Chapter 12


Kaira, 14 Shiaa, 4404, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Friday, 31 August 2018 Terran Standard Calendar


Kaira, 14 Shiaa, year 1329 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


The White House, Karsa, Karis 

He hated being right.

Leaning back in his chair, feeling a little weird sitting there in nothing at all, Jason crossed his arms as he read through the latest report that the CCM HQ had sent him, reports that they didn’t really send to other rulers, mainly because Jason had connections to Lorna.  For the last five days, there had been no sorties, no battles, because the Syndicate was in a pattern of constant circular retreat.  They were constantly moving, changing vectors to prevent the CCM from getting in front of them, and had not made a single offensive move for the last five days.  They kept their entire fleet together, jumping randomly, stopping and taking as many sensor sweeps they could in 37 minutes, then they jumped again.  The 37 minute was a constant, it was their calculation of the maximum safe time they could spend in one place…and so long as they didn’t come close to one of the major gathering points for CCM forces, it was more or less accurate.  By the time Lorna got orders down and a task force organized, the Syndicate jumped out before the task force could arrive…if she sent one.  The truth was, she wasn’t about to take on the entire Syndicate fleet head-on.  And Jason suspected that the enemy knew it.

Not even 3D could really pin them down.  They’d tried several times to get a tackler either to their fleet or in front of them, but had no success so far.  The amount of time they jumped was also random, and they never jumped for more than four minutes at a time to prevent their course from being charted and the CCM getting something in front of them.  They also didn’t linger every time they dropped out of hyperspace, sometimes they immediately jumped again on a new vector.


They were stalling, without looking like they were stalling.

Jason knew that because of the other report he’d gotten.  Zaa’s Kimdori on the inside had managed to discover that Sha Ra had sent a request back to her HQ asking for them to find a way to circumvent an interdictor.  Her own science team was stumped, thanks to Zaa’s SCM system, they couldn’t get any readings on the how they were being pinned in.  So they asked their HQ for anything they could come up with.

Yeah, good luck with that.  Jason knew Syndicate power and propulsion systems, the simple answer to that question was you’re fucked.  And thinking that just made him smile.

But, the “sitskrieg” was giving the CCM time to repair damaged ships and them to build boxes, so they’d have plenty to unleash when they finally pinned the Syndicate down.  It was also giving Dellin time to convert more frigates to IP, since he’d cleared out all the unfinished ones already.  They had 150 frigates in for the refit, which took a considerable amount of time, and they’d rotate them through those 150 slots.


He glanced at a holo coming from Kosigi, as the Javelin slowly inched up to a landing dock extending from the spar over the command center.  Gia and her girls had been over there for nearly six days, and they’d gotten everything set up the way Zaa wanted.  Zaa had planted infiltrators at every critical Syndicate star system and seeded hyperspace probes and sensor beacons all over the galaxy, whose task was to map the galaxy for astrocartography and navigation so they could execute pinpoint jumps.  They also had listener posts to pick up all regional communications.

And all that work had already produced results.  One of the infiltrators on E Chaio had managed to penetrate their military HQ, and had sent back a report.  To put it simply, they were freaked out over what was going on over here.  Many in their HQ thought Sha Ra was lying about small infantry squads destroying super-ships, even when presented with sensor logs and visual evidence.  They couldn’t fathom that their mighty ships were being taken down by infantry.  And an entirely different group were freaked out about the interdictors.  They’d never seen anything like them before.  The Syndicate had no FTL tech—well, they had the technological ability to build a form of FTL, but they didn’t have any of the actual engines.  They’d abandoned FTL tech some 10,000 years ago, so they didn’t even have any archived plans or blueprints to go about building them.  But, they’d also put an engineering team on the case, the report said, to come up with a way for the ships over here to either convert an engine to FTL or build one from scratch with parts they had available.  FTL was the only way for them to breach an interdictor, something the Consortium figured out a hell of a lot faster than they did, but once again, their obsession with money had bitten them in the ass.  They not only had no FTL drives, they no longer had any records on how to build them, because they weren’t profitable.

And what warmed Jason’s heart the most?  The Oracle computer they had in the HQ predicted that Sha Ra’s chance of successfully completing her mission were now 21%.  Despite that, however, they’d ordered her to continue her mission, to find a way to break the Confederation’s defense and establish a safe permanent outpost in the Milky Way.  And if at all possible, capture the KMS Tianne or one of the other KMS capitol ships they could study its GRAF cannon and strange spatial warping defense system.


Yeah, good luck with that, too.


 He really should either put on some clothes or put his armor back on.  He’d taken a brief break from catching up on all his paperwork to take a bath, and since he was going over to the annex in about an hour to be there when Dahnai got out of surgery, he hadn’t really bothered to put his clothes back on.  It felt a little weird sitting at his desk naked, like he was doing something wrong or something.  Songa’s office was sending him constant updates, and everything was just fine.  They’d already removed her damaged liver and replaced it with a new one, and they were in the process right now of making sure it was working properly before they closed up the incision.  Songa was there, but she wasn’t the lead physician.  After all, Songa wasn’t a specialist, and that was what they used for things like organ transplants.  The head surgeon was a Karinne doctor, however, so he was using Karinne medical tech for the operation, medical spiders and the like, which made the transplant procedure much less invasive.  They only needed an incision just big enough to get the old liver out and new liver in, and the spider specialist then used the spiders to do things like sew blood vessels back together and reconnect nerves.  So long as the transplant surgeon got the new liver in the right place so the spiders could line up all the blood vessels and other connections, it was faster and easier than if they were doing it on Draconis.

Just about everyone else was over at the annex waiting, but Jason would go nuts just sitting around over there, so he came over here to get some work done and distract himself.  He did love that woman, and the idea of just sitting there waiting would twist him into a knot.


Chirk beeped him.  “Revered Hive-leader, Kumi wants to see you.”

“Send her in,” he answered, shutting off the holograms and leaning back more in his chair.  Kumi strode in, wearing her workout halter and shorts.  “What are you up to?”


“Same as you, trying to keep busy til Dahnai’s out of surgery,” she said, then she took a datastick out of her halter, grinning at him a bit as she pulled it out of her cleavage, and walked over to the desk.  “I have the monthly report for you.”


“Just put it on the desk, I’ll get to it eventually,” he said.  “Anything important in it?”


“Not really, outside of the fact that profits were down by half a point this month,” she frowned, reaching the desk and putting the datastick down.  She then leaned over it a bit and gave him a big smile.  “Now that’s the right way to greet me, babes,” she said with a dirty smile.


“I just got out of the bath, and I was too lazy to dress and not ready to put my armor back on,” he replied absently.


“Sooooo, you wanna keep each other busy til it’s time to go back to the annex?” she asked with a hungry look down at his lap, reaching down and grabbing her halter, then whisking it over her head in a quick, practiced motion.


“Go back to your office, you tart,” he retorted, which made her laugh.  “I’m trying to clean out my inbox before I leave, and playing with you will derail me.”

“Nothing takes your mind off something like hot sex, baby,” she grinned, toying with her shorts, pulling them down to reveal her pubic hair, then back up.  “And we haven’t had any fun together for almost a whole takir!”


“Kumi, not today,” he said with authority.  “Now let me finish this.”


“Okay, but you’d better keep your schedule open tomorrow at lunch,” she said with a bit of a pout, putting her halter back on.  “I’ll bring Eliara tomorrow,” she added with a hooded smile.


“Out,” he ordered, pointing at the door, which made her laugh.


Some things never changed, and Kumi was one of them.


He managed to clear his inbox and get over to the annex a good half hour before Dahnai was scheduled to be out of surgery, and he was pleasantly surprised when she was brought into the recovery room almost as soon as he walked in, her hoverbed pushed in by a tall, mature male doctor, the transplant specialist in the annex.  She was covered in a thermal blanket that regulated her body temperature and was awake, but looked a bit groggy.  Kellin and Jason got the spots at each side of her head as she regained her senses, the rest of both of their families clustered around her bed, then gave them a weak smile.  “Such a welcome,” she said in a near-whisper.

“How do you feel, love?” Kellin asked, putting his hand on her cheek.


“A little out of it.  They didn’t use a sleep inducer,” she said.  “So, I take it I have a new liver?”


The doctor that came with her nodded, looking down at her over Sirri and Shya.  “The operation was a complete success.  Your new liver is fully functional, your Majesty,” he told her.  “We’ll hold you here only until we’re sure you’re up to being moved, and then you’ll be transferred to the medical room in your palace for recovery.  As per your request, a merge pod has been converted into a convalescence bed for you.”


“Merge pod?” Jason asked curiously, looking down at her.


“My body is laid up, but there’s nothing saying I can’t just use a bionoid while I mend,” she replied.  “I already discussed it with Songa, and she said it won’t cause me any complications, as long as I don’t do anything that causes me to suffer dump shock.”


“Huh.  I hadn’t considered that,” Jason admitted.  “So you’re staying on your work schedule?”


“Of course not, this is a chance to have a vacation,” she replied, which made Jason laughed.  “No court while I’m recovering, and Sirri will be attending council meetings for about a takir, to give me a chance to rest.  I’ve already got some plans for the next takir.  Me and Rook had a long chat just before I went under, and I’m going to be helping him test some of his bionoids.  That, and Saelle promised to start me on Gladiator training while I’m laid up.  I don’t need to be in the Gladiator at first.”


“True enough, you can use a simulator,” Jason agreed.  “That’s a pretty wise use of your time, love.”


