opted out.  But after doing the math, Jason realized that the number of empires opting in would have enough military strength to protect themselves from the empires who had opted out, and that was the entire goal of the decision he made.  The Generations would be protected.  They would be able to protect themselves if a genocidal war broke out in the galaxy between the Generations and those who were not.

That was what he wanted, and it would let him live with the choice he made to allow this.  But, in a way, it also meant freedom for the Generations.  They were no longer effectively trapped on Karis, they could go out and about in the galaxy because they no longer had to protect against someone trying to kidnap them for their DNA.  But, on the flip side, it meant that Karis had to become even more of a fortress to protect biogenic technology from spies and thieves, which wouldn’t be quite so easy because of the free travel provision in the Accords.  They were going to get a ton of thieves and spies on the planet, and it would fall to Miaari and Cybi to ensure that no biogenic crystals got out of the system.


They already had plans for that.  Members of the Accords allowed on the planet would have to pass through a very special entry station, similar to how it worked on Terra, that would be on a Nexus bridge station. That would give them the chance to stop any biogenic tech from getting out, because only people would be coming in and out, and they’d have to pass through the entry station to do it.  That would give Miaari’s pack multiple opportunities to find any contraband and give Cybi plenty of time to conduct extensive sensor sweeps to find any biogenic units that anyone tried to smuggle through.


It would actually be a double station system, since the other Nexus bridge would also be an entry station, and the traveler would have to pass through multiple security checkpoints in order to get out of the control of Karinne security.  Those coming in would have to pass Kimdori screening, which would be done there on the station, and the Kimdori would be quite effective in rooting out the spies and thieves…but not all of them.  Some they would intentionally allow to go on to Karis because they represented potential intelligence gathering opportunities, and just keep a very careful eye on them while they were here.

That was part of what Jason was going to discuss after this was done and he got some sleep, because right now, the visitors to Karis from the Accords were coming and going on Karinne transports, and the number of them allowed on Karis was tightly controlled.  The entry station system would allow more visitors to be allowed on Karis at a time, since it would allow them to completely control exactly what came onto and left the planet.

And honestly, as long as Miaari could guarantee that biogenic tech wouldn’t get stolen, he was warming up to the idea of having visitors.  Karis was a beautiful planet, and he wouldn’t mind some outsiders seeing it.  Besides, it would boost the local economy with tourism credits.

When the last nation gave its position, they adjourned for the day.  They would meet tomorrow for the last time to formalize the treaty now that everyone had decided where they stood, and it would become galactic law.  Mesaiima’s people had already drawn up the treaty and everyone had approved it, now it just came down to filling in the blanks so an empire’s position was spelled out in the treaty itself.


And they were done.  Jason stowed his bionoid and delinked, opening his eyes and regarding the front wall of the merge pod absently.  He climbed out and stretched, looking around the bedroom attached to his office in the White House, then gave a wide yawn.  [I’m delinked,] he announced to Sila and Revi, who were the guards attached to him while he was doing nightshift.

[They’re off duty,] Shen answered.  [It’s me and Ryn right now.]


[Well, call them back in.  I like them more than you two,] he teased lightly as he stretched a little more, feeling a bit stiff after so many hours not moving.


[Don’t start trouble this early in the morning, Jason, I haven’t had my coffee yet,] Shen replied tartly.


[No ori tea today?]


[No, and it’s all your fault.  You’re the one that got me started on coffee.]


[I warned you, but you drank it anyway.  You’re a coffee addict now, woman.]


[It was the smell.  I loved the smell,] she communed sourly.


[Be glad Aya doesn’t bust you for having a potential addiction,] he teased.  [Door open?]

`
[Yeah, you heading home?]


[Hopefully I’ll get home in time for breakfast, if you two being here is any indication of what time it is.  I haven’t looked yet.]

[It’s 07:16,] Ryn supplied.


[The kids aren’t even up yet.  Good, I’ll get there in time.]

He got home just as the day got started for the kids, as Ayama and Surin woke them up and Seido was in the kitchen preparing breakfast.  She handed him a cup of coffee almost automatically when he came in from the landing pad, which he downed almost in one gulp.  [Thank you, you wonderful woman,] he told her gratefully, then he sat at the table.  [Please, please tell me something’s ready right now.  I’m starving.]


[Nothing ready to eat, but I can dig something immediate out of the fridge while you’re waiting.]


[Yes please,] he answered with a nod, which was well after the commune was finished.  Commune was far faster than sending.

There was one kid up, though calling her a kid was a bit of an insult anymore.  Aria came into the kitchen from the outside door wearing her workout clothes, part of her morning exercise routine.  [Hey Dad, you finish your meeting?]

[Yeah, just one more to go and it’s done,] he replied as she kissed him on the cheek.  Seido set down a small bowl of leftover soka pudding from last night, a Shio dessert that was quite popular in the house, and he attacked it as soon as she gave him a spoon.  [God, I’m so hungry.  I didn’t eat when we took a break last night, and I’m paying for it.]

[Too busy with paperwork?]


[Yeah,] he agreed, taking another bite of the pudding.  It tasted vaguely like tapioca and had bits of chopped berries and nuts in it that complemented the flavor.  [And there’s going to be way more today.  And tomorrow, and the day after that, repeated for a freakin’ eternity.]

[I don’t think it’ll be quite that bad.  Things will settle down once the new normal settles in.]


[The new normal,] he mused, his thought both hopeful and resigned.  [It’s settling in here on Karis.  I’m getting used to hearing complete strangers communing.  It only took a couple of months,] he noted wryly.  [But I certainly can’t complain about being able to commune with you, or our friends here on the strip. That seems…right.  After everything we’ve gone through, now I’m glad that they get to share in my world.]


[I’m glad to hear that,] Seido communed with a sly tilt to her thought.  [And I’ve noticed one big change since this began.]


[What?]


[The silence.  Very few people talk now in public places,] she replied.  [And you might want to send out a few releases about it.  At the store yesterday, I saw a child looking quite, well, unsettled.  Nobody was talking, and it was freaking him out a little bit.  Kids aren’t going to develop language skills if they don’t hear people talking.  Even if they’re not going to use them much after they express, it’s going to affect their development as they grow.]


[That is a damn good point,] he agreed.  [I’ll make a note to talk to Songa about it as soon as I can.  If the Medical Service sends down the instructions, people will follow them.]


[Make sure Songa specifies speech.  Just using child interfaces to convert commune to audio isn’t going to work that well since few people frame their commune.  I’ve noticed that interfaces often don’t correctly translate unframed commune into audio.  It’s too much for their processors to handle.]

[Guess that’s our fault,] Jason noted.  [We original Generations never really framed, and we taught the instructors.  It wasn’t necessary, because all but two of us were Faey, and me and Rahne are familiar enough with Faey culture to comprehend unframed commune.  Plus, we were all telepaths to start with, so framing wasn’t something we really thought to teach, it’s considered common knowledge.  I’ll change the training program to add framing into the regimen.]


[It might be a good idea.]


[See, this is why I keep you around, Seido.  You’re smart enough to have good ideas.  Not like Ayama and Surin, they’re only good for cleaning,] he communed with a naughty little smile.


Seido gave him a tart look, and just pointed at the ceiling.


[He’s trying to stir up trouble again, husband,] Ayama communed, her thought a dry cross between amusement and challenge.


[I think he’s about ready for another episode of remedial education, wife,] Surin replied cheekily.


[We need to get the twins back to the strip so they can keep these jackwagon impulses of his under control,] Seido noted to the others, which caused audible laughter in the living room.


[I do have some good news to pass along, Seido.  The Alliance opted in, so you and Merra be able to make the appointment with the fertility specialist,] he communed privately.

[Finally,] she replied with a glowing smile.


[You decide who’s carrying?]


[Merra,] she replied.  [We decided that my duties here were a little more important than her running the café, so she’s going to carry.  But I’m carrying our next girl,] she declared with adamance in her thought.


[Good deal.  I’ll have a talk with Ethikk later today and have him clear out the red tape so you can get your appointment.]


[Thank you, Jason.  We both truly appreciate you putting a hand in for us.]


[You can thank me by finishing my breakfast before I wither away and you have to bury me in the back yard.]


[Such a drama queen,] she accused, which made him smile.


He spent a nice breakfast with his kids, and after a very short nap to recharge, he tackled the very important work after the treaty was finalized, and that was talking to the leaders of the empires that had opted in.  His first talk was with Ethikk, making sure to clear the way for Seido and Merra’s appointment, but also discussing giving the Alliance access to the virus and going over the very strict rules on how they could use it, as well as going into more detail on how Generations would be trained at the Academy..

That conversation repeated itself with 15 other rulers over the day, as Jason worked his butt off to pave the way for an orderly transition in those empires that had opted in   He spent the most time with the rulers of the largest empires, like Voss and Shakizarr, but also spent quite a bit of time in discussions with Magran, who personified some of the anticipation going on in some empires over the news.


“I’m finding myself almost unable to wait,” he admitted as they discussed the logistics.  “In a society where half the population has some kind of psionic ability, it’s not very much fun to be in the half that doesn’t.  The last five Grand Masters have been telepaths or empaths, and I’ve always had this faint suspicion that many don’t take me as seriously because I’m not.”


 “I suppose that we can bend the rules a little bit for you, Magran,” he said.  “I’ve discussed the same idea with Holikk.  He wants to transition before they start using the virus, half to show the people that it’s safe and half because he wants to have a head start on the training over everyone else in the Authority.  And to warn you, being a Generation is much more than just being a telepath.  You’ll learn telepathy mainly as a foundation for commune.  You can’t commune if you don’t know how to use telepathy.”

“I’m looking forward to that too, but I’m most interested in the telekinesis.  I’ve been almost infatuated by it since the Pai joined the Confederation.  The things they can do, it’s absolutely amazing.  I hope I can do even a fraction of it.”

“That’ll depend on how strong of a TK you are,” Jason warned.  “Pai are stronger TKs on the average than we are, so there are things they can do that we can’t.  But the stronger Generation TKs are strong enough to use some of their advanced techniques.  Not all of them, but some of them.”


“Then I think you should give me the best strain of the virus for TK,” he smiled.


Jason had to laugh.  “That’s not how it works,” he said dryly.  “How strong you’ll be depends on you, not the virus.”


“I meant to ask…are the new Generations as strong as you and the other original ones?”


“They’re about the same, on the average.  The virus that created them was genetically engineered using us, it came from one of the living Generations, so it has all those centuries of selective breeding that increased our powers inside it.  Cybi is already classifying all the new Generations as belonging to the 98th Generation, which is the newest, because the virus that created them was built using DNA from the 97th Generation and it merges with the host’s DNA to create something new…like you and the virus are the parents of a different version of yourself.  Still you, but changed by the virus.  Our kids are the 98th Generation, so they’re being classified sorta as our kids.  The abilities new Generations gain seems almost random in how strong it is set around a baseline created by the retrovirus, which Songa suspects might have something to do with the unique brain architecture of the individual.  She thinks that some people have brains more naturally wired for using telepathy and TK, and those are the stronger ones.  The new Generations seem to have the same average strength as we do in both telepathy and TK, which varies from person to person.  After all, it’s writing in the same genetic footprint for talent into everyone, which is then being influenced by the individual’s unique brain architecture to make it stronger or weaker than that baseline.  As far as Terrans go, there are some Terrans who are even stronger than most of the original Generations…but that’s not entirely a fair comparison.”


“Why so?”


“Because Terran telepaths are very strong,” he replied.  “Both the original ones and the new ones.  Something about Terran brain architecture makes them naturally strong telepaths, and in Terrans, the gender gap isn’t as wide.  Females are still stronger than males, but not by nearly as much as Faey women are stronger than Faey men.  Male Terrans are only slightly below female Faey on the average, so the stronger male Terrans are as strong as or stronger than average female Faey.”


“Odd that there’s a gender gap.  There’s no gap between male and female Colonists.”


“Well, Faey and Terrans are so closely related genetically, I guess it’s no surprise we share the power gap with them,” he chuckled.

“Intriguing.  So, the request I have, Jason, is to come to Karis and be transitioned there, as soon as it can be arranged.”

“I think I can arrange that, Magran,” he replied.  “For you and any other ruler that wants it.  If you’ll trust the Karinnes enough to come here and undergo transition, then we’ll honor that trust by taking good care of you, and providing you with top tier instructors to teach you how to use your new abilities.”


“I have always trusted you, Jason,” he said with a gentle smile.


“I truly appreciate that, Magran,” he replied sincerely.  “I’ll talk to Songa about making the arrangements, and she’ll contact your office when she has the details.”


Almost as soon as he said his goodbyes to Magran, Chirk sent him the report he’d been most interested to read.  The Hive leaders in Kirga had finished their study and investigation into how the virus had affected them, and they’d sent him their report on it.  In short, the Kizzik had become Generations, but the virus had affected them in a very unique way.  The Kizzik noble cast, like Chirk, were fully telepathic, but she couldn’t send to anyone not a Kizzik because of the vast difference of her mind compared to most others.  However, she could commune with other Generations, even ones outside her species.  The change the virus made to her brain had created that loophole.  Jason already knew that, she’d been communing rather than using her interface since she expressed two takirs ago.  But what was in that report Jason really wanted to know did surprise him; while the noble caste of Kizzik had been fully transitioned, the drone caste had been affected very differently.  The virus had not made them telepathically aware, but it had made them sensitive to commune, able to hear it, understand it.  However, their brains weren’t sufficiently evolved to commune their thoughts in return.  So, the drone caste, the workers and warriors, they could “hear” commune, but they couldn’t “speak” using commune.  And what was even more strange, they could only understand commune from the Kizzik noble caste, those that could actively commune.  That was an exceptionally curious thing, and one Jason wanted the hive and Songa to investigate further when things died down.