“And when I’m recovered enough, you can start teaching me,” she finished, patting the hand he had on her shoulder.


“Yeah, you can’t do that in a sickbed, it puts stress on your cardiovascular system,” he nodded.


“Now then, where are my girls?” she asked, looking at Sirri and Shya.


Jason let her hold a little court with family at her bed as he considered her idea, and he had to admit, it was pretty smart.  There was no reason she couldn’t use a bionoid while she was in bed recovering from the surgery, as long as she didn’t do anything that might cause her biorhythmics to feed back into her real body.  Some activities caused psychosomatic reactions in the real body, like heavy exertion or sudden, intense reactive emotions, like fear or surprise.  So, she wasn’t going to be doing any martial arts practice or watching any horror movies in her bionoid—and no sex either, which was probably going to annoy her a little bit—but things like lounging around the pool in her bionoid, helping Rook with some of his research, or even starting her exomech training would be alright, at least so long as Saelle didn’t run her through any combat sims that got her adrenalin going.


After about an hour, Songa declared she was recovered enough to handle being moved.  They rode with her on the medical transport that carried them to the summer palace, then she was wheeled into the medical annex inside her palace, that held everything the doctors needed to take care of the Imperial family.  There was even a surgical theater in the clinic, but her doctors had opted to have a specialist do the operation over at the Karsa annex.  They trusted the Karinne Medical Service to take good care of Dahnai.  Jason saw that someone had taken the equipment of a merge pod and built something of an arch out of it, into which Dahnai’s bed was placed.  She didn’t need a merge pod, but it was safer for her to use one, since the pod’s control computer could delink her if her biorhythms went into what the doctors felt was a danger area.

She didn’t need that merge pod mainly because both she and Kellin had already mastered merging as a Generation.  It had only taken both of them about a day to get the hang of merging without using a jack, and they were both completely competent in it.  Jason told them that merging as a Generation was almost identical to a jack merge, and they proved him right.


But that practice did reveal something very interesting.  Kellin seemed to not only have a knack for merging, he also seemed to have a very unique skill, the ability to almost fully control his own body while fully merged to an external asset.  Where Jason could barely control his own body while in a full merge, Kellin could walk around, talk, send, even perform basic tasks while in a full merge, but he couldn’t do anything intricate or which required physical exertion for some reason.  He could sit on a couch eating popcorn and watch viddy while his bionoid was out cavorting around, but he couldn’t do something like go swimming, that broke his merge.  It was almost uncanny, and Songa was already planning on studying his unique little trick.  What it told Jason was that Kellin was not only much more intelligent than most people realized, that he also had a tremendous amount of willpower and discipline.


And it convinced Jason that he was going to learn how to do that.  He’d learned ever since merging to his first exomech that the ability to control his body while in a full merge could be increased with practice, like learning how to play the piano, he just had to condition himself and practice.  And if Kellin could do it with natural aptitude, he could learn how to do it through training and practice.  After all, he couldn’t even so much as open his eyes while fully merged when he first began, but now he could at least get his body to move while he was fully merged.  And with practice, practice, and more practice, he would learn how to walk beside his own bionoid.  He doubted he would ever be very graceful at it, but he would learn how to do it.


Splitting was a skill, and he could increase that skill through practice.


Once they got Dahnai fully comfortable and settled in, she wasted little time.  She had the doctors connect a hardline from the merge arch to her jack—that was just for show in case one of the Grand Duchesses visited her—and she closed her eyes and went silent.  Barely five seconds later, a brand new bionoid that Rook must have built for her opened the storage closet door and stepped out, and Sirri and Shya rushed over and gave her a hug.  “There, this is much better,” she said in a loving tone, her arms around her daughters.  She walked up to the bed, and Jason had to chuckle when she looked down at herself.  “Trelle’s garland, I really do look awful,” she said with a frown.


“You just got out of surgery, you nit, you’re not supposed to look pretty,” Jason told her.


“You are showing a full merge, and your biorhythms are entirely normal, your Majesty,” the doctor in the room declared.  “You’re good for some extended merge time.”


“Sounds good, Doctor.  Do me a favor and clean me up a little bit while I’m out,” she said, looking down at herself and shaking her head.  “At the very least, do something about my hair.  I’m a walking embarrassment.”


Jason had to laugh.  Only Dahnai would be more worried about her hair than the fact that she just got out of a six hour surgery to replace her liver.


Jason stayed with her as she went out and greeted the Highborns, explained her bionoid idea to them and ensured them that she was just fine, and within half an hour, she was reclining on a lounger chair on the pool deck with a handpanel in her hands with Saelle beside her, acting entirely normal.  And something about that just seemed…absurd.  The woman had just gotten out of surgery, and here she was hanging out on the pool deck, chatting with Saelle as she read the first introductory texts on piloting an exomech!

Seeing that, seeing the absurdity of it, it really did truly hit him, and hit him hard.  Bionoids were game-changers.  They had the potential to fundamentally alter some basic societal norms across the galaxy, and Dahnai’s nonchalance about just getting out of surgery was one example of it.  After all, why did she need to worry about having her liver replaced earlier today when she could just merge to a bionoid and let her body heal while she went on about her business?  It was like…like her body wasn’t necessary.  Well, it was, it kinda kept her from not dying, but she was no longer restrained by the limits of her physical body. Her body was recovering from having a big gash cut into it and an organ taken out, but so long as she had access to a bionoid, that fact wasn’t going to slow her down, not when she could just jump into a new body, one that wasn’t heavily medicated to subdue the pain of her invasive surgery and bedridden for the next takir or so.


Her body no longer held her mind prisoner.


He sat on a lounger and considered that idea for quite a while, as the others started to relax a little bit, Dahnai’s return to her routine reassuring them and bolstering them.  What limits were there?  What need was there for a body when a perfect one could be built and used, and then replaced as necessary?  And who says that they had to use the bodies they were born with?  Merging to the Benga-sized macro bionoids showed that they weren’t limited by their own concept of self.  Why couldn’t Jason merge to a giruzi bionoid and learn how to walk around on four legs?  Learn how to control a tail?  Merge to an Imbiri bionoid and learn how to fly?  Merge to a Moridon bionoid and see the world as a reflection of the bioluminescent radiation they emitted from their optical organs?  Merge to a Pai bionoid and experience the world from the perspective of a race that was only two shakra tall?

Merge to a spider and see the world at a microscopic scale?

There were so many different ways to explore the true potential that bionoids offered, and he felt a bit stupid for never seeing this before.  Jason had seen bionoids as remotely operated extensions of self, when they could be so much more.  But Rook had seen this potential, he realized.  It was why he was doing so much work on the project.


The Sky Wolf sitting on his desk ghosted back into his mind.  Now that would be a good reason to build something like that.  What if he built an exomech that could shift to fighter mode?  It would allow one mecha to fulfill two roles, take on other fighters in a space theatre and then land on a planet and fight it out with other exomechs on the ground.  It would be the most useful when stationed on smaller line vessels, like cruisers, removing the need to carry both exomechs and fighters.  The fighter squadron attached to the cruiser could fulfill both roles if necessary.

From the pilot’s perspective, it could be done, and Jason himself was the perfect example of that.  He was combat rated on both fighters and exomechs, and while he didn’t engage in fighter combat anywhere but a simulator or wargame, he was fully trained…and trained by Justin and the Ghost Squadron, no less.  Jason could pilot both a Wolf and an exomech, and if he could do it, then just about any of his soldiers could.  After all, he wasn’t all that special.


But was an exomech the best option?  The Parri flashed into his mind, a race that was quadrupedal.  A Parri could run at extremely high speed despite them not looking very sleek or, well, fast.  Instead of building a fighter that could shift into an exomech, what if he built a fighter that could shift into a giant giruzi?  Something that moved with tremendous speed on the ground, could be even more dangerous than an exomech in hand to hand combat, and could easily be outfitted with any weapon in the arsenal?


He’d…he’d seem something like that before, back before the subjugation.  It was some anime that his roommate watched, about giant animal-shaped robots that were used to fight some big war, and the protagonist’s robot was this big cat-like thing that had blades that extended out from its sides.  He couldn’t recall the name of it, and he thought it was a bit silly when he saw it…after all, why build a robot based on a wolf when you could go Gundam and have humanoid robotic fighting vehicles?


Even if it couldn’t transform into a fighter, the idea of a new class of exomech based on a quadruped…that had some potential.  It would be insanely fast on the ground without glide drives, and its low profile and speed would make it a harder target to hit in combat.   It could easily be armed with both melee weaponry and ranged weaponry, incorporating its guns into the shoulders, or mounted onto the back.  They could even put a gun into the end of its tail to provide a wide arc of fire, a tetryon wave weapon would be perfect for that, since the tail would be flexible.  All that work they did on the Titans could be applied to them, giving them tremendous power, speed, grace, and agility.  And those, he could outfit with CMS, turning them into stalkers on the battlefield, silent, deadly hunters capable of blending into the darkness when used at night.   And it would come with the added boon of being able to outfit them with IP armor as well, making them exceptionally tough.

What was the name of that anime?  Maybe he could watch it and get some ideas.


The question was, was it worth the cost of researching the idea and building them?  Could they serve a purpose in the KAS that current exomechs could not?  Could he justify the expense?  After all, they’d be specialist equipment.  The lack of hands would restrict the mecha, because exomechs were often used for labor out in the field, heavy movers that built and broke down mobile command centers.