He considered it after reading the report, leaning back in his chair and tapping his chin with a finger.  Maybe it was because their brains weren’t sufficiently developed to understand commune from any species except the one that shared their basic brain architecture.  The nobles were intelligent enough to be able to expand their thinking to accept the radically different thought patterns of other Generations, so they could understand commune from other species.  But the drone caste could not, because they weren’t anywhere near as intelligent as the nobles…their brains weren’t as developed.  So, the virus had changed the drone’s brains just enough to make them sensitive to commune from their own species, but not with those outside of it.

Becoming Generations had had one final effect on the Kizzik, and that was that despite being able to commune with other species, their minds were still so alien that virtually all attempts to attack them using telepathy were still useless against them.  The Kizzik had gained the ability to understand commune but were still effectively immune to telepathic attack by other telepaths, which for them was the best of both worlds.  However, Kizzik Generations could attack each other, because they shared the same basic brain architecture.  Another Kizzik’s mind was not alien to them, so they could attack it.  That was a bit of a moot point, since the Kizzik were a unified species, but it was something important to know.  If a Kizzik noble ever went crazy or went rogue, it would take another Kizzik to rein them in.

[Now that’s really strange, Chirk.  Drones can hear you commune but can’t commune back,] he remarked to her after reading the report.


[We see it as a very good thing, revered Hive-leader.  It will make our hives even more efficient, since we can relay instructions without having to be close enough for the drones to understand us using scent-language.  The nobles can command the hive from a central location and direct all activity in a coordinated effort.]


[Yeah, I can see that,] he agreed.  [I wonder if Myli or Songa could build a translation module of sorts that would allow other Generations to talk to drones.  Something that could emulate the unique structure of Kizzik commune when you commune with drones.]


[Given how clever honored Hive-noble Myleena is, most likely.  But to prevent confusing the drones, we would heavily restrict who has access to such devices, mainly to those who command drones while outside the hive.]


[Yeah, can see that too,] he agreed again.  [Drones are friendly and polite and I enjoy their company, but they are a bit…well, limited.]


[I take no offense to the observation, revered Hive-leader.  Drones allow us to do their thinking for them.  It is simple fact that they are not intelligent.]

[Glad to know you’re not mad enough to charge in here and skewer me for besmirching the honor of the Kizzik.]

She returned pure amusement, proving that Kizzik did indeed have a sense of humor.
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Karsa Medical Annex, Karsa, Karis

It was done, and the sealing of the deal had brought some change to Karis.


Jason stood on the roof of the headquarters of the Karis Medical Service with Songa and Krirara, waiting for a dropship to arrive.  Four hours ago, the official summit of the assorted spacefaring galactic empires had come to an end, and it ended with the formal signing of the treaty that established the rules for the entire galaxy concerning the Generations, as well as a few other general things that needed to be codified into galactic law.  Things such as salvage rights, official territory recognition, territorial claims, and establishing universal communication protocols that every empire in the galaxy could emulate using their technology.  The Academy also got pulled into the agreement, establishing it and Terra as utterly neutral and defining the Academy’s role in the galaxy in writing as a place of higher learning for all empires and species, including establishing remote links to all spacefaring empires in the galaxy so they could access the Academy’s archives, so they could study what was considered galactic standard technology and upgrade their own technology to that standard.  The building of the secondary campus on Luna for non-Generations was part of the treaty, and construction on it officially began the moment the treaty was ratified by the summit.  A Makati firm had already generated the plans for it, and they broke ground on the project five minutes after getting the go signal.  The Academy would help with the construction, turning it into a project for the civil engineering school, with the firm overseeing all aspects of the project to ensure it was done right.  The Moridon had also pitched in, Brayrak Kruu offering to build a second mainframe on Luna that was only slightly less powerful than the one in the Academy.  The campus in Norfolk was defined in the treaty as the primary location where new Generations would be transitioned and trained, and once an empire had enough instructors, it would begin its transition plan.  That was part of the Ten Year Plan that had been adopted, and in Jason’s opinion, it was the most important part of it.


It wasn’t everything Jason wanted out of the summit, but it was a good deal of it, and he felt that they’d struck the best bargain they could.  The treaty ensured the survival of the Generations and created peace between them and the rest of the galaxy.  It established basic rules every spacefaring race in the galaxy would follow and established universal procedures that would allow them to communicate with each other, which he felt was key to keeping the peace.  It wasn’t perfect, but it was good enough.

The immediate ramifications of the deal was about to arrive.  The sleek, narrow dropship holding the Grand Master Magran appeared in the sky, slowly descending towards the annex.  Jason had upheld his promise to Magran and arranged his transition here at the annex, under the supervision of the doctors that knew the most about the process.


Magran wasn’t the only ruler that was in the annex at that moment.  On the floors below, Holikk, Shakizarr, Ethikk, and Grayhawk were already here, starting the first stages of their transition.  Holikk had been the first to arrive, having come to Karis literally an hour after the summit ended, and Shakizarr had been right behind him.  Grayhawk and Ethikk had arrived two hours ago, each of them taking advantage of Jason’s offer to give them a place to transition where doctors familiar with the process would be available to deal with any complications that may arise.  But it wasn’t just the four leaders that had come, it was members of their government as well, the ones they considered the most important.  There were 217 people down on the 63rd, 64th, and 65th floor that were in transition, from Holikk’s executive office to Shakizarr’s brothers and sisters and his council of advisors to Grayhawk’s executive office to the entire Alliance council and their most important staffers.  A ruler transitioning by himself wouldn’t make him very effective, so Jason was offering the procedure to everyone of great importance to an empire’s executive authority.  Or in the case of the Alliance, everyone that had power within that executive authority.  The High Staff led the council, but the council as a whole was the executive authority in the Alliance.  Other empires that had a council system would receive the same offer.

That was why Magran wasn’t alone on that dropship.  The entire council of the Nine Colonies was with him, all ten of them, one representing each colony and the Speaker, who abdicated his council position representing his colony to become Speaker…or her in this case.  Jason didn’t know the Speaker very well, a rather young female named Sallem, who would succeed Magran as Grand Master when he died.  Jason got to know Magran so well because he was doing most of the Grand Master’s work when the Colonies joined the Confederation, due to the prior Grand Master’s extreme age.  Jason didn’t interact with Sallem very much, since Magran far preferred to deal with Jason himself.  They were very good friends, after all, and they often whiled away far more time just chatting after doing official business than anyone else really needed to know.  Krirara was present for his arrival because they were also very good friends, and she didn’t get to talk to him nearly as much now that she was no longer the Moderator.


Magran wouldn’t be the last leader to arrive.  Sovial was scheduled to arrive in about an hour, and Jason was planning to have a long talk with her about her little project before she settled in down in the annex.


[It’ll be good to see Magran again,] Krirara mused.  [We haven’t spoken face to face since I retired.]


[I’m surprised he hasn’t invited you to visit him on Exeven.]


[He did, but I was too busy with the seeding project.]


He gave her a dark look.  [Take vacations, woman, sheesh,] he accused.


[I can’t.  You screw up all my hard work when I’m not here to keep an eye on you,] she replied teasingly.  Songa laughed when he swatted her in irritation.

Fortunately, the arrival of the dropship forestalled any shenanigans from erupting, mainly because Jason didn’t want to look like a spaz in front of the council.  If it was just Magran on that dropship, however, Krirara would be begging for mercy by the time the hatch opened.  When it did open, four members of Magran’s honor guard marched out in their archaic armor and pikes, then they saluted when Magran himself came down the stairs.  “Guards?  Seriously?” Jason teased.


“They insisted, since the entire Council is on the dropship,” he sighed as he took Jason’s hand in greeting.  “It’s good to see you again, Jason.  And you as well, my friend,” he said, taking Krirara’s hand fondly.  “I didn’t know you’d be here.”


“I heard you were coming and gave Jason no chance to send me away,” she said with a toothy smile, which made Magran chuckle.

“We have everything ready for you, the council, your pilots, and now your guards,” Jason said lightly.  “The moment you opened the hatch, all of you were exposed to the virus.  It’s completely saturating the planet, so all of you are already infected.”


“It is why we’re here,” Magran said easily.  “And we have our quarantine protocols in place for after we leave.  We’ll be able to continue our work while we wait for the virus to die out.  We’ve brought in a small space station and put it in orbit around Exeven, and it will serve as the quarantine facility for us.  They’ve set aside enough of the station for us so we’ll be in relative comfort while we wait out the quarantine.”


“That sounds familiar,” Jason noted.  “Shakizarr and his staff intends to spend their quarantine on one of his command ships and use the time to visit the other planets and colonies in his empire so he can see them from something approaching up close,” he said.

“That’s an efficient use of his time,” Magran nodded approvingly.  “No doubt he’ll move fast with his transition plan.  The Veruta always move swiftly once they decide on a course of action.”  The rest of the council filed off the dropship behind him, and Jason both greeted council members he knew and greeted the new member of the council that he didn’t.  Amvin retired four months ago, and a new council member had been elected by his colony to take his place.  The new council member was the youngest, an oddly attractive female named Yadrem whom Magran said was quite competent despite her youth.  After greeting them, he let Songa explain what would happen over the next four days as they led them into the building.  They would each have a private suite in the VIP wing on the 65th floor, with the pilots and honor guard heading down to the 63rd floor, and would have a doctor observing them 29 hours a day through the transition process.  Songa explained the exact mechanics of the transition, how they’d be in a coma for most of it as the virus shut down the non-autonomic sections of the brain so it could do its work without complications.  “So the virus will alter our synaptic paths?” Hedran asked.

“Partially, but no patient has suffered any kind of behavioral or psychological changes from the process, Council member,” Songa replied.  “The rewriting of your synaptic maps applies completely and exclusively to allowing you to use talent, both telepathy and telekinesis, which for every known species we’ve studied are in a part of the brain that has nothing to do with behavior or sensory systems.  The virus doesn’t alter any other part of the brain, only what it absolutely needs to alter to complete the transition.”


“Convenient.”


“No, designed.  This virus was engineered,” Jason reminded him in a growling voice.  “Whoever designed it did a damn good job, but that’s not going to prevent me from dropping the mother of all hammers on them.”


“Do you know who did it?” Yadrem asked.


“We heavily suspect,” he replied.  “The Kimdori are hunting down the evidence I need to take action as we speak.”


“How is Karis in this, Jason?” Magran asked.  “Are you ready for others to try to take biogenics?”


“We’re ready for that,” he nodded.  “We haven’t showed the galaxy everything, Magran, and now we’re going to pull out some of the more exotic technology we’ve kept an absolute secret to use in defense of Karinne holdings.  We’ll be alright.  It’s the only reason I agreed to this.  If I wasn’t certain that we can protect biogenics from warmongering civilizations, I would have never agreed to allowing the virus to be released.”


“That is the answer I most wanted to hear, my friend,” Magran said seriously.  “That last thing I want is an aggressive empire with the capabilities we saw from the KMS during the Syndicate War.”


“It won’t be just us defending it.  Several empires have entered into an agreement with us to protect Karis, and there are enough of them that it will dissuade anyone else from trying anything.”


“Ah yes, the Accords you mentioned,” Magran noted soberly.  “You trust them not to use that position to try to steal it for themselves?”


“Yes,” he replied.  “They’re like you, Magran.  They understand that the technology is only safe in the hands of the Karinnes.”

“A viewpoint I do wholeheartedly share, Jason,” he affirmed.  “The Karinnes have shown that they have the maturity and restraint to possess a technology that would allow them to conquer the galaxy, yet never use it for such a terrible purpose.  I would not trust that technology in any other’s hands.”


“Your trust in us warms my heart, Magran,” Jason said seriously.


They chatted a little while longer, then Jason left them to greet Sovial, Krirara staying behind to talk more with Magran.  Like the others, he met her on the roof of the annex as she landed in a surprisingly nondescript Jirunji shuttle, then took her hand when the hatch opened and she stepped down.  She wasn’t wearing her elaborate headdress, wearing only a rather loose belt around her black-furred waist, hanging down to a hip.  Jason had always admired Sovial’s black coloring, she was one of the relatively rare “panther” Jirunji, whose black fur hid the spots that all Jirunji had.  She looked up at him with a calm smile.  “I’m happy to be here, Jason,” she intoned in her surprisingly deep voice for someone that only came up to his collarbones…and that included her ears.


“We’re happy to have you, Sovial,” he replied as her advisors disembarked behind her.  “We have everything arranged for your stay.  Songa will be up to see you as soon as she settles in Magran and the Colonial Council.”


“Just how many of us are here?”


“Right now, five others and their upper staffs,” he replied with a smile.  “Holikk, Shakizarr, Ethikk and the Alliance Council, Grayhawk, and Magran with the Colonial Council, as well as their important executive assistants.  And two others are scheduled to arrive after you, your Majesty.  High King Shevatt and High Archon Gau are on their way now.”

“Surprising that the Haumda would move so swiftly over anything,” she mused.


“These are strange times, your Majesty,” he said simply.


They engaged in smalltalk as Jason escorted them down into the hospital, and he lingered as Songa greeted her and explained the next four days to her.  He waited until her advisors and guards were split off from her, and entered what would be her private hospital room until the transition was complete.  He didn’t really have to convince her of the need for privacy.  They sat at the small table in her room that sat by the window, which had a commanding view of Karsa Bay, one panoramic enough to be able to see the strip.  But once they were settled in, they got down to business.  “It was brought to my attention that you’ve been experimenting with the virus on your own,” he told her.


“I’m not surprised you found out,” she said evenly.  “If you know about it, you know why we did it.”


He nodded.  “Which is why I didn’t try to stop you.  I happen to agree with you that you need this.  I was going to ask if you wanted Songa’s research into the virus to help your scientists along,” he said.


“Actually, yes, that would be helpful, Jason,” she replied in relief.  “And I’m glad you’re not angry.”

“Not a bit.  How has it been so far?  Successful?”


“It looks very promising,” she answered.  “My son and his friend have shown no hostility towards each other since they were infected and introduced, and they’ve been isolated together in the same room.  Right now we’re keeping them together to see if any hostility develops over time.  If it’s a success, we ‘re going to expand the experiment to one hundred males, and see how it turns out.  If it’s a success, then we’ll open the treatment up for any male who wants it…which will probably be all of them,” she noted evenly.  “The males make the best lives for themselves that they can, but I know it’s a hard life, having to isolate themselves in their villages.  The bionoids have given them a great deal of freedom, and I suppose that taste of it made them want more.  Besides, if the Jirunji are going to compete in the future to come, we must free ourselves of our need to keep the males separated by family.  It has crippled the Stevak, who have to return to their homeworld for the Budding.  There is going to come a time when Jirunji females will be too far away from homeworld to reasonably return when they come in season…and if you know about our species, you know that females can get vicious if they’re denied the chance to mate while in season.  To prevent general warfare in our distant holdings, a solution must be found.”

“I’ve heard the stories,” he said dryly, which made her chuckle and smile.  The drive to reproduce in Jirunji females completely took over their personalities when they were “in heat,” when they became fertile, and they could get violent with anyone or anything they perceived as standing in their way.  While they were in heat, they were as single-minded as Faey women and very short-tempered, which was another reason why females isolated themselves with their chosen male while they were in that state.  Only a male soothed a Jirunji female’s temper when she was in heat, because he was the only one that could satisfy her primal urges.  The good part of that was that the fertility cycle of a female was very predictable, each cycle beginning a little over three years after their last birth, so she knew when it was coming and had the time to research males and choose the best sire she could find for her future children, then make all the necessary arrangements.

They had a long talk about the Jirunji experiment, then Jason left her to settle in and moved on to greet the final two visitors.  He didn’t spend as much time with them as he had with Magran and Sovial, because by then he was running short on time, and he had another appointment.  He’d promised the shaman that he would visit the village around lunchtime—as exacting as Parri got when it came to time—because she wanted to talk to him about something…just not something so important that he needed to come right away.


He arrived almost exactly at noon, stepping down off his new skimmer not wearing armor, in a tee and jeans, with Dera and Ryn lingering in the skimmer.  The shaman padded up to him on all fours and then rose up onto her back legs to greet him, her head going from at the level of his chest to well over his own, reminding him once again that the Parri were actually a rather large species.  “It is good to see you again, Jason Karinne,” she said warmly, taking his hand between her large hand-paws.


“You too, shaman,” he replied with equal warmth, looking up at her.  “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting.”


“You come at a proper time,” she told him.  “On such a lovely day, I would prefer sitting in the meadow to enjoy our tea, if it pleases you.”

“I think that would be nice.”


The meadow was a small flat area not far from the village, which sat almost perfectly between three of the largest of the oye trees.  It had a very small pond in the center, and was a place where many of the Parri cubs played.  They sat by the small pond, barely ten shakra across, and drank tea brought by one of the apprentices, a very, very young Parri male whom Jason had never seen before.  They talked of nothing important at first, which was her way, mainly just catching her up on the strip gossip which for some reason she enjoyed and showing her some holos of the most recent babies born on and around the strip.  But eventually, she got around to what she wanted to talk about.  “There is a coming bloom, Jason Karinne,” he told him, looking up at the trees.  “Very soon, most of the trees are going to flower and produce fruit.”

“Really?” he asked in sudden interest.  “How many?”


“Most of them,” she replied.  “The love shining with the recent changes has bathed the trees in its gentle illumination and incited a bloom.  With the soul of this world well on its way to healing, that means that many more trees will be capable of producing fruit with this bloom, Jason Karinne.  The trees will soon flower, and soon after that will bear fruit.  And from this first fruiting onward, they will continue to bear fruit in the usual cycle for oye trees.”


That was surprising and welcome news.  A tree here and a tree there had produced fruit over the last couple of years, but if they were all going to start bearing fruit, then that meant that something had changed…and it also meant that the they could enter the oye market, at least locally.  “Then I assume that I need to discuss things with Kumi so we can scale up the harvesting operation?”


She nodded.  “As usual, Jason Karinne, we must carefully inspect those that might harvest the fruit so we ensure they will not be harmful to our trees,” she reminded him.  “Only a hand bathed in the light of love may pick the fruit from the branches.”


“Of course.  I can have her start bringing over prospective workers in a couple of days for you to interview them.”  He stood up and walked around the pond a little, looking up at the trees, looking for any sign that they were about to bud.  “I’m glad to hear that they’ll soon be producing consistent fruit.  That means that Karis has healed more, doesn’t it?”


“Yes,” she replied, then took another sip of her tea.  “The soul of this world grows stronger and stronger with each day, Jason Karinne, healing faster than we anticipated.  This illness that has swept across the planet has brought your people together, has brought love for strangers to many hearts.  Has it caused any problems for your people?”

“Not really,” he replied, not seeing any buds up there…but then again, these three trees were the biggest, so their lowest branches were a good 400 shakra off the ground.  He’d need binoculars to get a good look at them.  Their canopies interwove over the meadow, since each one had a canopy that was a good four kathra across and their trunks were only about half a kathra apart.  It produced a combined canopy that was nearly 7 kathra in diameter at its widest point, a canopy rising up over the other tree canopies because of the size of the trees.  “I wonder if that means I’ll be able to hear Karis soon.  I’ve been so curious about it since I heard Tir Tairngire and E Chaio.”


“There is no telling but to try, Jason Karinne,” she said with a gentle smile when he looked over at her.  “I have taught you how to listen.  If you wish to hear Karis, you need only do so.”


“Easier said that done,” he replied evenly, looking up again as he walked further around the pond.  “The last few months I haven’t had time to do much of anything but worry,” he said ruefully.  “But I’m hoping that we’re past the worst of it.  The spacefaring worlds agreed to the proposal, shaman, which secures the safety of the Generations in the galaxy.  Between that and the Accords, things are finally starting to look optimistic for us.  We Generations won’t have to barricade ourselves on Karis anymore, and the rest of the galaxy is going to accept us.  Some more reluctantly than others, but at least we’ll be able to travel.” He chuckled.  “Believe me, when this is all over, I’m going to spend at least a takir just sitting under my tree and listening to him.  It always relaxes me.”

“He misses speaking to you,” the shaman told him.  “But he understands the dire events that have kept you away.”


“I’m going to have to make it up to him, but I’m not all that sure what kind of apology gift I can get for a tree,” he said dryly.  “Maybe he’d like it if I spruced up the garden around his trunk a little bit.”


“He would be content with your attention, Jason Karinne,” she assured him.


He looked over at her and was about to respond, but he was stopped short.  Standing on the far side of the pond, he was seeing both her and the pond, and it struck him almost immediately that something was…off.  He looked at her, then around her, then down at the pond—


She wasn’t in the pond.  There was no reflection of her in the pond.


He looked carefully at the gently rippling surface and could see the oye trees in the reflection, a peek of a cloud through the canopy overhead, but she was not there.  And at that angle, where she was sitting, he should have seen it.  He stepped up to the edge of the pond and looked down and saw his own reflection, then looked to the other side and saw only the trees in the reflection of the water.


“Are you well, Jason Karinne?” she asked as he came around the pond, then he stood just beside her and leaned over the bank and down into the pond.  She gave him an amused look when he took her hand and pulled her arm out over the water, but all he saw was himself and his own hands holding empty air.


“I’m either dreaming or I’m drunk,” he said seriously.  “Shaman, I don’t see your reflection in the water.”


“Of course you do not,” she said simply.  “I am not fooled by the reflection it presents.”


“What do you mean?”


“It delves into the realm of those things that you find highly suspicious, Jason Karinne,” she said almost playfully.  “Those things your science cannot explain.”


“Well, my science tells me that it should be physically impossible for you to not have a reflection,” he said.  “And yet I can’t see a thing.  So now I’m very curious, shaman.  What can change the laws of physics like this?”


“What you see as law, those who understand truth see as merely suggestions,” she said cryptically.  “The laws of science and nature you perceive are only there to give your mind something to understand as you seek a greater truth.  They are, in a way, only laws for those who believe they are.”  She closed her hand around his and pulled her arm back gently, then used that grip on him to urge him to sit beside her.  She scooted around so she was facing the pond, and he did the same.  She leaned over to look into it, and when he mimicked her, he only saw himself in the water’s surface.  “I have told you many times that the world is much more than you believe it to be, Jason Karinne.  Your image in the water is a symbol that you have never seen the truth within yourself with unclouded eyes.”

“So what is that truth, shaman?”


She looked over at him.  “A pool of water, or a mirror, they reflect what is, but those who understand the nature of them can see past what is expected and see the truth of themselves,” she answered.  “A reflection of the physical form hides the fact that looking into one’s self allows one to see one’s thoughts, dreams, and innermost desires.  When you look into the water, you see yourself.  When I look into the water, I see within my own mind.  I can walk the pathways of my memory to recall past events that have dimmed over time, see images of what I have seen before, and observe my dreams and wishes from the outside, which grants me the ability to see more than from within.  The reflection in the water is not a reflection of self, it is a window into a realm where our thoughts exist as energy, and that energy can be harnessed by those who understand its true nature.”


“I have no idea what that means, but what I’m seeing now tells me that I’d better listen,” he said seriously, looking down and seeing only himself.  “My question is, if it’s something that you’ve learned to do, why can’t I see your reflection?  Shouldn’t I still see your reflection?”


“Learning the truth of a reflection leaves a mark on someone, Jason Karinne,” she explained patiently.  “When one is no longer fooled by their own image, then they no longer cast one.  That effect reaches into the physical world so that others also cannot see the reflection, because it no longer exists.  I would teach you the secret of it, if you like.  It would add to your jaingi.  But mind that learning such a truth carries a permanent mark upon you, for you will no longer cast a reflection, for you or another.”


“Does that mean I wouldn’t show up in viddy either?”


“That is not a reflection, Jason Karinne,” she smiled over at him.  “But your captured images would show no reflection should they capture you in front of a mirror.”


“So even technology can’t see my reflection.”


“How would you know if it can or not, since you cannot see the reflection yourself to prove it one way or the other?” she asked with amusement in her voice.  “Is that your science trying to understand that which goes beyond it?”


“Yes it is,” he replied honestly and strongly.  “So, what you’re saying is that the mind can change the laws of physics.”


She looked over at him, her eyes shimmering.  “That is exactly what it means, Jason Karinne,” she told him, respect in her voice.  “The world you see is a construction of your own beliefs.  When you can learn to see beyond what your eyes show you, you will begin to see the truth of the world that lies within.  And one of the first steps you can take towards the truth lies here,” she said, motioning towards the pond with her huge paw.  “Those who learn to see within take their first step down a path that leads to the truth.  It is a long path, Jason Karinne, and a hard one, but it is a worthy one to follow.”

“I’m intrigued, shaman,” he told her.  “I’m not sure I could ever find this truth you’re talking about, but I’m quite curious about this now.  I think I’d like to learn what you mean by this,” he said, pointing at his reflection.


“I must warn you now, Jason Karinne, that such a thing carries risk,” she said firmly.  “To look into the water and see the truth means you see your true self, not what your mind believes you to be.  Some who see the truth of themselves in the water are driven to madness by what they see. But that is a fate I believe you will not suffer.  You are illumined by the light of love and have a kind heart, so you do not delude yourself into believing you are something other than what you are.”


“How can you not know what you are?”


She looked at him.  “The loveless ones, Jason Karinne.  Do you think they believe that they are empty inside?  Do you think they believe themselves to be evil?”


“I…I think I see what you mean,” he said.  “The most dangerous person is someone who does wrong while believing they are right, because they truly believe they’re doing what’s best.”


“Yes,” she agreed.  “If you wish to learn, Jason Karinne, then attend, and listen.  I will explain what you must do to see past the illusion of your own reflection and see the truth within.”

And that completely derailed the rest of his day.  He was honestly fascinated by this, that the shaman was demonstrating something tangible that proved to him that she and the Parri are far more than they appeared…and he wondered why it had taken nearly fifteen years for him to finally see it.  But then again, the Parri had no mirrors, had nothing metal in their village that might be shiny enough to have a reflection, and he’d never seen her in such a way before, where a still body of water was between them and gave him the chance to see that she had no reflection.

Not that he hadn’t seen her do amazing things before, but this one was both simple and direct.  There was no episode of doubting what he’d seen once it was over, because all he had to do was look at her through the pond and see the evidence of it.


They spent the entire afternoon and most of the evening sitting by the pond talking about a whole range of things, all of which she assured him mattered when looking past a reflection.  They discussed the nature of life, they debated the truth of the soul, they even discussed altered states of being.  She described an upper state of existence where all coherent thought dwelled, a place she called the Astral, a place connected to the physical world but not part of it.  She described that place as a realm of pure thought influenced by the thoughts, dreams, fears, and desires of living beings, that their spirits projected their thoughts into that upper dimension and shaped it into a reflection of the physical world influenced by their thoughts.  She told him that it was through this Astral that her spirit traveled when she visited Imbria to speak to the other shaman, confessing quite candidly that she was capable of an old psionic power called Astral Projection, when the soul of a being left the body and traveled to another place, then returned to its body when it was done.