Well duh, build the mecha with the same ability as the Parri, able to operate on a vertical base, and make their front paws hybrids of hands and paws, just like the Parri.  That way it could rise up onto its hind legs and manipulate objects with its front paws, just like the Parri could.

Actually…yes.  He could justify a research project to look into the idea, see if it was feasible, and if so, if quadrupedal mecha would be an asset to the KAS.


He decided to broach the idea with Sioa, leaning back in his chair and merging to his bionoid he kept at the White House and going down to talk to her.  He almost laughed when she took him over to a holodisplay table, and a what looked like a robotic panther projected up off its surface.  “This is research project 40-A184,” she told him.  “Codename Panther,” she said in English.   “We considered using your idea a good four years ago, Jason, but the research project ended without a recommendation.  The simulations showed that it while it was faster and more agile than other exomechs, it would have far too many expensive intricate parts that would be prone to breakdown to be viable.  The best exomechs are simple, Jason, with the fewest number of moving parts.  That means there’s fewer parts to break down or get damaged in combat.  The leg assembly in this unit alone has nearly as many moving parts as both the legs of a Gladiator.  And there’s four of them on this unit.”


“Okay, was this project done before or after we developed the Titans and muscle strand technology?” Jason asked.


She gave him a surprised look.  “Before,” she said.  “You have something there, Jayce.  If we redesigned it using Titan technology, it would improve its performance, and make it much less prone to breakdown or being easily damaged.  The sims we ran once we had a design and some math to back it up did hint that the unit had some potential, but it was just too fragile to be viable.  You want me to restart this project?”


“Yes,” he answered.  “Let’s see if the advances we made with Titans can turn this into something viable.  Oh, make sure that whoever works on it knows that it’s going to have CMS,” he added.


“Speaking of CMS, Jayce, has Project G come up with viable IP armor yet?”


“No, they’re still working on it.  All we have are the frigates and their converted CMS IP.”


“Well, can we import CMS IP tech into exomechs?” she asked.


He blinked.  “We could,” he stressed.  “But it would take some real work, given that exomechs aren’t a contiguous carapace.  Each section would have to have IP built into it, and we’d have to work out how to deal with how those two sections would behave where they join.  Tell you what, I’ll send this up to MRDD and tell them to design an IP system for exomechs as fast as they can.  I’ll send them the data I have on when I was considering putting CMS on exomechs, it will give them a good starting point.”

“It would be a good idea, Jayce.  IP on an exomech would turn them into beasts.  Even if it’s just a temporary measure, given we’d replace it when they finish over at Project G, we might be able to get some IP mecha into the field before this war is over.  And that will only help us.”


“As a part-time rigger myself, Sioa, I’m gonna admit that I’ll put in extra credits to make my own mecha even more beastly,” he said, which made her laugh.  “I’ll have MRDD focus on the Titans, because they’re the mecha we need to be the most beastly.  They’re our primary counter to Syndicate mecha.  If we have time to only come up with one system, I want it on the Titans.”


She nodded in agreement.


“Now, as to the other thing I was considering,” he said.  “Using Karinne tech, Sioa, would a transformable mecha be useful?”


“What, you mean like that toy on your desk?” she asked.  “I think every army out there that’s developed enough to build exomechs has toyed with the idea, Jayce, but they’re just not worth it.  They’re so hard to build, complicated to pilot, and expensive to both build and maintain that it’s better to have two separate units.  If you think a Panther has a lot of moving parts, Jayce, something like a reconfigurable mecha is a nightmare of moving parts, all of which can break down or be damaged.  It has to be built with so much stuff, so many systems in it to make it useful, it makes it unfeasible.  And besides that, the two separate units can do their respective jobs better than the reconfigurable one can.  What got you on that tangent?”


“Something I saw earlier today,” he shrugged.  “I was thinking that they might be useful on the smaller line vessels, that don’t have the room to carry both a fighter squadron and exomech company.  You know, something that could do both jobs.”

“That’s why most people consider them, for that versatility.  Then they look into the hard science behind them, and abandon the idea quickly,” Sioa told him.

“Well, it was a thought,” he said.


She gave him a look. “Jason, if you want one, build one yourself,” she told him.  “You can afford it, and it doesn’t have to be Army.”


He laughed.  “It would be cool, but I don’t think even I could afford something like that, at least not without plundering the treasury.  And Kumi would strangle me if I did that.  I think I’ll stick to the toys.”


“It’s up to you,” she told him with a smile.


“Oh, that reminds me.  Not that I want something super-intricate, but could the project team working on the Panther do some work to see if a limited ability to change modes might be viable?” he asked.  “Something like the Parri.  Make them just modular enough so they can rise up on their hind legs and use their forepaws the way another exomech would use its hands.  They sure as hell wouldn’t be using that trick in combat, but it would make them more useful in non-combat scenarios.  That would at least give them some flexibility.”


“That…might work,” she said, tapping her finger on her chin as she thought.  “I’ll include that in the study.”

“Good deal.”

“Now, if that was all you wanted to talk about, I’m busy right now.”


“I’ll get out of your hair,” he grinned.


He spent the rest of the afternoon basically just hanging around the pool with Dahnai and their families, at least after school let out and most of the kids were ferried over from Karsa.  But, Jason did do some work, mainly communing with Rook and discussing building some radical bionoids, like a giruzi bionoid, or even insect-sized bionoids.  He also caught up on his paperwork there from the pool deck, then went on a walk with Jyslin around the compound, including stopping a while to watch Mai and Kora drilling the Imperial Guard dispatched to the island on Gladiators, doing basic drills with them so they could get the hang of it.  They were already rated on other exomechs, so they were learning very fast.

When they got back, he was both surprised and not to see Dahnai in her macro bionoid, showing it off a little bit for the kids.  Symone was also in hers, and the two of them were sitting at the deep end of the pool with their legs in the water, with the kids clustered around them in excitement asking all kinds of questions.  Girls and their toys, Jason accused to Jyslin as they walked up to the patio.


And how different are we compared to boys and their toys, baby? she countered.

Easy.  Our toys are cooler, he replied, which made her laugh.  They sat on loungers near the two of them, listening to them patiently answer the questions being peppered at them.  Jason, Jyslin called, her thought turning serious.


Yes, love?


I have a question for you.  It’s going to be a bit shocking to you, so please hear me out before you react.


Uh oh.  Go ahead.


Understand that I ask this with complete sincerity, love, she said, looking him in the eyes and taking his hands.  What happened to Dahnai and Kellin and Shya.  Could that be done for me?


What? he gasped mentally, but she put her hand over his mouth, a purely token gesture.


Jason.  You don’t understand what it’s like for me.  I don’t complain, I’ve never complained, but over the last few days, seeing Dahnai and Shya, it’s made me realize that the fact that we’re different will forever make us different.  I…I feel like I’m being left out of a part of your life, for the first time since we found out about this.  I want to be with you, in all ways, love.


Jyslin, do you understand what you’re asking? he replied seriously.  And I’m not talking about you and me.  You are asking me to restart the Program, to potentially open Pandora’s Box.


I’m not asking you to do that, love.  I’m not asking for this because of some grand idea or design to further the house.  I’m asking for this because I want to be completely, fully, totally within the circle of your life.  There are things you can tell Dahnai that you can’t tell me, she sent, her emotions bleeding into her thought, her eyes shimmering as she looked at him.  There are secrets you must keep from me, even from me, because they are that important.  I…I want what Dahnai has, Jason.  I want to not feel like there’s something separating us.

But still, do you see the consequences?  The ramifications?


Not if we keep me as much a secret as Dahnai, she answered.


He could sense her jealousy, which was partially driving her, but he could also sense her pain at feeling left out, of feeling like Dahnai, his amu, could be even more intimately involved in his life than she, his chosen bonded wife.


Jyslin, you are asking me to create new Generations, he told her, his own emotions bleeding into his thought.  The fear, the trepidation, the foreboding that he would be unleashing a darkness across the universe that would threaten everything…that kind of power in the hands of those who would use it for selfish reasons could doom everything…everyone…everywhere.  With the invention of the drives, now more than ever, the power of the Generations had to be held in check.  Even to do this for his own wife felt like a violation of the deepest part of his moral core, but his deep love and bond with Jyslin conflicted with that, warred with it.  He would give her anything…anything.  But would he give her that?  Would he violate his own morals and oaths to give her something he had sworn never to unleash upon the world?


No.  I’m asking you to give me a gift, Jason, she said, putting her hands on his face and looking into his eyes.  To give me the last piece of yourself you have always kept separate from me.  I want to belong, love.  Be a true equal in your life, the way Shya is now with Rann.

He closed his eyes, his mind in turmoil.  He would give Jyslin his very life…but to restart the Program?  To play God on that level the way his ancestors did, to run the risk that infecting Jyslin with a retrovirus might somehow get out and threaten the planet…the Confederation…the entire galaxy?  To have Generations out there with no training, no control, using that power to do harm, and it would all be on him?


But how could he deny her?  She wasn’t asking for power, she was asking for equality.  She wanted to take down the final barrier separating them, and a part of him would welcome that.  Welcome not having to keep those secrets from her.   She wasn’t asking for much on a personal scale…but on the large scale, what she was asking for…it was, it was almost appalling.  To restart the Program, even to custom design a retrovirus that would affect Jyslin and only Jyslin…it came with such terrible, terrible risk.