What he learned during that long talk was that the world that the shaman believed in was so radically different from his own that they may as well be from different universes.  They’d had many talks about the nature of the Parri’s abilities, but never quite so direct, so honest, as if she had been dancing around the truth for years, waiting for the day when he would be receptive to hearing the truth from her.  But her instruction on how to do it made no sense.  Her advice was to look into the water and know himself…shouldn’t he know who he was after everything that had happened?  He was 36 years old, for God’s sake, and he ruled a small but exceptionally powerful nation that spanned multiple galaxies.  But he swallowed his annoyance and frustration and kept trying, to the point where he was getting eye strain trying to physically look past his own reflection.

It was just past sunset when he finished without success, if only because the darkness robbed him of a the ability to see his reflection.  He pinched the bridge of his nose between two fingers and gave a sighing growl of relief and frustration as the Shaman, who had left to attend to other duties, returned and leaned over him, putting her paws on his shoulders.  “It is a simple thing, Jason Karinne, which means that it will not be easy,” she told him reassuringly patting his shoulders.


“I just don’t understand.  I know who I am, so why can’t I see past it?”


“You see who you believe yourself to be, not who you truly are,” she told him in an even voice.  “The hardest person for one to know is one’s self.  When you come to understand who you are in here,” she said, reaching down and patting him on the chest, “then you will see the illusion of self that the water reflects and know it to be a lie.  Only then will you be able to look past the image of self you have built in your mind and see the true soul within.”


He looked up at her as she leaned over him and looked down, and saw the gentle smile gracing her muzzle.  “You don’t ask for much, do you?” he accused, which made her laugh softly.


“I ask for nothing, Jason Karinne,” she replied with a slight smile.  “I suggest you go home and rest, and not devote yourself to this task.  Practice when you have the time, and with patience, you will find your way.”


“Alright.  Is this is something that all shaman do?”


“Only those who wish to understand truth.  Not all shaman are quite so curious, or can comprehend such things,” she replied easily, stepping back and allowing him to stand.  “This has nothing to do with the ten lessons.  This is an advanced teaching that only shaman long in their jaingi attempt, if they attempt it at all.”

“Then why are you tormenting me like this, shaman?” he nearly whined.  “I haven’t had my jaingi long at all!”


“Because you asked it of me, Jason Karinne,” she replied playfully.  “You should know not to ask a question when you are not ready for the answer.  The fault is yours, not mine.”


He snorted, which made her grin toothily at him.


“But I would not have explained it to you if I did not think you capable of it,” she added with a pat on his shoulder.  “I have told you many times, Jason Karinne, that you would be a fine shaman.  Your heart is strong, and the love within it illumines all around you.  And you have already mastered the other things I have taught you,” she reminded him.


“Maybe I should have asked you to teach me something cool, like that time you stuck your hand into the tree,” he grunted.


“That was not me.  That was the tree,” she confessed as they started back for the village.  “If the trees ever have something to give you, the next time, they may bid you to claim it yourself.”


“Are the oye trees real trees, shaman?” he asked impulsively.


“Of course they are, Jason Karinne,” she replied easily.  “But that does not mean that they have no sentience, no soul.  Even a tree can think.  Indeed, most trees are capable of far more than you realize, even those that are not oye.  In time, mayhaps you will learn to speak to them, or the bushes, or maybe even the grass, as you have learned to speak with the animals.”


“Seriously?  Talk to grass?”


“Grass is quite the entertaining conversationalist,” she said lightly.  “Always full of humor and tall tales.  Never believe a thing the grass tells you, but you will certainly enjoy what it says.”

“Maybe I could talk the grass in my lawn into not growing,” he mused jokingly.


“Grass is willful, Jason Karinne.  And in a strange way, it enjoys being groomed by the cutting machines, for it is vain and laps up the attention it receives when it is admired.”


He gave her a long look as they walked, her on all fours.  “Are you messing with me, shaman?”


“Some day, you may find out,” she teased, then laughed when he pushed her shoulder in annoyance.

“I wonder if that means that we’re committing murder when we cut down a tree.”


“Death is part of life, Jason Karinne, part of a natural cycle that has existed since this universe came into being,” she said simply.  “No being can live without bringing death to others.  It is a fundamental aspect of basic survival.  Even we Parri cause death in order to sustain ourselves in the foods we eat not provided by the oye, which is sadly unavoidable.  We even eat meat, if you do not recall, though not nearly in the quantities that you do.  But the key to a harmonious soul is to minimize the death one must visit upon others to survive and grow.”


“Huh,” he sounded, looking down at her, and then up into the night sky as the village came into view around a very low, gentle hill, one of the hills that formed the wide, flat, shallow valley in which the village was built.  “Something tells me there’s a much deeper lesson in that, shaman.”

“There is a lesson in everything, Jason Karinne, if you have the desire to learn what experience has to teach you,” she replied evenly.


“That’s the truth.”
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The Promenade, Shopping District, Karsa, Karis

This was the new normal, and it was becoming normal to him.


He’d adjusted to the idea of strangers being Generations a few takirs ago, while he was training KMS officers in how to use their new abilities, overhearing casual commune on the bases where he was working.  It had taken him and the other original Generations a while to get used to it, but they had…though they still had their private places on the network, places only the original Generations and Jyslin could access—who was now more or less considered an “original” Generation by the others.  As were Miyai, Sirri, Shya, Dahnai, and Kellin, for that matter, those who were changed before the virus.


But this was what Jason was still not entirely used to seeing, and that was tourists in Karsa.  He was walking along the Promenade, one of the upscale shopping areas not far from the White House, on the border between the relatively small Shopping District and the Merchant District, where most of the megacorps had their planetary headquarter offices.  Over the last hour, he had passed six Faey, a Shio, two Kirri, an Urumi, two Grimja, two Colonists, four Ruu, a Moridon, and three Sha’i-ree who were here visiting.  All of them were taking advantage of the vast array of goods sold on Karsa thanks to the Karinnes’ extensive trade network, which made Karsa one of the best destinations in the entire galaxy when it came to a vast variety of goods for sale.  He knew they were tourists because their interfaces identified them as such, both because they were moleculartronic and because their interfaces were broadcasting a visitor ID code on a gravband channel, part of Miaari’s security protocols.

There would be more visitors, because the Accords had expanded yet again.  The Colonists and the Ruu had joined the pact, each for their own reasons.  Magran believed in the ideal behind the Accords to protect the Generations and keep the peace in the galaxy, and the Ruu joined to further the cause of science, which was their driving goal in all things.  It did create a bit of an interesting dynamic, since the Ruu were complete pacifists and wouldn’t enter the military alliance, nor would they enter into trade agreements with anyone except the Karinnes.  The other members of the Accords were willing to let that slide, because the Ruu had promised to contribute to the Accords with their science, and in a way, the Ruu needed the Accords for further protection, because they were pacifists.  Dahnai and the others were willing to allow the Ruu to be very passive members of the Accords in some ways if only to protect them and their society from external threat.


Personally, Jason was rather glad that the Ruu had joined.  He wanted them to engage more with the outside world, see that it wasn’t only the Karinnes that were worthy of their trust.  They were missing out on a hell of a lot of trade and scientific advancement due to their isolationist policies.  And he very much liked the Ruu as a people, so he would be quite happy to see them visiting Karis.  The Ruu were one of the Karinnes’ closest allies, at least when it came to non-military matters.  Financially and scientifically, the Karinnes and the Ruu were heavily intertwined, because the Ruu saw the Karinnes as kindred spirits when it came to science, and the Karinnes were the Ruu’s only real connection to the rest of the galaxy when it came to acquiring trade goods and raw materials.  The Ruu did a hell of a lot of business with the Karinnes, using them as a middle man to get access to other markets.

Things were moving along much more smoothly than Jason expected, both within the Accords and in the galaxy in general.  The rules the summit set up were holding, and things were moving smoothly and without very many snags.  The rules were in place, the galaxy had more or less segregated itself between future Generations and those who didn’t want to be changed, and there was good will on both sides of that line.  Quite a few new trade deals had been made by empires that attended the summit, some in the course of the summit and some private side deals made by rulers who took advantage of the gathering, so trade was starting to really boom both for the House and for the galaxy in general.  It was getting so busy that new trade routes were being formed and there was a sudden massive demand for hyperspace catapults, as well as a major influx of new orders for hyperspace bridges within the Confederation.  Those orders were going to keep KHC swimming in credits for the next ten years; KHC, the Karinne Hyperspace Corporation, was the fairly new corporation formed by the House that dealt with commercial catapults and bridges.  It had taken over all catapult and bridge construction from KPC, which allowed them to focus purely on building Stargates and Nexus stations.

It was almost obscene, how much money the House was making now.  Between their usual trade products and the bionoid partnership, they were making tons, but now they were raking in credits on moleculartronic interface production, simsense games and viddies, and consultation services to help other empires upgrade their computer networks to merge-capable systems.  Kumi was almost sick of making money, but she sure wasn’t sick of looking at the account balances in their accounts.  But that money didn’t stay in their accounts for long, because their expenses had increased nearly as much as their revenue.  Most of that profit was being put back into the house through infrastructure improvements, fleet maintenance costs, and big increases to the budgets of several important divisions, primarily research and security.  Miaari’s budget had nearly been quintupled so she could deal with tourists on the planet, they’d nearly tripled their contribution to Kiaari’s budget—the Karinnes and Kimdori shared the costs of Kiaari’s gamekeeping operation in Terra—and the budgets of both 3D and MRDD had been more than doubled so they could continue their work to protect the house and biogenics from being stolen.  Every other research division budget had also been increased, but not by as much as 3D and MRDD.  And most importantly, the Academy’s budget had been quadrupled to pay for building the new Luna campus, building new satellite campuses on other planets (whose costs were split between the Academy and the empire that requested the campus), and some major upgrades and improvements to the Norfolk campus in the short term, and in the long term to increase their enrollment by nearly ten times over to accommodate even more students from empires that had up to now had not sent students to the Academy.


Since the Academy was now couched in galactic treaty as the galaxy’s utterly neutral center of higher learning, and open to all empires and species, they anticipated a massive increase in students.  Because of that, they were preparing for it with major expansion of the Academy system and building new infrastructure to handle the increased student load.  They were going to nearly triple the size of the Norfolk campus, making it stretch from nearly Williamsburg all the way to the coast and halfway up the Del Mar Peninsula, extending up into Maryland, and extend down into North Carolina to the south.  The Academy’s main campus would stretch across three states when the expansion was completed.  They were building everything, new academic buildings, new housing, new support infrastructure, and new things like bionoid storage and maintenance facilities for those attending via bionoid—they were expecting a massive surge of bionoid use now that people didn’t need a jack to use them.  Even that wasn’t going to be enough, however.  Jason and Kim had gotten together and decided to build three more major Academy campuses in the United States, putting one in each cardinal direction to spread them across America and give each one room to expand.  These four new campuses would be placed in San Antonio, Texas, Wichita, Kansas, San Francisco, California, and Minneapolis, Minnesota.  That put a major Academy campus on the four “sides” of America and one smack in the middle.  Each campus would be the size that the Norfolk campus would be when the expansion was over, and combined, the five campuses would be able to handle twenty million students.


And that wasn’t even a fraction of the number of new students they expected, which was why the second half of that plan was to build satellite campuses in the empires of those who intended to send a lot of students to the Academy.  Each empire was going to have an allowed quota of students they could send to the Academy in person, and the rest would take classes on a satellite campus or over Civnet.  They were going to do it much the way they did it with the Jirunji males, where the empire sending students developed a system to select which students they would send to the Academy in person, no doubt their best and brightest, where those who couldn’t attend in person would attend via satellite campus or over Civnet from their home empires.  There were going to be tens of thousands of new satellite campuses, offering on-site classes and classes via remote, which would serve as the hub for Academy activity over an empire’s version of Civnet.  The Jirunji had the best, most comprehensive system for that on their homeworld, to accommodate the males, so that would be the model for building on-planet satellite campuses and remote systems.  Sovial had already devoted some of her infrastructure experts that helped build the system to expand it galaxy-wide.

That was their plan for their new students, but there were even more plans in place for those who would be seeking graduate-level education.  They were going to build 37 new campuses elsewhere on the planet that would serve as specialist graduate schools, following the plan Jason had for turning the Luna campus into a dedicated school for engineering. These campuses would be post-grad facilities for those who had their certificate and were pursuing even higher education, much akin to Masters or Doctorate degrees in the old Terran college system.  New York City would host the Academy School of Business and Economics, for example.  They were building new campuses all over the world, at least four on every continent—including Antarctica—and they’d mostly be located in major cities like London, Moscow, Beijing, Tokyo, Cape Town, and Sydney.  Even the Antarctica campuses would be built in population centers, since Antarctica had held a considerable population of cold-loving species since Terra opened up to immigration for Confederation species.


There were six major cities on Antarctica, populated by species like the Jobodi, Ubutu, Birkons, Sevandi, and the Kriv, and four of them would host a campus devoted mainly to a science that would benefit from being on Antarctica.  The oceanography, astronomy, criology (a specialist physics discipline that studied the effects of extreme cold on matter), and paleo-climatology graduate campuses would be on Antarctica.  The Birkon city was domed so they could live there comfortably without having to rely on breathers, but unfortunately, that fact removed it from consideration for a campus..

The Academy was spreading all across Terra, which was becoming synonymous with the Academy that it hosted.

And in a sign of the times, Ayuma had returned to Terra to oversee the expansion, reorganize the administrative structure to include the new campuses, and return to the life she led before Jason recalled her to Karis.  She was back in her house, back among her friends on Terra, and she was overjoyed to be back at what she considered to be her home.  She had never really liked working using her bionoid all that much. 


The department budget increases included pay raises for the workers in those departments.   A 3D scientist or machinist was now pulling down C1,00,000 a year minimum…and they were worth every bloody fucking credit.  Tim and the entire top-tier analyst team had their salaries increased by 50% by Miaari, a fact that annoyed Tim just a little bit that he was now earning less than Mike and Luke.


But that was just adolescent semantics.  Tim and Symone had around C23,000,000 in the bank because of their salaries and the dividend stipend they earned as a Duke and Duchess in the House of Karinne, which paid them a percentage of all House profits.  And over the last five years, those dividends had been massive.  Combined with Symone’s stipend, they were making nearly C1,500,000 a year, tax free.  The stipend was paid out to all nobles of Baron rank or higher aged 25 or older the day after New Year’s Day, on the first day of the new calendar year, so it had been distributed at the beginning of this month.  However, the dividend was weighted so higher noble ranks received a larger percentage of the dividend profit.  For the lower noble ranks like Barons and Sakaras, the dividend stipend was a very nice annual bonus, for the middle ranks like the Javiras and the Vikiras the stipend was a considerable part of their annual income, but for the top two ranks of Counts and Dukes, it was a pretty hefty sum given how much money the House had been making the last five years or so.  Given there were only 441 people with Count or higher rank in the House, though, they didn’t leech too much of the dividend pool from the lower ranks.  Last year, a Baron in the house earned C83,285 from the stipend, a Count earned C390,122, and a Duke earned C733,200.


By restricting it to Baron and above, it created incentive for the large number of Zarinas and Harinas in the house to work their butts off and perform admirably enough to get Jason’s attention and receive a rank promotion.


Most of the Counts and Countesses in the house were the original Generations, members of his cabinet, the squad girls, and KMS officers of flag rank, General or Admiral.  The only Duchess that didn’t live on the strip was Ayuma.  Jyslin, Tim, Symone, Songa, Meya, Myra, Kumi, Myleena, and Rahne all held the Duke or Duchess title.  All of Jason’s children also held the Duke or Duchess title, including Aria, since all of them were technically in line for the house throne, but their dividend payment would be reduced by virtue of the fact that they got those titles by birth, not by hard work.  Rann held the unique title Duke Heir Apparent, but since he wasn’t an adult he couldn’t receive the dividend.  And Jason had set it up that Rann wouldn’t receive a stipend anyway.  The Grand Duke didn’t need the stipend, since he had access to the House’s infrastructure and treasury, and it was best for Rann to get used to not having it before he succeeded Jason.

The Margrave rank also received the stipend, but Jason had never bestowed that rank on anyone before because it was a special case.  In the Imperium, a Margrave was a rank roughly equal to a Count but had duties that put them outside the usual noble hierarchy.  It was a title awarded to very shady individuals, like spies, criminals, and freebooters associated with that House.  Technically it was a noble rank that held no lands or assets and only answered to the Grand Duchess of the house, existing outside the usual chain of command.


Needless to say, there were a lot of Margraves in House Trefani.

To be technical about it, Jason was the poorest resident of the strip.  He didn’t take the stipend and he didn’t take his salary for working at 3D.  He made only the salary that came with the position of Grand Duke, which was C200,000 a year.  But, since he was the Grand Duke, he had access to the entire treasury if he really wanted it.  He kept his feet on the ground by making much less money that he considered his and not the House’s.  Jyslin was the one that got the profits from the Paladins, and she also received her 3D salary, so she was much richer than he was.  It was why it took him months to save up for his new skimmer, because he paid for that out of his salary as the Grand Duke and didn’t just have them build it for him as he did with his mecha.  And the fact that he had to save for that skimmer made him appreciate it that much more, because he felt he earned it.

Not that their money wasn’t shared between them, but Jason kept a very firm line in his mind about money, to keep from turning into a rich snob.


It said a lot about the strip residents that all of them were multi-millionaires—multi-billionaire in Kumi’s case, and Myleena, well, Myleena was the richest woman in both the House and the Imperium by a country mile with a net worth that made some galactic rulers jealous—yet all of them lived in very modest houses given their wealth and they all worked…though when it came to work, they had little choice in the matter.  By law, every noble in the House of Karinne had to have a real job, and wasn’t allowed to retire until the age of 55 or after 30 years of service to the house, whichever came first.  Nobles could own their own businesses, but those had to be on the side, they were still required to work a job unless they got an exemption from Jason that he gave out when he felt that the noble’s business was of direct benefit to the house, and the noble was actually working and not just playing golf all day as she had her workers do everything.  But what made it different was that they worked willingly, and they worked hard.  Every single one of them worked an official job except Maya, but she worked her ass off caring for the kids while their mothers were working, which earned her a work exemption from Jason.  And not everyone worked a glamorous job.  Symone, Min, Sheleese, Lyn, Bryn, Ilia, and Zora were active duty KMS, doing a variety of jobs from administration to navigation.  Ilia was a reservist in the KMS and worked a day job for KPM, much like Jenn.  They worked those jobs despite being rich and they didn’t complain about it because they understood that in the House of Karinne, everyone pulled their weight.  It didn’t matter how much money you had or how high your rank was, if you held a noble title in the House, you worked hard to improve the House and the lives of its people.  There was no such thing as an idle noble in the House of Karinne.  If you had a title, you worked, and you worked your ass off.


That was a fact that everyone in the House knew, and many joked that it was a much easier life being a commoner than being a noble.  It was also why the commoners of the House had such respect for the nobles, because they knew just how hard they worked to provide the citizens of the House with a high quality of life.


 So, with everything going on, it was a little strange to be among tourists in a city that had always been closed to the outside.  Jason wasn’t in armor, but he did have his usual retinue of Dera, Shen, Suri, and Ryn with him as he shopped the stores of the Promenade looking for good birthday presents for Meya and Myra.  The twins were turning 50 tomorrow, and he wanted to find something really nice for them…though in human years, that was more like 30 than 50.  It was easy to forget that Meya and Myra were older than the strip girls, who were mostly around 41 or so.  They’d been out of conscription and had been Kumi’s bodyguards for years when Jason met them. Myri was the oldest of the original squad and the oldest strip resident at 52, because she’d been a career Marine before Jason met her.  Myri wasn’t even considered middle aged yet, though she was starting to get close to that line.

He checked out several stores and shops, and eventually found a nice pair of outfits that would do as a present for the twins, and he experienced the new normal here on Karis.  The sudden silence had been rectified with a policy that had taken hold over the last month; they’d suggested that you talk to strangers when possible, when you shared a common language, always speak when in the presence of children, send to neighbors and strangers with whom you didn’t share a common language, and commune with friends and family.  New telepaths did need to practice standard telepathy, and those who had been telepaths before still needed to use it so they didn’t get rusty.  So, Songa and her psiology department had come up with the new system so everyone got the practice they needed, kids heard spoken language so it further developed their language skills and vocabulary—and calmed them down quite a bit, the sudden silence on the planet had been very disconcerting for them—and it established some protocol on when someone should use what mode of communication.  Since commune was much more intimate, and Jason and the other original Generations didn’t entirely like the idea of communing with strangers, they’d convinced Songa to set the policy.

If Songa did it, it would stick.  The non-Faey members of the House were starting to develop the same attitude towards the Medical Service that the Faey had.


So, Jason heard quite a bit of talking as he moved in and out of shops, returning things to something approaching normalcy since the pandemic began, but that wouldn’t last long.  Jason was expecting sending to become as prevalent as speech once the guidelines were relaxed, following the standards of Faey culture and society.  How much a Faey spoke or sent was personal preference, but it was considered acceptable to send to strangers in Faey society, and those Faey would change the culture of the new telepaths outside the guidelines Songa set.  But Jason was certain that enough spoken word would be used to keep things from getting eerie and give children the chance to hear and learn.


That didn’t change how Jason talked to the guards, though.  [This is nice,] Dera noted, communing privately with Jason and the other guards as she held up a stylish Faey fashion shirt, which only had one sleeve.  It looked to be made of silk, and had ties on the left side that ran down the front of the shirt, almost like a Chinese tunic.  The ties were just cosmetic, however.  [It’s definitely something Myra would wear.]


[It is,] Jason agreed as Dera held it up against her armored chest so he could get a look at it.  Shen was appraising some pants on mannequins on the other end of the aisle, as Ryn and Suri kept an eye on things.  [I think that might be our horse, Dera. Now we just need to find something for Meya.]


[Meya prefers much less covering clothes,] Shen supplied.  [Sometimes I’m surprised that twins have such different taste in clothes.]


[Meya and Myra only look alike, Shen.  They’re very different people once you get past the identical faces.]


[I know.  It’s a little unusual for twins that still live together, though.]


[They’re best friends on top of being sisters, that’s why,] Jason answered.  [Besides, they don’t want to leave the strip and now there’s no room for them to build completely separate houses.]


[You’ve been in their house, Shen,] Dera added.  [Each of them have their own wing, they only share the common areas like the living room and kitchen.  I’d bet they don’t spend nearly as much time together as you think.]


[Well, they do spend time together, just not all of it,] Jason noted. [Their taste in clothes is different, but they share a lot of the same hobbies and they like the same viddy shows.  Jenn has thrown a bit of a wrench into that since he married Meya, but they still hang out quite a bit.]

[I think tormenting Kumi is their favorite hobby,] Dera communed impishly.


Jason had to laugh aloud.  [No doubt,] he agreed.  [You’d think that after nearly fifteen years the war between those three would have cooled down by now.]


[It would have if you wouldn’t keep stoking the fire, Jason,] Shen accused with a sly smile.


[Their shenanigans amuse me, and it’s one of my favorite hobbies to watch them claw at one another,] he replied shamelessly.  [Besides, all three of them need it.  It keeps them grounded.]


[So says someone with a vested interest in it continuing,] Dera observed.


[It’s also more self-preservation.  The twins are genetically incapable of being anything but rampant trolls.  Keeping their attention affixed firmly on Kumi saves the rest of us from them.]

Both of them gave voiceless, wheezing laughs.  [True enough,] Dera agreed.


[Jason, I need to talk to you,] Dahnai called over the biogenic network.  She’d done so from Dracora, and it revealed some of the expansion that had gone on over the last couple of months.  They’d talked Jason into putting the biogenic nodes back at the capitol systems of the Accords members, but in the case of the Imperium, Jason had been installing something of a barebones biogenic network in and around Dracora…and only Dracora.  He was doing the same in the capitol city of each of his Accords allies, building a small, dedicated, and well-protected biogenic network within the capitol city to increase government efficiency and provide a bit of a perk for Accords members.  Those remote networks could connect to the Karis network, with security levels that only allowed certain individuals to do so.  Myleena and Siyhaa had built the networks, and Siyhaa’s Moridon worked with Cyvanne to ride jockey over the system security, which made it virtually impregnable.  It gave Cyvanne another item on her task list to keep her busy, since she was the least-burdened CBIM on Karis.  To be honest, she was usually begging for projects to keep her occupied, so letting her manage security with the remote networks gave her something to do.


He could understand.  She didn’t have very many duties at all as the emergency response CBIM, and it could be terribly boring to just sit around and wait for something to happen.  It was probably why she was so invested in Citadel Online.


[About what?] he answered.


[Zaa is about ready to go after the Medical Service, so we need to talk about it.]

[Alright.  Why don’t you come to the summer palace?  We can discuss it there.  I’ll get Zaa to come over so we can do it in person.]


[Zaa already arranged that.  I’m packing up and preparing to come over right now.  I’m gonna spend a few days there to rest after all the chaos of the last few months,] she declared, her thought exhausted and frazzled.  [Now that we have all the training schedules worked out and I’ve got my people out there doing their jobs, I think I can afford to take a few days to rest.]

That was true enough.  The CBIMs had done a fantastic job creating massive and complex training plans through the Academy, and the Faey in the Imperium had really stepped up to carry it out.  There were nearly two billion Faey in other empires right now, training new Generations in the basics of telepathy and commune while they took remote Academy courses in the basics of telekinesis and splitting.  The training regimen that Songa, Ayuma, and the CBIMs had worked up was simple yet comprehensive, allowing Faey with little to no experience in teaching to become effective instructors, for they were following a very detailed training regimen that allowed new Generations that had just expressed to quickly learn the bare necessities; closing their minds and the basics of sending, then the basics of commune once they gained sufficient competence with conventional telepathy. Thanks to them, every ruler of the empires that had opted in were quite satisfied with the progress, and the other members of the Accords, whose populations had transitioned so quickly, were seeing real results and a major decrease in telepathy-involved incidents like schisms. There was an uptick in telepathy-based crimes, however, as new Generations that quickly grasped telepathy were using it against their neighbors for theft and settling old grudges, but Dahnai was helping with that too.

On every planet in Accords-allied empires, there was a new office of law enforcement staffed by the Imperial Marines, who were working with the local governments to investigate telepathy-based crimes and capture the perpetrators…and there was no organization better suited for it than the Marines.  When a new telepath abused his fledgling power against those who had yet to express or had less skill, the Marines sallied forth and hunted down the offender, using methods that the Marines had established thousands of years ago and using skills developed over the 28,000 years of the Faey race’s recorded history.  The Imperial Marines were some of the most powerful and best trained telepaths in the galaxy, and since they were all Generations who had been trained by the original Generations, and had more than enough experience using their new abilities, they were more than capable of keeping the peace on planets that were dealing with a sudden influx and boom of telepathic individuals.