But, was it his right to determine Jyslin’s life?  Did he have the right to tell her no?  It was her life.  It was her decision.  She’d seen what happened to Dahnai, she understood the risks…risks that he shared, since if she died, he would die too.  They were too deeply bonded for him for to survive her death.


And what if he told her no?  Would that permanently damage their relationship?  Would he risk losing her if he denied her?


All I can ask, dear love, is for you to think about it.  No pressure, no strings, no deadlines.  I’m patient, I can wait for you to make a decision, she soothed him, leaning in and kissing him gently on the forehead.  And yes or no, I will always be with you.  You are my life, Jason, and that’s the only reason I’m asking for this.  Not for me.  Not for you.  But for us.


I…it’s not a decision I can make alone, he told her.


Then I think you should call Zaa, she replied with a gentle smile.  She then got up and walked over to Dahnai and Symone, leaned against Dahnai’s side, and effortlessly joined their conversation.


And that left him just scattered.


He left the island and returned home, and spent the entire evening and night pacing around the house, his mind whirling as he tried to make the hardest decision of his life.  To give Jyslin what she wanted would make her happy, and he would move mountains to make that woman happy…but was this the one mountain that he would not touch?  Was it fair to her to say no?  Was it fair to the universe to say yes?  Was it a violation of his oaths to do this for one person, for a very specific reason?  Should he offer this to the others on the strip? If it wasn’t fair to deny it to Jyslin, would it be fair to deny it to Symone?  Tim?  Lyra?  Myri and the strip girls?  Where was the line?  Where did it stop?  When did it stop becoming kindness and start becoming the Program?


Would the crest of the House of Karinne become the universe’s version of a swastika?

He thought about it for hours upon hours, and after nearly an entire night, he finally called Zaa and asked her to come over.  No matter what decision he made, Zaa could veto the entire thing with a single word.  After all, it would require the Kimdori to do this, and without their support, then nothing was going to happen.

Zaa’s reaction was predictable.  “She wants to what?” she demanded after they entered his office and put it into secure mode, then Jason explained everything in more detail, including his all-night pacing as he tore his hair out over this.  “Well…I can understand why she wants this.  And what decision have you made, cousin?”


“I don’t know,” he said in anguish, leaning on his desk and looking at her.  “I want to give her what she wants, Zaa, but it would violate the oaths.  We could be standing at the top of a cliff, teetering on the edge and ready to fall over with the slightest push.”


“Actually, it would not.  Only your own vows to yourself,” she corrected him.


“You’re not against this?” he asked.


“Was I against the original Program, Jason?” she asked pointedly.  “I was alive when it began, but not yet the Denmother, and supported it after I came to occupy the Hearth.  What Jyslin asks is not unreasonable, at least from my point of view.  We would just need to take extreme measures to ensure that things do not get out of control.  We do not need Jyslin’s relatives becoming the next Shya, Sirri, Kellin, and Dahnai.  And if we do it, with all the proper precautions and in a controlled environment, that will not happen.”

“You’d do this?”


She nodded.  “I could have a serum ready in just a few days.  We still have all the original research from the retrovirus that created the Generations,” she told him.  “But only for Jyslin.  Not for anyone else, not even Symone.  In this one very narrow instance, I would support such an action, because it is done out of love, not out of science.  She knows almost everything as it is, Jason, probably more than even you think she does.  After all, you have no defense against her, one touch and she would know your mind, without you even knowing. If anything, it would seal her and the secrets she carries to us permanently.”


“Like she’s not already due to the fact that she’s my wife?”


“Marriage is on paper.  Family is forever,” she answered him.  “If she is a cousin, she becomes one of us.  In this one, and only one, instance, you would have my support.  But if you were to come to me to ask for this for any other, even Symone, I will say no, to protect you from yourself.”

He looked over at her with a great deal of gratitude and respect in his eyes.  He was so thankful that she understood, understood his worst fears.  “I’ll…I’ll think about it some more.  There’s someone else I need to talk to before I can make a decision.”


“Then I will be at my house in Jaxtra, cousin.  Contact me when you know what you will do.”


There was only one person he could go to for a problem like this.  The corvette carrying him landed on the outskirts of the Parri village in a misty rain just after dawn, but that wasn’t enough to prevent the shaman from coming out to meet him as he came down the steps.  “It is good to see you again, Jason Karinne,” she said in her husky voice, rising up over him and offering her hand-paws.


He took them with a troubled smile.  “It’s good to see you too, shaman.  Might we go to your hut and talk?  I desperately need your counsel.”

“I am always happy to speak to you of affairs, be them large or small,” she told him with a gentle look, then ushered him towards her hut with a paw.  “Have you eaten?  I will have breakfast prepared.”


“I would appreciate that very much, shaman.  I am a little hungry.”


As they sat at her firepit and ate some delicious hot, chewy cakes the size of an Eggo waffle that tasted of oye fruit, nuts, honey, and oats, he explained as much as he could to her without divulging any secrets.  She listened intently as she nibbled on her cake, then took a sip from her simple wooden cup.  “Truly, a vexing problem, Jason Karinne.  Your sense of duty conflicts with itself, and it leaves you uncertain.  You have a duty to your mate, but you also have a duty to this world, and you are torn between two forces that pull you in opposite directions with equal force.”


He gave her a wordless nod, finishing his cake.


“The question you must ask yourself, Jason Karinne, is what does your heart tell you?”


“It tell me that it has no freakin’ clue,” he replied honestly, leaning back on his hands, then rising back up and grabbing another cake.  Those things were good.


“Then you must ask yourself on which duty does the light of your love shine brightest, Jason Karinne?  Do you put your mate before the planet, or the planet before your mate?”


“I…I can’t decide,” he admitted.  “As much as I love Jyslin, want to give her this, I don’t know if it’s what’s best for everyone else.”

“Perhaps you need a different perspective, Jason Karinne,” the shaman said calmly, finishing her cake.   She stood up and beckoned to him, and he followed her out of the hut.  The misty rain had stopped, leaving the grass shining in the dull light and with heavy, low clouds overhead.  He followed her out of the village, out among the oye trees, him walking beside her as she walked on all fours, yet her back still came up to his lower chest.  She remained silent as they walked, further and further from the village, until they came to a stop in a V between two roots of the largest tree in the orchard, an absolute monstrosity whose top was brushing the clouds overhead.  The shaman rose up onto her hind legs and then knelt down and she motioned with her hand.  “Look here,” she said.

Jason leaned over, his hands on his knees, and looked down.  There, in the blades of grass near the roots of the tree, he could see a line of tree ants marching back and forth from a small hole in the root.  The tree ants were native to Imbria, living in the roots of the oye trees.  From everything Jason had read, the ants were more or less parasitic, like termites, burrowing into the roots and making nests and giving nothing in return to the trees.  Yet, despite that, when the Parri came to Karis, they brought the ants as well as saplings.  “Tree ants,” he said.  “What does that mean?”


“Watch.”


He did so.  And he kept doing so, for nearly an hour, just standing there watching the ants.  The whole time, they didn’t really do much of anything, just walking in and out of the hole in the root, doing whatever it was that ants did.  They sometimes bumped into each other when the ones coming met the ones going, but they sorted things out and went about their business.


After a full hour of just watching, he finally spoke up. “I…I don’t understand, shaman.  I don’t see anything.  I don’t see what you want me to see.”


“Are you sure?” she asked, looking over at him with a gentle smile.  “What did you see, Jason Karinne?”


“I dunno…ants being ants, I guess?”


“And is that not important?”


“Well, I guess it is to them,” he said.


“Then you must look closer,” she said, motioning with her paw again.  Jason knelt down this time and put a hand on the ground, and watched the ants yet again.


He realized something after a few minutes.  They weren’t bumping into each other.  They were doing that on purpose.  They were greeting each other.  “I see…that my initial impression of what they were doing was wrong,” he said.


“Ahh, and that is the lesson here, Jason Karinne,” she told him, looking at him with a smile.  “Often, what you see is not the reality of what you observe.”


“But what does that have to do with my problem?”


“Perhaps, Jason Karinne, the problem as you see it is not the true problem you should be solving,” she said gently.  “Do you trust your mate?”


“With my life,” he said immediately.


“Then what does your heart tell you when she wants something?”


“To give it to her,” he replied.  “But the consequences—“


“Are your first impression of the ants,” she cut him off.  “Is it not possible that you make a problem where none exists?”


“No, shaman, there is most definitely the potential for catastrophic consequences here,” he protested.  “If what she wanted was misused, if the very thing I give her gets out and others get it, it could be a disaster.  Not just for us, but the entire Confederation.  The galaxy.  The universe,” he said emphatically.


“If the consequences are truly so dire, then why is there even a decision to be made, Jason Karinne?” she asked.  “Does the happiness of one compare to the entire universe?  Would you not have already made your choice?”


He gave her a long look, a bit scattered.


“A decision made within the illumination of love is rarely wrong, Jason Karinne, when that decision is made by a mind unclouded by doubt.  Let your heart guide you in this, as it has guided in you other things,” she said, putting her large hand-paw on his armored chest, over the crest of Karinne etched into the breastplate.  “Close your eyes.”  He did so, and took a deep cleansing breath.  “Listen to your heart, Jason Karinne.  Remember what you felt when it guided to the place where you planted our first seed.  Let it guide you now.  Do not think.  Feel.  Feel what you must do.  Let the light of your love illuminate the path before you.”