They weren’t just hunting down criminals, either.  The Marines were training their allies in some of their techniques for solving telepathy-based crimes and methods of capturing telepathic individuals with minimal risk to the investigators, teaching other members of the Accords how to do the job themselves.  As they trained up local replacements, the Marines would slowly phase out of the office, until they left behind a competent unit dedicated to dealing with telepathic crimes and criminals.

Every ruler in the Accords had been impressed by the Imperial Marines before, but now they were virtually in awe of them…a fact that made Dahnai almost insufferable.


[Alright then, I’ll arrange to have the kids come over to the summer palace after school, and send over the twins and the girls.]


[Sure, I’m bringing the girls and Kaen, and I’m sure they’d love to see each other.]  That was true enough.  Bethany and Siyae had established a strong friendship with Raisha and Miyai, since they weren’t very far apart in ages.  It just continued the trend of Dahnai’s children and Jason’s children being all but inseparable, like Aria and Sirri.


Jason finished his shopping and headed over to the island holding Dahnai’s summer palace, beating her there by about an hour.  Zaa arrived just after he did, so they sat on the pool deck and discussed the Medical Service as they waited for her, during which time the place populated with kids from the strip, Saelle and Evin bringing Dahnai’s girls and Kaen, and Merra brought some food from the restaurant after Dahnai called her and asked her to cater the palace for the evening.  Dahnai loved the food from Seido and Merra’s restaurant, and she never passed up the chance to partake of it when she was on Karis.


Dahnai arrived almost right after Aria and Sirri, Sirri having already been on Karis for the last couple of days doing some official work with the KMS. She’d been offered the chance to test a prototype of the Karinne version of the Warclaw mecha, and she jumped all over it.  She was doing the test trials with the KBB, so it was her chance to learn some tricks from Kyva herself.


Sirri was definitely born into the wrong family.  She should have been Kyva’s daughter instead of Dahnai’s, Sirri was born to be a rigger.


Not many girls Sirri’s age could claim that they had a garage holding ten different fully armed and operational mecha, and even fewer still could pilot all of them. And once she mastered a Warclaw, she’d add another one to the stable.


[Hey Sirri, how was testing today?] Jason asked.


[Hey Uncle Jason, it went pretty well.  Had a breakdown in my arm, but the techs got it fixed fast enough for me not to miss out on the next sortie.]


[Operational or design?]


[Op,] she replied.  [The servo had a microfracture in its main spar that got past QA.  Techs had it replaced in like ten minutes.]  “Hello Denmother, I didn’t know you were here,” she said aloud as she approached the table with Aria.


“Hello Sirri,” she smiled, reaching up and putting her hand on the Imperial Princess’ neck.  “I’m here to speak with your mother about a few things.  How have you been?”


“Great now that the quarantine restrictions are removed for both Draconis and Karis,” she laughed.  “I’m getting back to some semblance of my normal life, and I’m enjoying it.”


“That’s one of the things I’m here to talk to your mother about,” Zaa smiled.  “Aria,” she greeted as the Dreamer reached the table, putting her hand on her neck.


“Denmother,” she said lovingly.  Aria adored Zaa.  “How are the cubs?  Did you bring them?”


“They’re with Denfather right now, receiving instruction,” she replied.  “I’m afraid I’m here on business, and the cubs are too much of a distraction for me.”


“Aww, you have to bring them next time.”


“I’ll bring them tomorrow to visit the strip,” she promised.


“Awesome!  Is that raka roast I smell?” she asked hopefully.


“Merra brought some dishes from the restaurant for Dahnai,” Jason told her.


“Oh hell yes!  Let’s get to it before Dahnai does, cousin!” Aria said to Sirri.


“I’m all for that!  I love their food!” she agreed, and the two of them rushed towards the open doorway leading into the manor.


“So easily distracted,” Zaa noted to Jason, which made him chuckle.


“They’re young,” he replied mildly.


Jason, Zaa, and Dahnai retired to her office after she got settled in, and she showed off her newest skill, Kimdori, when Zaa brought up the security protocols.  Her Kimdori had installed Kimdori protocols in Dahnai’s office, and she had to be implanted with the Kimdori language so they could use it.  “We’ve waited long enough,” Zaa began after she sat back down, sitting beside Jason with the two of them facing Dahnai’s desk.  “The plan has settled things down within the Imperium enough to move against the Medical Service.”


“No doubt you have a plan for that, Denmother?” Dahnai asked.


She nodded.  “My children have studied the issue, and it is their suggestion that we do this quietly,” she said, touching her memory band.  That caused a holo to appear over Dahnai’s desk, which was nothing but a list of names.  “Right now, there is a critical need for the populace of the Imperium to fully trust the Medical Service,” she began.  “Due to the fact that we may need them if a new retrovirus appears that may be dangerous to the population.  Because of that, it’s my recommendation that we take down Ward Six and everyone that was involved in it quietly, under the table.  The populace need not know what they have done, that the Generation retrovirus was a product of the Medical Service.  We arrest all the scientists and workers within Ward Six, we remove from post all executives within the Medical Service that had knowledge of the project.  Once we have them all in custody, it is my suggestion that we completely remove all knowledge of Ward Six and the retrovirus from all of them.  The last thing we need is for another empire to find out who made that virus and then try to abduct the scientists.”


“How do we do that?” Jason asked.


“I know how we do that,” Dahnai said grimly.  “Denmother is suggesting we use talent to alter the memories of everyone involved with the project, purge it out of them so they can never use that knowledge again.”


“Exactly so,” Zaa nodded.  “There are any number of mindbenders in your employ capable of it.”


“No, not mindbenders,” she said.  “After what the IBI did with the cloning, I don’t want their mindbenders to have that kind of knowledge.  Because they’re all jacked, they can dump the memories they purge from the Medical Service scientists into the IBI’s mainframe.”

“That’s true,” Jason realized with a nod.


“For something like this, the only Faey we can trust to do it are the Imperial Guard,” Dahnai declared.  “Many of them have training far beyond even the mindbenders.  I can call up my telepathic specialists like Ryn and have them do the job, and it guarantees that the knowledge of how to build that virus never gets out again.”  Ryn, come to my office, and wait outside until we call you in.  We’ll need your input on something, she called across the compound.


I’ll be there in a moment, your Majesty, Ryn replied.


“I called Ryn to the office, Denmother,” Dahnai warned.  “Right now, she’s the only specialist on the island, so we may need to consult with her.”


“I was about to ask you to do so,” Zaa told her with a nod.  “Because I believe you are right, cousin.  In this, the only ones we can trust are the Imperial Guard.  The Kimdori respect their discipline.  They know how to keep a secret.”


“I’d have to agree,” Jason injected.  “The Imperial Guard are the only ones we can really trust with that kind of information.  And since they can transfer that information to a computer, I think we should have them download it into one of the CBIMs for preservation and study.  If the virus ever turns malignant, we may need the Medical Service data to come up with a vaccine.”


“We give it to the Karinne Medical Service, and they bury it so the Imperium Medical Service never gets their hands on it,” Dahnai declared.  “They already have some studies about it from when I was transitioned.  I think we can trust them with that data.”


“That’ll be easy if a CBIM is involved,” Jason said.  “I can have one of them store it in their core memory, and nobody is getting it unless we allow them to have it.  I think I’ll have Cyvanne do it,” he mused.  “She works more with the Medical Service than any other CBIM because they’re involved in her FERA planning.  You’ll have to grant Cyvanne access to the office, Dahnai.  She can’t manifest a hologram in here with your security protocols up.”


“Well, I’m glad you take my security seriously,” she said lightly.  “Done.  Cyvanne, can you join us please?” she called aloud.  In response, a hologram wavered into existence beside Dahnai’s desk.


“What do you need, Dahnai?” she asked.


“What we’re about to say doesn’t leave this office, Cyvanne,” Zaa told her.  “I debate keeping it secret even from the other CBIMs, but that may not be possible since you cross-archive your data.”


“They may know what data I archive, but not its contents,” she answered.


“Yeah, each CBIM has a personal archive datastore for personal information,” Jason said.  “The other CBIMs can’t access that archive.  It allows each CBIM to keep private and personal information to themselves.  Remember, Denmother, the CBIMs may be computers, but they’re still people, and people have a right to privacy.”


“Then that is what we should do,” she said.  “Since this is information we never intend to let out unless there is a need, then only one CBIM need keep it archived.”


“Two, actually.  Cyvanne and Cybi,” Jason amended.  “That way we have a backup if one of them has a problem.  Cyvanne needs to hold it because she’s the emergency response CBIM, and Cybi should also carry a backup because she’s Cybi.”


Zaa was quiet a moment. “Agreed.  Dahnai, if you would please.”


Seconds later, Cybi also manifested a hologram in the room.  “What did you need of me, Dahnai?”

“The two of you are going to archive some very, very sensitive data,” Jason explained.  “We’re about to go after the Medical Service, and all the information we pull from their systems about the virus is going into your archive memory.  And only you two.  The other CBIMs don’t need to archive this data.  Once you archive those data, it’s going to stay there, locked away from everyone, unless there’s a need for you to release it.”


“I understand,” Cybi said as Cyvanne nodded in agreement.

“Getting the information out of the Medical Service mainframe should not be overly difficult,” Zaa said.  “My children already have their claws deep into their mainframe, so they know where the data is.  We know for a fact the data only exist in a cold storage mainframe within Ward Six.  We only need ensure that they have no archived backup data stored elsewhere when we go in.”

“The two of you are going to be working with Ryn and the other telepathic specialists in the Imperial Guard,” Jason further explained, and as if summoned by magic, Ryn entered the room.  “The only ones we can trust to pull that information out of the scientists are the Imperial Guard.  They’ll extract it from the scientists, purge it from them, then upload it directly to you two.  You’ll then add that information to the data the Kimdori pull from that mainframe and then encrypt and archive it,” he told them.  “You only reveal it if there’s a substantial need, like, say, the retrovirus mutates into something deadly and the Medical Service needs that data to try to create a vaccine.”

“We can do that, Jason,” Cyvanne assured them.


[I think I know why I’m here, then,] Ryn noted, communing once she saw that Zaa was wearing a memory band.


“Yes, Ryn,” Zaa confirmed.  “The only ones with the skill to perform the task that we can trust with that kind of information is the Imperial Guard.  You and your sisters with skills on par with yours will extract the information from the scientists that created the virus, purge it from their memory to ensure such work is never done again, then upload their memories to the CBIMs for archival.”


[We can do that, Denmother, if the Empress concurs.]

“I do, Ryn,” Dahnai declared.  “We don’t let that information out, and it’ll be safest stored in a CBIM’s memory.”


[Then we are at your service, Denmother,] Ryn stated.  [Might I know more about this operation?]

“We’re about to plan it right now, and your input will be invaluable,” Zaa told her.


[With your indulgence, I think Captain Aya should also be present.  I have no doubt that the Imperial Guard will be the ones invading the Medical Service to arrest the scientists and secure the mainframe holding their research.]

“She’s right,” Jason agreed.  “We have to keep this quiet, and if we send in the Imperial Marines, rumor of the operation will get out.  The Imperial Guard, on the other hand, isn’t about to gossip about this.”

“Yeah.  But we can’t send Aya or the Karis detachment, outside of Ryn.  That may give the appearance that the Karinnes had something to do with this.  Aya can help us plan it, but I’ll have main Imperial Guard in the palace execute the plan.  The only guard dispatched to Karis that will be part of the operation will be Ryn, for obvious reasons.  She’s one of my guards with the training and skills to do the job.”


Ryn nodded graciously at the complement.


When Aya arrived, they got down to business, and that business didn’t take very long.  Since the operation would be small and had a very narrow objective within the Medical Service HQ, as well as the fact that Ward Six’s fearsome security could be used against those inside to trap them within when they moved, that part of the operation wasn’t hard to plan at all.  Since secrecy was mandatory for the mission, Aya decided that they had to move at night, and go after the scientists and doctors involved with Ward Six, which Zaa’s Kimdori had already identified, at night.  They would arrest them at their homes, and at the same time, a Guard strike team would hit Ward Six, to prevent anyone they arrested at home from warning the annex what was going on.  The arrest teams would go after everyone in Ward Six, but would also arrest Banlia and the upper management organization of the Medical Service to interrogate them.

But to maintain absolute secrecy, everyone arrested and interrogated would have the memory of it purged.  They wouldn’t even remember that they’d been arrested, that was how complete Zaa’s plan was to excise Ward Six and what it did from Faey memory and history.  If it was done right, nobody except the Imperial Guard, the Karinne Medical Service, and the rulers involved would ever know what the Medical Service did or what happened afterward.  Anyone with knowledge of Ward Six would be purged of it, while the others would be released.  To cover the slightly obvious issue that there was a high-security ward within the annex, those who worked in Ward Six would have absolutely no memory of it, but the executives in the Medical Service would be inserted with false memories that Ward Six was a somewhat new area of the annex set up for top secret research, but had yet to be used.


The team hitting the annex would arrest everyone within Ward Six, and then they would capture the cold storage mainframe holding all the information about the virus.  Once the mainframe’s memory was copied and purged, the mainframe itself would have all its storage drives replaced with an alternative set of data that would make it look like Ward Six had just been set up.  The annex mainframe would also be altered so its archives stated that Ward Six had been set up as a top-secret research division within the Medical Service just a few months ago, but had yet to be given a research project to pursue.


To create that kind of layered, detailed, intricate false memory, it would take the most skilled telepaths in the Imperium to pull off…and those telepaths could be found in the Imperial Guard.