He tried to relax, to remember how it felt that day when he was in the fighter, the little pot up in the cockpit, flying with the instruments and cameras off and just going in the direction he felt was best.


Don’t think.  Feel.  Feel.  What should he do?  What did his instincts tell him?


Give it to her.


It was like a shockwave through his soul, a sudden searing light in the deepest part of himself…like something awakening.  It spread through him with the speed of a heartbeat, leaving him momentarily dazed. He opened his eyes in surprise, and looked at the shaman with a startled expression.  “Your heart speaks with strength and clarity, Jason Karinne.  And it seems, I am not the only one that heard it speak.”


She motioned down at the ground, and he looked down.  Among the blades of grass, all the tree ants had stopped.  They were all standing motionless, and they were staring up at him, their tiny antennae twitching curiously in his direction.


“I, I don’t understand.  What was that?”


“It was your heart, Jason Karinne.  You have finally learned that when your heart speaks in a voice pure and radiant, that it reaches beyond those illumined by the love you carry within.  And that is the final lesson,” she declared.  She put a single finger on his upper arm greave, and started to move it.  He looked down, and to his utter shock and consternation, she was drawing a jaingi on his armor.  And it was visible, her finger was leaving behind a ghostly white trail, leeching the color out of the metal itself, swiftly and skillfully drawing a design he’d seen on the arms of her apprentices, the same design on her own upper right arm, right where her shoulder muscle met her bicep and tricep.  How was she doing that?


“You have learned all ten lessons, Jason Karinne.  You are ready to learn how to listen.  Today you walk forth from this place wearing your first jaingi, for it is what you have earned this day.  I offer you my guidance down the path before you, Jason Karinne, to become a shaman.  You would be a fine apprentice.”


“Apprentice?  What do you mean?”


“We are all students, Jason Karinne,” she told him calmly, removing her finger from his armor and standing up, rising up over him.  Never before had she seemed so tall, so imposing.  She stood taller than him when on her hind legs, but now she seemed a giant staring down at a mouse.  Even if we do not see the truth of the lessons we are being taught.  You have learned the ten lessons, today you have learned that the purity of your heart and the light it casts upon the world can reach without as well as within.  I told you long ago that you had it within you to be a shaman, Jason Karinne.  Did you truly believe that I would not mold what I saw within you?” she asked with a gentle smile.  “You have learned how to let your heart speak beyond the boundaries of your inner self, the final lesson to learn before you may begin to learn to listen to the trees,” she added, motioning towards the ground, where the ants still stood motionless, looking up at him.  “They speak to you, Jason Karinne, and you are ready to learn how to listen.  They believe in you.  As do I.”


He was completely scattered.  He looked up at her in dumbfounded shock, then finally shook it off enough to consider her words.  He’d learned the ten lessons?  How?  When?  She’d never taught him anything, nothing like that.  Her lessons were always about common sense, patience, not mystical training in the “magic” the Parri could do.


“I…I don’t understand.”


“It is a simple thing, Jason Karinne,” she smiled.  “Have you not spoken to your tree?  Asked it not to grow so high that it discomforts your neighbors?” she asked.  “And think of your little vulpar.  Does she not always understand what you are saying to her?  And does she not try to speak back to you?”

“Well, yeah, but she’s a vulpar.  She’s much smarter than most other animals,” he replied.  “She understands everyone in the house, not just me.”


“No, Jason Karinne,” she said with a shake of her head.  “She hears your heart speaking to her, a language that all animals can understand, so she knows exactly what you are saying to her.  And with time, patience, and training, you could learn to listen to her heart as well.  Look,” she said, motioning again to the ants.  “Your love for her is why she was always able to hear your heart speaking to her, where the ants could not.  You have learned how to speak with your heart so that those not illumined by its love can hear it, at least those who wish to listen.  That is the last of the lessons, Jason Karinne, for you must use it to speak to the trees, so they may speak back to you.  It is your greatest strength.  It is your talent as a shaman, Jason Karinne.  That is the gift in you I first sensed, your ability to speak to those illumined by your love, even those who walk on four legs instead of two,” she said with a slight, gentle smile on her muzzle.  “It is part of what makes those of your house so loyal to you, Jason Karinne, because they hear your words with their ears and their hearts, and the voice of your heart gives them hope, because it tells them that your love for them is true.  Speak to the ants, Jason Karinne.  Ask a boon of them, because they can hear the voice that speaks from your heart.  Your love is a beacon of gentle radiance that quells their fears, so they will trust you.  Speak to them, Jason Karinne, with sincerity and love in your heart, and they will listen.”


He looked down at the ants, and felt entirely stupid.  “Uh, sorry I interrupted you.  You can go back to what you were doing,” he said uncertainly.


The ants continued to look up at him, but then turned and went back to going in and out of the root.

“You have earned your first jaingi, Jason Karinne, for this day you have done willingly what before you were doing by instinct,” she told him, patting him on his shoulder.  “And it could be the first of many, if you so wish it.”

“Shaman, I don’t have time to do something like that.  There’s a war on!  And even then, I’m not sure if I’m ready for something like that!”


“In all things, there is choice, Jason Karinne,” she smiled.  “And there is time.  I will always be here when you finally decide to follow your true calling.  Until then, consider my words, and know that I am always here for you when you feel the need for my counsel.”

He left the village with an answer to one question, but more questions.  He was just blown away.  There was no other way to describe it.  He could…he could talk to animals?  Without using telepathy?  Or did his telepathy have something to do with it?  He had to admit, the shaman’s description of Amber was pretty much spot-on.  She always did seem to understand him, would give her little yips in reply, and he always seemed to understand what they meant.  He remembered that day in the office days after the twins were born when he had her in his lap, telling her about the twins, explaining to her that the twins would take a lot of their attention, but it didn’t mean that they didn’t love her any less.  She’d understood it.  Understood all of it.  And going back through his memories, he recalled time after time when Amber fully and completely understood what he was saying to her.  He’d never thought anything about it.  After all, the whole family talked to her, and in her own way, she talked back.  Everyone knew what her barks and yips meant, almost like they could speak her language.  But going over it again and again, he realized that she didn’t understand the others the way she did him.  The only one she came close to understanding as well as him was Rann, and her preference for him and Jason always made him think she was a daddy’s girl.  Or maybe…she preferred them because they were the two people in the house she understood the most?  Maybe Rann could do it too, maybe Amber could understand him the way she could Jason.

What’s the matter, Jason? Dera asked.  You’ve been out of it since you came back to the village.

Jason touched the discolored metal on his right arm.  I think I just had some kind of epiphany, or maybe some near-religious experience, he answered.  The shaman told me I earned this.  And now I’m sitting here thinking back and realizing that she was right.


About what?


About Amber, he answered.


What does that mean?


It means, this whole time, I’ve been talking to her, Dera.  And she could understand me.


She’s a vulpar Jayce.  She can understand a lot more than most other animals.  Older vulpars can understand Faey language.  They learn it.  It just means that Amber is an extremely smart little furball.


It wasn’t just her.  I—the shaman was being her usual self, you know, all mysterious and vague, and she had me close my eyes and have my heart tell me what to do.  And then the strangest thing happened, he told her.  I felt something, Dera, like all the way down in my soul.  Then there were these ants there by the tree where we were, and when that happened, they all just stopped.  They stopped and all looked at me, every single one of them.  And when the shaman told me that it’s because they could hear my heart, she had me give them a command.  And they followed it, he stressed.  I…the ants could understand me, Dera.  I’m positive of it.  The shaman told me that it’s my greatest strength, that animals and others who can hear whatever it was I was doing have been able to hear me for a long time, but I’d never done it on purpose.  And I’ve been sitting here thinking of all the times I’ve talked to Amber, and I realized that she’s always been able to understand me.  Even the day that Miaari brought her to give to Rann.  So yeah, my mind is kinda blown at the moment.  It’s like if someone came up to you and told you that your whole life, you could make flowers bloom just by touching them, and you think back through your life and see that it’s no joke, that you’d been doing it your whole life and never made the connection.  I’ve never had a pet until Amber, we moved around too much to have a pet and lived on military bases overseas, where it’s more trouble than it’s worth to have a pet, so I never had the chance as a kid to figure this out.  I can talk to animals, he declared, rubbing the white jaingi on the arm of his armor.


Dera and Ryn gave him a curious look, then Ryn sat down beside him at the station in the corvette’s tactical deck.  There’s a lot of things about the Parri we don’t understand, Jayce.  Maybe she’s right.  Maybe you have some kind of unconscious telepathic talent that lets animals hear your thoughts.  You wouldn’t be the first case of it, there are tons of examples of Faey who can connect with animals on a telepathic level.  Maybe you’re one of them.


This has nothing to do with telepathy, he said, continuing to rub the discolored symbol on his armor.  I can’t explain it.  But for the first time, I…I feel a connection.  To the Parri.  To what they teach.  I…I can’t explain it.  The shaman was right, and the more I think about it, more and more I see how right she’s been about so many things.  I almost wish I had the time to learn more, but I just don’t, he told them.  I’m more curious now than ever, but I don’t have the time to sit over there around her fire day after day for the next ten or twenty years and learn how to listen.


Listen?


Yeah, that’s what she offered to teach me.  To listen.


To what?


To the trees.  To animals.  To the universe, I suppose, he sent wryly.


Jason, if you start telling people that trees talk to you, you may end up in a padded cell in the annex, Dera warned.  Most people don’t understand the Parri’s mysticism, at least not like we do, since we’ve seen it first hand.  Yes, they can do things nobody else can’t.  But most people don’t understand it.  You’d better keep this to yourself.

He looked up at her, and gave her a single nod.  She was right.  Even he didn’t fully understand the Parri, but the difference was, he believed that they were more than they seemed, and had abilities…powers beyond most others.  Maybe it was magic.  Maybe it was psionic.  Maybe it was something so advanced that it was beyond his imagination.  But whatever it was, it was real.


And after thinking about it a bit, he took off his gauntlet and greave and looked at his bare right arm, fully expecting to see what he saw there.


The jaingi, ghostly white on his upper arm, the exact same design as what was on the armor, and the exact same size.  She hadn’t just drawn that design on his armor, she’d drawn it on his skin, through the armor.


A jaingi.  A visible indication to those who knew the symbols that Jason had learned something that most others had not, a symbol that today, his eyes had been opened to the fact that the universe was truly much larger than he ever imagined.  Before, he’d known it.  Today, he experienced it.

He sat there for nearly the entire trip to Jaxtra in silence as Dera and Ryn looked at him, his gauntleted left hand over the ghostly white symbol on his right arm, lost in thought.


And it had nothing to do with Jyslin.


It was nearly midnight when his corvette landed on the pad at the summer palace, and quite a few people were still awake.  And of course, Dahnai had to fuss a bit about him not being there almost all day when she was “bedridden.”  He walked past her almost without seeing her, which made her even more fussy, walking along behind him and admonishing him loudly as the guards looked on with amusement.  “Jason, wake up!” Dahnai snapped, slapping him on the back of the shoulder.  “What’s wrong with you?”


“Hmm?  Sorry, love.  I’ve had a lot on my mind today,” he told her.  “How did things go?”


“Saelle took me out in a real Gladiator today,” she said with a smile.  “I had no idea how much fun it is!  Now I see why you’re doing rigger duty.”


“I told you it was fun,” he said, taking off his gauntlets.  “What about Rook?”


“I helped him test a new model of moleculartronic bionoid, the generic naval crew member model,” she said.  “I’m already talking with Yila about producing them for the INS.  They’re super useful.”


“It’s why we have bionoids on every KMS ship now, so they can be activated in an emergency and provide additional hands for the crew,” he nodded.  Jyslin, where are you?


In the living room, watching viddy with Kellin, she answered.

Come up to the room.  We have to talk.


I’ll be right there.

“Not to be rude, love, but I need to talk to Jyslin,” he said.


“Well, I guess I’ll allow it,” she said with a smile.

He met her in their bedroom, and it was theirs.  It was just off his office, a bedroom that Dahnai had set aside for them, and only they, Symone, and Tim were allowed to use it.  Tim and Symone’s bedroom was adjoining theirs, with a luxuriant bathroom between them that they both shared.  Since they were amu, giving them a single bathroom was entirely proper in Dahnai’s mind.  She almost immediately noticed that he was nearly bemused, and brought him over to the settee resting at the foot of the bed and sat him down.  What’s wrong, love?


Nothing wrong, but it’s been a pretty eventful day.  He explained his encounter with the Parri in exacting detail, and to cap off the story, he took off his gauntlet and greave and showed her the jaingi on his upper right arm.  I can’t explain it, Jys.  I felt something, something I’ve never felt before.  I wouldn’t have believed it if not for the ants.  I have absolutely no doubt, love.  They heard me.

I’m not surprised, Jason.  I’ve always known you’re special, my love, she sent with love rippling through her thought, putting her hand on his cheek.  It’s why I wouldn’t give up on you.  And the Parri have always had an interest in you.  Maybe you do have whatever it is they say makes a shaman.  I’ve always thought of it as a different mindset, the ability to see things the rest of us don’t because your mind doesn’t see limitations.  You have accomplished amazing things, love, because you always see another path, you see what the rest of us don’t.  And I’m not afraid of it.  It’s a part of who you are, it’s what makes you the man I love, and without it you wouldn’t be Jason Karinne.


That means a lot to me, he told her, taking her hands and touching his forehead to hers, sharing a moment of intimate love and support for each other.  I don’t know what I’m going to do.  I’m more curious now than ever about the Parri and their mysticism, but I don’t have time to indulge in it.  There’s a war on, the Consortium is coming, we may face a full invasion by the Syndicate after we defeat their expedition.


There’s quite a few tomorrows, love, she told him.  You don’t need everything today, when there’s a tomorrow out there that might be better.


Always so patient, he told her with gentle love.  It’s one of your greatest strengths, love.


It’s the engineer in me, Jason.  Take the time to do it right, or waste more time fixing what you just broke.


So, you can live with my new decoration?

She laughed aloud.  I guess I can.  At least it has a nice design.  If it were ugly, you and me would be having a long talk.


Good, because I’m not removing it.  It…it’s a part of me, Jyslin.  To remove it would be like chopping off my own hand.  And I can’t explain why I feel that way.


I completely understand.

He smiled at her.  And I’ve made a decision about the other thing.  I had a long talk with Zaa, and I went to the Parri to further discuss it, and we’ve reached a decision.  He patted her hand.  And the answer is yes.  But, with some conditions, he warned before she got too excited.


Which are?


For one, this stays secret.  Jyslin, you can’t even tell Symone and Tim.  I’m willing to give you what you want, but it can’t ever get out, anywhere, any way, that we have the ability to make more Generations.  I think you can understand what kind of mess that would create.


We’d have to seal off the planet, she predicted, and he nodded in agreement.


And this will be done once.  Only once, and only for you.  It will never be done again, and on that Zaa has already promised to deny any additional requests for their help.  Zaa understands your position, Jyslin, and she has sympathy for it.  But this is the proverbial one-time deal.  The virus she’s having made will only work on you, it is being custom engineered so that not even Lorna or your parents or brother can be affected by this retrovirus.


That’s fine, Jason.  I don’t want this to make myself or my family Generations, after all.  I want this so I can be your wife, in every possible way.


And that is the only reason Zaa agreed to this, he told her.  She said it’ll be ready in about a takir.  When it’s ready, we’re going to be taking a little trip to Kimdori Prime.  Only you and me are going, and it’s going to be done there.


Is this going to cause any row among the others?  They’re going to know about me.  What if Jenn marries Meya and demands she get this same treatment?  What if Rahne wants this for Adam?  What if Saelle wants this for Evin?  You know he’s never going to leave her.

Tough luck, and I’ll make that abundantly clear, Jason answered her.  Or more to the point, I’ll tell them that they have to convince Zaa to do it.  And good luck with that.  Zaa can be an iron bitch when she wants to be.

Jyslin had to laugh.  That’s Trelle’s own truth, she agreed with a grin.  Thank you, Jason.  Thank you so much for doing this for me.

Only for you, Jyslin.  Only for you.
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Foxwood East, Karsa, Karis 

It was all anyone could do but stare, even Jason.


It was almost impossible not to notice, and Aya pointed it out to them as they approached the strip from offshore, and they gawked as the frigate came in for a landing.


The oye tree planted in the back yard, seemingly overnight, had grown.


Jason flew under and around that tree every day, and he could tell just by looking at it that it had grown, and had grown significantly.  It was a good 60 shakra taller now, and its canopy looked to be spread over a square kathra.  That canopy was also adorned with thousands and thousands of small white blossoms nestled among its gold and green leaves, the green leaves new growth that would turn golden once they reached full size.  The tree had not only grown noticeably overnight, it had also flowered.  It was the flowers that had everyone staring, because none of them had ever seen so many flowers before.  They were almost covering the entire canopy, turning it white from the multitude of small, delicate blossoms.  The tree had flowered before, but it did so in a predictable pattern of about every three months, and had never had so many flowers before.

Inspecting the trunk when they got home confirmed it.  The trunk was nearly two shakra thicker now than it had been, and had grown enough to wrinkle the soil around the base of the trunk as it pushed it aside to grow, which wrecked the small garden of flowers planted around the trunk within the fence.  Ayama and Surin were out there as they approached, on their knees with gardening supplies and doing what they could to save the displaced flowers, carefully putting them in transplant pots.  “When did this happen, Surin?” Jyslin asked, looking up at the tree.


“It began early yesterday afternoon,” he answered, placing a small violet-looking flower into a pot.  “We had a botanist come and examine the tree, your Grace.  It’s growing at a rate of nearly six tikra an hour, and it’s still growing.  We need to remove the fence and pull up the walkway before it destroys them.”


“It’s growing that fast?” Jason asked in surprise.


Surin nodded.  “The botanist has no idea why, or if it’s going to stop.  Jason, we may be looking at a situation where we may have to cut it down,” Surin said seriously.  “If it threatens the house—“

“It won’t,” he cut him off.  “It can’t grow like this forever.  We just have to wait it out.”


“It’s been quite a nervous night, Jason,” Ayama told him.  “It’s been making ominous sounds since yesterday afternoon.  Creaking and groaning.  The botanist said that the sounds are caused by its rapid growth.  At first I wanted to evacuate the babies from the house, but he gave the tree an examination and assured us that  it’s in no danger of falling over.  The roots are growing as fast as the tree, and it’s keeping it solidly anchored.  He said the roots have spread over a three kathra radius and gone all the way into the bedrock, have burrowed into it, giving it enough of an anchor to even stand up to a hurricane.”


As if to accent her description, they all flinched when the trunk made an very loud crackling sound, like splitting wood.