In all, Jason felt that Zaa’s idea and Dahnai’s embellishment of it was absolute genius, and it also showed just how incredibly powerful telepathy could be.  If they did it right, not a single soul in the Medical Service would ever know what happened in Ward Six, and the ward itself would appear to be nothing more than a relatively newly created. security ward within the annex that had yet to be used for anything serious.  Nobody that had worked there or had knowledge of what was done there would remember any of it, those memories replaced with false ones implanted by the best telepaths in the business, whose work would be so subtle and so masterful that not even a highly experienced psiologist or psychic surgeon would be able to detect the fact that the patient’s memories had been altered.

Once the plan was fully fleshed out and finalized, Jason prevented them from acting on it, at least for a bit.  “We need to get everything ready, but there’s one more thing we have to do before we move,” Jason said when they agreed on the plan.


“What is that, babes?” Dahnai asked.


“We get confirmation that this plan won’t cause any additional problems.”


“Aria,” Zaa blurted.


Jason nodded.  “We see if our decision here today alters Aria’s dream.  If it does, then we know what the omen was warning us about.  If it doesn’t…then I think we were wrong that her dream was about the Medical Service, and we’d better start looking around to see what it might be.”

“That’s a good idea,” Dahnai agreed.  “How long will we have to wait?”

“I’m honestly not sure,” he replied.  “She doesn’t have the dream every night anymore, so really all we can do is sit on this until Aria has the dream again.  It may be tonight, it may be in a takir, it may be in a month.”


[That will give us time to get everything ready,] Aya told them.  [For an operation like this, I think whoever the Colonel puts in charge of it would like time to drill so we’re ready when the time comes.]

[I know I’d like a couple of days to prepare,] Ryn agreed.  [What we’ll have to do is extremely delicate.  I think I’d like a couple of days to practice a few techniques I haven’t used in a long, long time.]

“We’re not moving until the Guard is ready,” Dahnai said.  “So when you talk to the Colonel, Aya, tell her that we move when both Aria has the dream and when the Guard is ready, and not a moment before.”


She nodded.  [I’ll need to return to Draconis for this.  This kind of information has to be relayed personally.]

“Agreed,” Zaa said.  “If no one has anything additional to add, then I would suggest you leave immediately, Captain.”


“I can’t think of anything else,” Cyvanne said.  “I think we’re good to go.”


“I agree with that,” Cybi nodded.


“Alright then.  Aya, go get it done,” Dahnai ordered.  “Ryn, go with her, you’ll need to be there with the other specialists so you can prepare for the operation.”


The two women stood up, bowed to Dahnai, and hurried out of the room.

“And now we wait,” Dahnai said with a grunt.  “After the last few months, I’ve developed a hatred of waiting.  It just means more bad news has time to pile up on you before what you’re waiting for happens.”


“I know that feeling,” Jason had to agree darkly.  “But I think we can spend some of that time waiting spending time with the family rather than sitting up here worrying about it.”


“Too right,” Dahnai agreed.  “I’m hungry again, I hope Merra has some food left over.”


There was nothing more for them to discuss, so they returned to the pool deck, Dahnai’s favorite place in the summer palace, and joined their families.  There was indeed a little food left from the restaurant, which Jason enjoyed as he sat with Aria and told her about their decision without going into specifics.  [We’re not moving until you have the dream, so we can see if our decision has changed it,] he told her.  [So I want you to keep an eye on your dreams tonight.  If we’re lucky, you’ll have the dream again.]


[I haven’t had it in over a month, Dad.]


[I know, but I’m hoping that this decision changed something and incites you to have the dream again,] he replied.  [Have you had any new dreams?]


[Just one, but I don’t remember much from it,] she answered.  [I’m not even sure it was a dream dream.  I have fewer and fewer of them anymore.  And in a way, I’m glad.  Sometimes I feel like the entire world is on my shoulders because I can dream.]


[Believe me, my little treasure, I know exactly how that feels,] he told her with a smile, putting a hand on her shoulder.


Sirri crashed into Aria from behind, leaning down over the shoulder of her sitting friend and draping her arms over her shoulders.  [Too much sitting around, not enough doing stuff, Ari!] she complained with a grin.  [Wanna go to Sarga tonight and party in a few clubs?  It’s only midday over there, we have more than enough time to get there before things start to get fun.]


[Go ahead,] Jason told her.  [You know she’s not going to let you not go.]

Sirri laughed and gave him a wicked little smile.  [She knows what happens when she says no to me.]


[I still can’t believe you did that!] Aria flared.  Last takir, Sirri more or less kidnapped Aria using her Valkyrie, including carrying her away from the strip in her mecha’s hand.  Sirri wanted to go to a planetary bachi match over on Kirga, but Aria didn’t want to go so she could study for a test at school…so Sirri made sure that Aria didn’t really have much of a choice.

[It got you there, didn’t it?] she replied shamelessly.  [Now let’s go up to my room and get dressed!]

Jason had to smile as he watched Sirri drag Aria out of her chair and towards the house.  Sirri was certainly going to be the most unusual Empress to ever sit on the throne, because she was very much not being raised in the Imperial tradition.  Well, she had, but the freedom she enjoyed on Karis made her much more like a normal teenage girl—in Faey society—than if she spent all her time in the palace the way about every other Empress before her for the last thousand years did.  That, on top of the fact that Sirri was going to be the first Empress in millennia that was a bona fide warrior.  Sirri was going to be a combat rated rigger until the day she was coroneted, and would probably continue to lead her company in the Imperial Marines from the throne.  But Jason felt that was a good thing.  Sirri getting the chance to experience some normal life would be good for her when she took over the throne from her mother.

[What are you smiling about, love?] Jyslin asked as she sat down beside him.


[Just amused at the impetuousness of youth,] he answered, his eyes on the two girls as they disappeared into the house.


[Sirri dragging Aria off an another adventure?]


[Yup.  I’m sure they’ll drag themselves back home at sunrise tomorrow, and no doubt I’ll get several reports from local constables over some shenanigans they got into overnight.]


[That’s what girls do,] Jyslin grinned.  [If they weren’t a bit wild, they’d be no daughters of ours.]

[My other daughters better not think they’re getting away with half the stuff Aria does,] he warned.  [I can blame all that on Sirri.  My other girls better know better.]


[Listen to you,] she teased with an audible laugh.  [All you have to do is say no, you know.]


[And get Dahnai breathing fire?  No thanks.  I’m more or less stuck with it,] he lamented.


[Love, you’re gonna be in for a bit of a shock when Sora, Kyri, and Danelle get a little older,] she winked.  [When they’re heavy into puberty, all those behavioral traits you pretend to hate about Faey women are gonna assert themselves.]


[I have Red Horn coming tomorrow to install new prison cells on the strip.  I’ll keep them in line, even if I have to lock them up,] he declared, which made her laugh brightly.


[I’m gonna enjoy watching you get all flustered,] she grinned maliciously.


[One of those cells is yours.  I know you encourage them to act like that.]


[Good luck with that,] was all she communed in reply, her thought amused.
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It was time.


Jason settled behind his desk, Chichi jumping up into his lap and demanding ear skritches as a hologram of Zaa appeared in front of his desk.  Last night, after five days, Aria had finally had the dream again, and much to his relief and delight, the dream had changed.  It had reverted back to what it had been, with Dahnai not getting knocked out of the sky, and that told him that they had made the proper choice.


That was what they’d been waiting for.  The Guard was ready for the operation, and Zaa had all her people in place and ready to assist in the invasion of the annex.  They’d only been waiting for Aria to have the dream, and they’d had to wait for three days after the Guard informed Dahnai they were ready.


Sirri could have been the reason she hadn’t, because she’d kept Aria so busy the last five days that the poor girl could barely sit down.  Every day, after Aria finished school and Sirri finished her work with the Warclaw development team, she was dragging Aria off somewhere, both on the planet and off of it, taking advantage of the free passage rules of Accords nations to go do some anonymous sight-seeing in other empires.  They’d spent most of yesterday on Exeven, learning more about the Colonists and taking in their incredible architecture and their many statues and monuments.  The Colonists had a statue, monument, or marker for every significant event in their history, and given they had records going back 47,000 years, there were a lot of events in their history.  The day before that, they’d been on Grimjar, and there they got into more than a little trouble because they both came home drunk.  There were no minimum drinking age laws on Grimjar, and the two of them had abused that little loophole to try out some of the kinds of beverages they couldn’t get at home.  Not even Sirri could, and she was the Crown Princess.  The Imperial Guard, who quietly shadowed Sirri’s every move from a discreet distance so she could have fun without someone looking over her shoulder, hadn’t intervened, which made both Jason and Dahnai a little put out. But then again, it fit in with their mentality of only saving their charges from trouble they themselves didn’t create.  So, the two of them came home absolutely smashed, having to have the autopilot in Aria’s skimmer get them home.  And that little adventure had convinced them to go somewhere much more tame yesterday when Aria’s school was out for the day, mainly because both of them were still a tiny bit hung over.

But, they’d gotten what they’d been waiting for, so Jason had sent text messages to Zaa and Dahnai to warn them before coming to work.  That was why Zaa’s hologram was waiting for him when he got to the office.  Dahnai’s image winked on beside hers, an image of her in  her home office over at the Summer Palace.  She was scheduled to be there for three more days, then would return to Draconis.  “What word, cousin?” Zaa asked.


“Aria’s dream changed,” he announced.  “It reverted back to the original version.”


“Then we are doing the right thing,” Zaa declared, to which Dahnai nodded.  “Dahnai, it’s up to your Imperial Guard now.  You can let them go in.”


“Colonel Mari heard you, and she’s already issuing the orders,” she replied.


“Then the matter is as good as handled,” Zaa stated simply.


And it was.  Jason sat in conference with Dahnai and Zaa, discussing other matters, as they kept themselves up to speed on the operation on other hologram windows.  They watched as the Imperial Guard entered the annex and quickly took the executives into custody, as another team invaded Ward Six using the Kimdori infiltrators to bypass the first layer of security.  As that was going on, Cyvanne and Cybi invaded the annex mainframe and disabled the building’s security features to prevent them from knowing what was coming.


It took them about six hours, and it was nearly anticlimactic.  The contingent of nearly 400 Imperial Guard swept through the annex, arrested everyone involved in the virus, put them in a room where the Imperial Guard telepathic specialists went about altering their memories, and took custody of the cold storage mainframe holding all of the research data.  That they connected directly to Cyvanne by connecting it to a portable biogenic comm node, and she wiped the mainframe clean of data, even going so far as to realign the moleculartronic storage of the mainframe and every terminal, handpanel, and even interface of the ward workers throughout the ward connected to it to purge all stored data from its memory.  Done that way, there was absolutely no way to recover the data it once held.  She had to leave the mainframe operational so the cover story the Guard telepaths would implant in the scientists and workers would hold, that Ward Six was only just formed to study the retrovirus that altered the Faey race, that everything was newly installed, and they’d literally just started their work there the day they were released.  The memories of the research they extracted from the scientists were also uploaded to Cyvanne, who organized all of it, stored it in her core, and then gave a copy of it to Cybi for her to store also.  The executives would have a slightly different memory, but it would line up with the memories that would be implanted in the scientists and workers.

There were other teams of Imperial Guard, who swept the private residences of everyone whose memories were set to be altered to ensure no information that would contradict the implanted memory existed, as well as alter the memories of family member that may have memories that would contradict the implanted memories.

When the Imperial Guard left the annex six hours after entering, everything was done.  Every single scientist and worker had no idea that Ward Six had created the virus, and that the Guard had been in the annex conducting a security exercise with the blessing of the Director.  The workers in Ward Six believed that they were only just starting in the division to study the virus, and the executives believed that they’d ordered Ward Six created to study it.  All their computer records seamlessly matched with the memories they had, giving them no reason to question them.


It was a stark example of just how powerful telepathy was.  It reminded Jason of the time Jyslin altered the memories of all the squatters in Charleston to remove all memory of the rebels from their minds, to protect both them and the rebels in case they were captured, or the time she created the psychic clone of Jack Brewer in Luke’s head to hide the fact that Jason owned VulTech, which fooled the Trillane investigators that had repeatedly searched the company.  They wouldn’t have managed to beat the Trillanes if not for Jyslin, if not for the fact that she was an extremely powerful and well trained telepath, even back in those days.  A force of 37 of the strongest and most skilled telepaths in the Imperium had all but altered the perceived course of history for the women and men whose memories they had changed using their power.

Science, schmience.  Telepathy and the other psionic powers were the real most powerful forces in the universe.


With the operation complete, their conference ended without much more discussion.  Both Dahnai and Zaa had some loose ends to tie up concerning the operation, and Jason had a lot of other work to do.  But before he tackled the in-box that had piled up on him as he was in conference with the others, he turned his chair to look out the window, which afforded him a view of Cybi’s facility across the courtyard and her oye tree, which dominated the left side of his view.  Cyra’s tree was visible in the distance, the two trees an integral part of the city’s skyline since they grew to full size.  The city was back to normal now, though it was a new normal that included a large influx of tourists from the other Accords empires, as well as some new permanent residents from megacorps in Accords empires that were opening offices here in Karsa.  Karis was still a closed planet to most, but within the Accords, it had dropped some of its safeguards, and it was reflected in a steady stream of new arrivals, both temporary and permanent, primarily in Karsa.  The new megacorp offices were restricted to Karsa, field offices and planetary HQs of megacorps and smaller corps that had new trade agreements with the house and house-sponsored companies. It was making Karsa even more of a financial hub than it already was.


He was glad to see it.  He hated having to keep Karis locked behind walls, and in that respect, he was almost glad the virus happened.  It allowed his people to be more open, to have options, to have more freedom. They didn’t feel like they were trapped behind a wall of paperwork they had to fill out to leave House territory, and it also meant that the other original Generations no longer felt like they were prisoners of their own House.  Jenn and Meya had gone on a weekend getaway to one of the Sha’i-ree planets a few days ago, and they came back almost ecstatically happy.