Yesterday afternoon…wasn’t that about when the shaman had taken him out into the grove?  He put his gauntlet over the white jaingi drawn on the upper arm of his armor, almost as if expecting to feel something from it.  Could what happened yesterday be linked to this sudden growth of the tree?


She always did call this his tree.  Was…was this tree somehow connected to him?


He took off his gauntlet and carefully stepped over the fence, making sure not to trample any flowers, and put his hand on the trunk.  And he…he felt something.  He wasn’t sure what, but there was definitely something.  Like a warmth.  “What’s gotten into you, old friend?” he asked softly, looking up the towering trunk, now the size of a 25 story building.  It looked to be nearly 400 shakra tall, more than twice the height of a sequoia or redwood back on Terra.  “I thought we had a deal.  No towering over the neighborhood.  You’re being naughty.”


Ayama and Surin both burst out laughing, as did Rann and Shya.  But Jyslin was not laughing.


The tree seemed unimpressed by his admonition, to the point where the trunk groaned again, quite loud this time.


“Perhaps a Parri could explain this,” Ayama offered.  “They know more about these trees than anyone else.”


“That might be a good idea.  I’ll ask someone to ask a Parri to come here and check the tree,” Jason agreed.


About an hour later, after they had a chance to get out of their armor, take a bath, and get a light snack, the Parri shaman herself was escorted into the back yard.  Jason, Jyslin, and the kids were helping Ayama and Surin save the flowers, so he was right there as Mai and Kaera escorted her up from the landing pad.  He did get up and go over to greet her, and she stepped over to the trunk, reared up on her hind legs, and put her hand-paw on the trunk.  “It is nothing to worry about, Jason Karinne,” she said mildly.  “This tree is about to bear fruit, and its growth reflects that.  It cannot do so until it reaches a certain size, so it is making its preparations.  In about twenty days, the canopy overhead will be almost overburdened with fruits.”


“Really?” he asked.


“Yes.  This tree is now mature,” she declared.  “Truly, the love you have shown it has accelerated its growth, and now it seeks to repay your devotion by sharing its bounty.”


“How much taller will it get, honored shaman?” Ayama asked courteously.  “So we know how to plan our new garden.”


“I do not know your measurements, my dear friend,” she said, looking back at her.  “But it will grow approximately half of its current size more in height, its canopy will expand by nearly its current size over again, and the trunk will expand nearly half again the size it is now.  Does that answer your question?”

One half of its current height…dear God, that would make it nearly 600 shakra tall!  That was the height of a 45 story building, with a canopy extending out two kathra in every direction!  The trunk would be nearly fifty shakra wide, taking up nearly a quarter of the back yard!

Well, at least when it finished growing, it wouldn’t be hard for frigates to get in under it anymore.


“And it has to do that before it can fruit?” Surin asked.


She shook her head, looking back up the tree.  “It will begin to fruit in a matter of days, and continue to grow as the fruits grown and  ripen.  But it should finish its growth just as the fruits become ready to be picked.”  She looked back to Jason.  “The fruits of this tree are not to be sold, Jason Karinne.  They are not to bring profit to anyone.  They are to be shared with any who wish them.”

“Any fruit from this tree will never be sold,” he declared adamantly.  “Ayama, I want you to do me a favor.”


“Yes?”


“Arrange a festival of sorts for 20 days from today, a harvest festival.  Make it known that on that day, anyone can come and pick the fruits from the tree.  Get with Aya and work out a security zone around the strip that people can’t enter.  Talk with Jrz’kii and arrange some hoverplatforms with safety harnesses and other means for common citizens to get up there to pick the fruits safely.  And write up some rules, you know, no damaging the tree, no leaving the hoverplatforms and climbing around in the canopy.  You know, common sense stuff to protect the tree and keep anyone from getting killed.”


“I’d be happy to, Jason,” she said as the shaman gave him an approving smile.  “It shouldn’t be that difficult.”

“Thank you for your expertise, shaman,” Jason told her, coming up and taking her hand-paws, looking up into her eyes.


“I am happy to help, Jason Karinne, but I must return to the village.  I was in the middle of a lesson when the call came.”


He was about to say something, but Cybi cut him off.  [Jason, Lorna wants to talk to you,] she relayed.


[Alright, I’ll go up to my office.]  “I was going to ask you to stay and talk, but work just called me as well, shaman,” he told her.  “Would be you be free tomorrow morning to talk?”


“Of course,” she smiled.  “I will have breakfast waiting for you, Jason Karinne.”


“I’ll be there.”


After getting up to his office, he put the room in secure mode and brought up a holo of Lorna.  She was in her office at the Spires, with that lovely view showing in the window behind her.  “Nephew,” she said.  “We’ve decided to try to cajole Sha Ra into calling off her fleet.”


“Okay.  What are we doing that you need to talk to me for?”


“You said you have significant numbers of toys at Oasis.  Do you have enough to scare her to the negotiating table?”


Jason laughed, and gave her an evil grin.  “Yes I do,” he replied confidently.  “The most important of which are the two hundred stellar collectors we have in close orbit to the star.  You say the word, and I’ll tell Maggie to have them shift position, to get close enough to take shots at the enemy ships, far enough away so they’re almost impossible to detect but close enough so they won’t see the shots coming.”


“You’ll get that word sometime tomorrow,” she replied.  “We’re still working out exactly how we want to do this.  I need a complete list of all 3D assets you have hidden at Oasis and what kind of damage they can do, so we can build a timeline to plan around.  We’re not going to tell you how to use them, we just want an idea of what they can do so we have an idea of how fast or slow things are going to move.  We’re also debating whether or not to send out ships equipped with Hrathari translight drives to demonstrate that we can move in and out of the interdiction effect at will, to try to intimidate Sha Ra into surrendering.”


“You don’t need their ships.  We need a few of ours, ones with GRAF cannons installed,” he said.  “Show that not even hiding behind a planet or moving out to the edge of the system to avoid a stellar collector is going to work, and Sha Ra may see that we can whittle her fleet down to nothing over a few years.  And there’s nothing she can do about it.”


“Jason, I’m not taking KMS command ships off the board for fourteen days so they can go out there and come back,” she told him.  “We need those ships if Sha Ra orders the fleet here to attack an uninterdicted system.”


“We only need one, Lorna.  And the Pegasus is already here, so I’ll take it and an escort task force off the board and prep it for the trip out.”


She took a thoughtful look for a moment, the nodded.  “As long as it’s only one, and it’s not the Tianne,” she acceded.  “Don’t send them out until we have the specifics ironed out.”

“Alright.  I’ll have Cyra send you a manifest of everything we have in the system, and pull the Pegasus and about ten other ships off the board with drives installed to escort it.  No flag vessels, just cruisers, destroyers, and frigates.”


“I was about to tell you that,” she chuckled.

“I’m also going to tow a Stargate out there,” he continued.  “It might behoove us to have a fast way to get ships over there, and with that fleet trapped in interdiction and it being a one week trip for the rest of them to get there, it should be safe enough.  I’ll just have to picket a defense squadron there.”


“That’s a good idea.  Place it in the dead zone between the interdiction fields so ships that come through can jump to the border of the field.”


“Can do.  I’ll load some diplomatic bionoids onto the Pegasus, just in case we can’t use the Stargate.”


“It may be a good idea,” she nodded.  “Mesaiima and Ethikk’s at the very least.  Maybe one for every member of the Council at the worst, just in case.”


“Not for this.  Mesaiima and Ethikk are good at negotiating, and they should definitely be along to further the negotiations, but we also need someone that can scare Sha Ra into a cease fire.  We need Grran, Orgik Vort of the Vekk, and Jokik Bor of the Ubutu,” he declared.  “All three of them don’t take shit from anyone, they’re physically intimidating, and they’re three of the few rulers on the Council deeply versed in military strategy and tactics.  Mesaiima can charm Sha Ra, but those three can scare the piss out of her, and that’s exactly what we need here.  We need intimidation, not glibness.”


“Can’t argue with that,” she agreed.  “But, we really shouldn’t be making the Council’s decisions for it here, nephew,” she chuckled.


“Fuck them, they have no idea what we need here,” he retorted, which made her laugh.  “Besides, negotiating a cease fire is in the purview of the CCM, not the Council, so you have final say.  Mesaiima and Ethikk can take over formal negotiations once we have a cease fire.  I’ll get Rook on the task of building them macro bionoids, they should be ready before you send down any orders.  Actually, just to be safe, I’ll order him to build a macro bionoid for every member of the council.  Just in case.”

“That’s the objective.  To get there, we have to soften them up,” Lorna continued.  “Jason, I want you to get 3D ready to do battle in their special way.  I want you to take it to Sha Ra so hard she has no idea what happened, and what may come next.  When we offer a formal negotiation, I want her to jump at it, then show up quivering like a frightened kree.  I want you to empty the entire toy box on her.”


Jason’s grin was savage.  “I’ve been waiting takirs for you to say that, Lorna,” he told her in a voice of dreadful anticipation.


“Get everything ready, and sometime tomorrow, you should have authorization.  Is that enough time?”


“Yes,” he answered.


“Then I’ll let you get over to 3D and get things going, nephew,” she said with a smile.  “I’ll call back tomorrow morning your time to get a status report.”