The others never begrudged Jason his decision to keep them isolated on Karis, because they understood why.  What happened with Saelle and the IBI was all the example they needed as to why they had to be kept safely away from those who would use them for nefarious purposes.  But he had never liked doing that to them.  Now, more of the galaxy was open to them.  Not all of it, but a very big piece of it.  They were free to travel to any empire in the Accords freely, and with some preparation and paperwork, they could travel within the empires that were part of the Ten Year Plan.  They had to have a reason to go to those places, they couldn’t just go there on vacation, but the option was there.

In that respect, he was glad for what happened.  But it didn’t take away his feeling of lingering dread that this could all fall apart and lead to a galactic war on par with what happened in Andromeda.


Chichi must have sensed his growing disquiet, because she came into the office and jumped up onto his lap.  He stroked her sinfully soft fur absently as he looked out the window, going over the training schedules for the next few takirs.  He wasn’t doing training classes anymore, mainly because everyone was already trained, but there were new KMS classes teaching those with the proper clearance how to use active gestalts.  There were going to be a slough of new Primaries and Secondaries to train in the coming months, getting the Generations ready for when they upgraded every line vessel in the inventory with a gestalt, including frigates.  Naval Engineering was still trying to figure out exactly how in the hell they were going to find space for it in a frigate, but they’d figure it out.  They may have to pull another system to get it in there, though.  There was one training session that he would be doing himself, however, and that was Yana’s.  Yana had beaten out Eldren in compatibility scores as the Secondary for Cybri, so she would be undergoing CBIM merge training.  Eldren would become the Reservist, a new position giving each CB unit three Generations, which would be the backup for the backup as it were.  If for some reason the Primary or Secondary couldn’t get to the facility, then the Reservist would take her place.  For Cybi, that would put a Generation named Semri in the third chair, who at 26 was the maybe too young to be in the CB Merge program.  Semri was one of the original Generations, but that was no guarantee she’d keep her spot.  It only meant that for now, she was the third ranked Generation…but that would change as more Karinnes were tested for CB compatibility to find the strongest merges for the eight CBIMs and five CBMOMs.


Sad that they were doing that, were militarizing the Generations, putting a 26 year old in a military training program…but it had to be done.


He leaned back in his chair and saw a ghostly image of his own face in the transparent titanium, and that made his mind drift back to what the shaman told him.  That some people did not cast a reflection because they weren’t fooled by the false image that the reflection presented.  He’d done a little reading into that, and found that the concept had appeared in more than one civilization’s history or folklore.  It appeared in Terran folklore in the form of vampires, who legend said cast no reflection in a mirror.  But there were other instances of the phenomenon showing up in dozens of other societies.  The Colonists had a legend about such a man that they called the Enlightened One.  There were stories in Verutan folklore of a sect of magicians whose name loosely translated to the Druids who were known for not casting a reflection.  It even showed up in.  Those were just two examples out of the 39 different legends, stories, or folk tales surrounding the subject.


It was just like him to approach something that smacked of magic like it was another engineering problem to solve, but that was who he was at his core.  He was an eternal tinker, a problem solver, someone who—


Or was he?  He picked up a slightly annoyed Chichi and looked into her eyes, as she gave him a slightly dirty look for interrupting her doze.  Was he really just a scientist?  He could talk to animals, a very un-scientific thing to be able to do.  His science couldn’t explain it, yet he accepted it for what it was.  He accepted the abilities of the Parri as mystical arts beyond rational science that nevertheless existed despite that defiance of logic.  He was a man with a foot in two different worlds, one the logical and the other the fantastic, and he straddled the line between them without falling into the pit on either side.

He knew what she’d told him to do.  To look into a mirror, to see his reflection and know himself.  He’d tried doing it here and there since the day the shaman explained it to him, but he’d still gotten nowhere with it.  He’d figure it out, but not today.  Not when he had so much other work to do, work that people were depending on him to get done so they could continue to have peaceful, happy lives.

“Sorry,” he told Chichi, putting her back in her lap.  “I was trying something.”


She gave a bit of a huffy chirp.


“No, not that.  I was thinking about what the shaman told me,” he told her.  “But I still don’t understand it.  How can you not know who you are?”

She jumped up onto the desk, sat down, and stared him right in the eyes.  She gave a single sound, a cross between a rowr and a chirp, one of the sounds that was uniquely tabi.  “Really?” he asked.  “It’s that simple?”


She gave a single nod, a trick she’d picked up from him over the years.


“She did say that the simplest things were the hardest to understand,” he mused, leaning on an elbow and looking down at her.  “So, who do you think I am?”

She was quiet a moment, looking up at him.


“True.  It doesn’t matter what other people, think it’s what I think,” he said evenly, leaning back in his chair.  He blew out his breath and turned back around to face the window, then looked at his transparent reflection in the transparent titanium.  He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, then centered himself using the meditative techniques that the shaman had taught him.  He stayed in that stated for a long moment, emptying his mind of all stray thoughts, his mind focused on a single, simple question.

Who am I?

He opened his eyes and looked at his ghostly reflection in the window.  Behind him, Chichi gave a single chirp, asking the question audibly that was echoing through his mind.  “Who are you?”

The answer came without thought, without consideration.  It didn’t come from his brain, or his mind, it came from his heart, it came from the part of him that Chichi could understand, that gave him the ability to speak with animals.


“I am Jason Augustus Fox Shaddale Karinne.  I am a father.”


He didn’t register what he was seeing at first.  His reflection seemed to flinch, then it stared back at him in a way that was distinctly unsettling.  Then, to his shock, it stood up and stepped aside, vanishing through the side of the window pane.  The city beyond took on a ghostly image, hard to see due to the transparent reflection off the titanium, an image of himself, of Jason Karinne, his hair gray, his face weathered and wrinkled, sitting in a Terran recliner with two toddlers sitting at his feet, playing with a toy.  The look on his face was one of complete love and fulfillment, and behind him, an image of Rann as a grown man joined him, putting a hand on his shoulder and looking down at the two toddlers.  Another figure appeared, a tall, beautiful young woman who shared elements of Rann’s features but had Shya’s hair.  She knelt down and put her hands on the shoulders of the two toddlers, and one of them turned and hugged her around the middle.

The woman was Rann’s daughter.  The toddlers were Rann’s grandchildren.  They were his great-grandchildren.


What he saw, it moved him in a way he didn’t entirely understand.  He wiped a single tear from his eye as he looked at his adult son, as he looked at his granddaughter and great-grandchildren, and he felt…he felt…he felt complete.


It did define him.  Being the Grand Duke, being a warrior, being a politician and an engineer, they were all ephemeral pursuits.  They were hobbies.  What he was, what he was at the very core of his being, was a father.


The image faded, leaving him with a view of the city beyond.


He had to find out if she was right.  He got up and went to the bathroom, and he stepped in front of the mirror.  And what he saw nearly made his heart skip a beat.


He saw nothing.  Not even his clothes were in the mirror.  He was not casting a reflection.  He could even see the part of the bathroom directly behind him, as if he did not exist.

How?  How?  That meant that the light was passing through his body in order for it to reflect in the mirror, yet he could see himself, meaning that the light was reflecting off his body.  He looked down at his hands, and back into the mirror, and his brain quite literally felt broken as he tried to comprehend what was a physical impossibility.  The light was bouncing off of him, but it was also passing through him to show him what was behind him when he looked in the mirror.

It hit him then, hit him much more than before.  He no longer cast a reflection.  He would never be able to look at himself in the mirror again, if the shaman was right.  This was a permanent change, a change that he couldn’t undo or just give back.  He had changed, something fundamental within him had changed.

He had become something different from everyone else.  Not better, hopefully not worse…just different.


God, Jyslin was not going to react well to this.  And he’d best switch to a powered razor, that or either grow a beard or have someone else shave him.


Still, the engineer in him was already pondering this change.  He wanted to run some tests, do some experiments, see if science could explain this.  He rather doubted that it could, but a part of him wanted to try, if only for the fun of it.  To try to tackle something as mysterious as this, even if he couldn’t solve it, he’d enjoy trying.


He came out of the bathroom and sat back down at his desk, a little scattered, and very, very intrigued.  It had intrigued him when he first saw this in the shaman, and he was even more intrigued now that he’d completed her challenge.  Just what did the Parri know?  What did they really know?  What other secrets did they have that would rock his scientist’s mind to the foundations of his beliefs?  Just what else could she teach him?  What else could he learn?


It was like another entire world was opening up before him, and he wanted to explore it.  Not for what power it may give him—God, he had enough power as it is as a Generation, he didn’t need more—but for the knowledge he could gain from it.  What if he could learn how to do that trick the shaman did where her spirit left her body?  What was it called…Astral Projection?  What if he could learn that?  What was it like, what could it do?


Well, one thing he knew it could do was talk to people.  He knew that the shaman kept in communication with the Parri back on Imbria, and he heavily suspected that she did it by projecting across 870 light years, transcending the need for science and technology to visit another planet.  What other tricks had the Parri learned that divorced them from the need for technology?  What other ways had they learned to bend the laws of physics, or outright break them?


What truth had they learned?  And what kind of truth could they teach him?


He wanted to know.  He wanted to know everything that the shaman could teach him.  He wanted to discover the truth, no matter what that truth may be, just to know it.


“Chirk,” he called audibly.  A hologram of her appeared in front of him.  “Clear my calendar for tomorrow.  I’ll be spending the day at the Parri village.”


[Yes, revered Hive-leader,] she answered, giving him a slight nod of her insectoid head.  [Will you be attending the Accords meeting from the village?]

“Yes,” he answered.  “I’ll just merge to the node we keep there and attend that way.”


[Very good.  I’ll reschedule your appointments.]

“Thanks,” he said, and the hologram winked out.  Chichi got back in his lap, and he stroked her soft fur as he leaned back in his chair, put his feet up on the desk.  “Well, you were right, little girl,” he told her.  “It really was that easy.  Now I’ll spend the rest of my life living with the consequences of my success.”


She gave a chirp.


“No, I’m not.  But it’s going to be a bit hard to shave in the morning, and when I’m wearing my formal robes, I’ll have to rely on someone else making sure I have them on right.  It’s just the idea of it that makes it so weird.  But you know something?  I think I’m going to enjoy trying to solve the mystery of it,” he told her, scratching her behind the ear.  “Even if I fail, it’ll be fun to try.”


She gave a bit of a sound, which made him laugh.  It was the tabi equivalent of audibly rolling her eyes, almost dripping with sarcasm.


“I think I’ve ruined you, Chichi,” he lamented.  “You have gotten so mean in your old age.  Just like me.”


She gave a purr, and closed her eyes and leaned more into his hand.


“I love you too, little girl.”


The night was calm, warm, and pleasant on the northern marches of the continent of Karga, with a slight breeze blowing from the east that rustled the golden leaves of the oye trees high overhead.  Those trees formed an interlocking canopy that stretched for kathra in every direction, and at their center was a small, crescent-shaped village of simple huts that wrapped around a gentle hill.


Sitting at the center of the village, her expression serene, the Parri shaman sat motionless before a fire.  Her eyes were closed and she seemed oblivious to the movements of three much younger Parri that were around her, tending to the last of the day’s chores before they retired for the evening.  They knew better than to bother her, to allow her her meditations as they tidied up and set down the wood for the morning campfire, as the voices of the other Parri in the village drifted across the small courtyard in front of her hut.

Eventually, it was only her.  She sat in the dimming light as the fire burned down to coals, casting her face and jaingi-marked body in ruddy red light, until even that vanished, leaving her in darkness until the moon would rise over the horizon.


She opened her eyes without moving, her eyes almost luminous in the starlight that managed to peek through the canopy above.  “He has solved the riddle of the mirror,” she said aloud.  “He has taken his first step down the path of truth.”


There was no reply to her announcement, at least not one that could be heard.


“He will be ready,” she said further, taking her hands off her knees, her short tail shifting behind her.  “Is there no other way?’


Silence was her answer.  But it seemed an answer she did not want to hear.


“I understand.”


She sat a moment more, then stood up with fluid grace that belied her lanky, short-legged body.  She looked up at the canopy overhead, through the gaps in the leaves and to the stars above.  It was her only disquiet living with the trees, that she could not easily see the night sky.  Sometimes, she missed gazing up at the stars.


There was much to do.  Tomorrow, he would come.  Curiosity would drive him, a curiosity that defined much of his personality.  He would want to know more.  He would want to understand the step he had taken that night, and learn all there was to know about it.  He would want to learn about the path of truth, and prepare to take his next step.

When the time came, he would be ready.


Soon, the Dreamers would begin to sense what was coming.  Soon, the Haumda would begin to piece together the omens to one of their oldest prophecies and realize that it was coming to fruition.  Soon, it would be more than the Parri preparing for what was coming, and that was a good thing.  For when the time came, all beings who walked with the light of love in their hearts would have to stand together to face the coming darkness.


The loveless ones were only an omen of what was to come.


But she was confident that the light of love would banish the coming darkness, and the key of it would be the pure, brilliant light that shone from the heart of Jason Karinne.  It was his light, it was his love, that would prevail, because it was the purest that she had ever seen.  Despite all the travails that the universe had laid upon him, it had not tainted the purity of his light.  Each challenge he faced only made the light of his love that much brighter.


Even though the outcome was uncertain, she had faith in Jason Karinne.

Thus ends the story of Revolution
In the next story, Revelation, Jason

Karinne explores the mystical

powers of the Parri,

as the entire galactic

cluster faces a new

threat from beyond

its borders.

And there will be other

stories to tell.