“I’ll have one for you,” he said, standing up.  Lorna’s hologram winked out, and he immediately moved into action, standing up and heading for his bedroom so he could get into his armor.  [Cyra, get the list of assets we have at Oasis from the 3D mainframe and send it to Lorna over in CCM HQ.  Cybi, get 3D into the warehouse, all of them, we’re having a meeting in two hours.  Coma, tell Rook that I want him to build a macro bionoid for every member of the council, and they need to be done as fast as he can.  Have them scale properly by height, that way the larger members of the council will tower over a Benga.  Cynna, tell Myri to pull the Pegasus, four cruisers, eight destroyers, and ten IP frigates off the board, then get with Jrz’kii and  gather up a towing detail of KMM tugs and other non-military assets and get a Stargate ready to ship out to Oasis.  Non-drive ships, Cynna.  The CCM knows we’re moving that Stargate, it can’t magically appear in the system in an hour.  Cylan, get with Myri and organize a defensive task force for that gate once it arrives, and all those ships have to have drives. Cyvanne, just go back to skateboarding over at the park with your bionoid, we don’t need you.]

[Push off, Jayce,] she snapped through the biogenic network, which made Jason laugh aloud.


[You talk to Tom and find out how many assets we can get over to Oasis in the next 30 hours.  Cyra, when you deliver that list, tell Lorna that we’re going to send more assets via one-way wormhole, but we can’t report them to her until we know they made it through intact.  That gives us cover to move as much as we can with drive ships and not have to account for it.]


[We’ll get it done, Jason,] Cybi answered.  [I assume we’re about to go after the main fleet?]


[Yes we are,] he answered.  [With the fleet in the galaxy beyond our reach, the staff at the CCM is going to try to scare Sha Ra into agreeing to a cease fire.  Lorna wants them shaken up enough that when we offer a parlay, they jump to take it.  That means that it’s 3D time.]  Aya, I’m going to the warehouse, get everything ready, he warned openly.  Jyslin, you too.  You’re 3D even if you spend most of your time with the Paladins, and this is a full meeting. 

I’ll call in a frigate.  When are you leaving?


As soon as it gets here.


I’ll start getting ready as soon as I finish feeding Jon, Jyslin answered.


[Then let’s get things moving,] Jason declared, opening the armory door in the bedroom and reaching for the breastplate of his armor on its stand before the stand even stopped moving.


Two hours later, Jason and Jyslin strode into the 3D warehouse with the entire team assembled, some of them having to come in from deployment in CCM task forces.  Because of that, more than half the 127 people in the warehouse’s main floor were wearing armor.  And not everyone in the room was a Faey or Terran.  There were Shio like Emia, Siyhaa and her Moridon, and a smattering of other races from the Confederation, those who showed the right combination of skill and creativity that was mandatory in 3D.  Scientists, engineers, and machinists, they all shared space standing on the floor, sitting on desks, or standing on platforms, arrayed around the center of the large room as Jason walked into it.  Jyslin split off from him and sat on a desk beside Myleena.  “Alright, it looks like everyone’s here,” he declared.  “Lorna just asked us to scare the Syndicate into negotiating, people.  That means we are going all out against the fleet trapped at Oasis,” he announced, which caused a few cheers.  “She asked me to literally empty the toy box on them, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”


“About time!” someone shouted.


“Amen,” Jason agreed.  “That means that effective right now, everyone on deployment is off of it.  I need everyone here to get things ready, because we’re gonna do this right,” he declared.  “Tom.”


“Yeah, Jayce?”


“Pull every toy you can from everywhere else that can afford to be without them and get them to Kosigi.  And empty the warehouses.  Everything goes, Tom, even the experimental units.  We’re throwing everything at them.  We’re gonna send it out to Oasis on those KT-2K freighters we installed with drives.  Myleena, you organize the toys we have there and the ones coming, and monitor the shipping operation, make sure the freighters don’t get close enough to the sensor units the CCM placed out there to monitor the enemy fleet.  I don’t want them to know we have ships out there.  Bo, Maggie, you draw up a very general game plan with Tom and Myleena, but don’t get too specific because we need to find out what Lorna’s exact objectives are.  You can tweak what you come up with once Lorna gets back to us.  Rook, I need you to finish those macro bionoids as fast as you can, and then get back over here and help with the deployment.  Leamon, did you finish the tweaks on the resonator?  Is it good to go?”


“It’s ready, Jayce.”


“Then add them to the outbound.  Siyhaa, did you finish that project with the sentinels?”


“I should be done within three hours, Jason.  We are doing the final tests now.”


“Is that enough time to get some of them out there?”


“It is.”


“Alright, add that to the list too, Tom,” Jason said.  “If anyone has anything to add to the list, just talk to Myleena.  Bo, you and Maggie are going to be the operation commanders, you’re gonna run things from Kosigi with Tom and Myli.  Talty,” he said to the Jhri standing on one of the desks.


“Yes, Jason?” she asked in her shrill voice.


“I want you to head up the on-site team.  Unpack the mobile ops unit and pick yourself an ops team.  Bo and Maggie are going to manage strategy from Kosigi, so they’re off limits.  You’ll be in charge of deploying the field operation.  You’ll have tactical command of the theatre.”


“I’ll get everything ready!” she said in excitement.


Talty?  Why not Bo or Maggie? Myleena asked privately.  They have more experience.

Because she’s ready, he answered.

And?

And nothing.  She’s ready, so she gets the job.

I hate it when you think you’re in charge.


I am in charge, bitch, he retorted as he looked at her, which made her grin at him.  “That’s it, people.  Get everything to Kosigi and onto those freighters.  Talty, gather your team.  Bo, Maggie, Tom, Myli, get up to Kosigi and make Dellin very mad at you.  Rook, Siyhaa, get it done.  We have 23 hours to get everything organized, that leaves us seven before our scheduled deploy.  Let’s go.”

There was a loud cheer, then everyone in the warehouse rushed back to their desks or work areas to gather up what they needed.  Myli and Tom were already shouting orders, and Talty was running after her first choice for the tactical team…and she chose wisely with Rook.


[Jason, you need to come out now,] Miaari communed through her memory band to him.


[Miaari?  Where are you?]


[Outside the door. Zaa needs to speak to you immediately!]

It must be both top secret and serious for Zaa to send Miaari after him personally.  “Jyslin, take over,” he called loudly.  “The Kimdori just asked to talk to me, they must have found something.”


“No problem, love, we’ll get everything moving,” Jyslin smiled.


Miaari met him at the door, guarded by Marine Guards, and she hustled him into his frigate and rushed him over to Jaxtra.  And the ship went fast.  “What’s going on, Mee?” he asked as they raced over the Sarsei Sea towards Kirga.


“I know now, Jason.  I only know that Denmother told me to find you and get you to her as fast as possible.  She made it clear that it was dreadfully important.”


“Why not just tell Cybi?”


“Because I was close to the warehouse anyway.”


“Good reason, I suppose.  I take it the infiltrators found something?”


“I know not, but I suspect that must be the case for such haste.”


Zaa was already in her office when they arrived, and they were hustled straight to her.  “Cousin,” she said, standing up as he and Miaari came in.  “Miaari found you quickly.”


“I wasn’t hiding, Denmother.  What’s going on?” he asked as the door closed.


“Our infiltration of the Syndicate headquarters on E Chaio has already produced substantial intelligence, cousin,” she said as they all sat down.  “And among them, I believe, is the identity of our insurgent within their fleet.”  She leaned her elbows on her desk and looked at them.  “My child within their headquarters managed to get her hands on a datafile concerning the Oracle system.  Jason, the Oracle is not a computer.  It is a precog,” she declared.


He gasped.  “Are you serious?  A precog?  And she didn’t go insane?”


“No.  The psionics they use in the Oracle system do not go insane,” she replied.  “They all hail from the same race in Andromeda, a race known for its precognates.   The race seems to be fully compatible with the gift, for it does not drive them mad because they don’t use it with their conscious minds.  Their predictions come from their subconscious minds, in the form of dreams, which they then interpret.  The name of their race translates from Benga into the Dreamers.  Only the most powerful are placed within the Oracle program in the military.  And we have data on the specific Oracle embedded within the fleet that invaded our galaxy.  It is a child.”

“A child?  Why would they send a child?”


“Because they fear them,” she answered.  “Much like the Faey, the entire race is telepathic, but they do not teach them telepathic skills.  As they get older, as their powers grow and mature, they start to learn how to use their telepathy, and the Benga have past experience that when their Oracles gain telepathic proficiency, they use that ability to engineer their own escape.  To get as much use out of them as possible, they are placed into the program as young as possible, and when they reach the age of sixteen years, they are killed.  They keep them in a state of induced sleep when not actively using their ability to prevent them from expressing telepathic ability and learning to control it.  They utilize telepaths to torment that sleep with nightmares even as they insert the questions into their subconscious mind via telepathy.  In that agitated state, their ability to see possible future outcomes is more clear.  The nightmare is more accurate than the dream, so they inflict nightmares upon them.”


He gave her a look of shock.


“These children live a life of nightmares, Jason, until they become a threat.  Then they are killed.”

“That’s…that’s…monstrous!” he said, outrage boiling over in his voice.


“The Oracle in the enemy fleet is, by our time measurements, about nine years old.  And Sha Ra is petitioning her superiors for permission to terminate her.  She thinks that because she failed to foresee the interdictors, she is either defective or actively resisting.  Cousin, I suspect with high confidence that she is the insurgent.  Our analysts agree, it is a very high probability that she is leading Sha Ra down the wrong path intentionally so the fleet is defeated, with hopes that it brings about her own freedom.”


It all fit.  What the shaman told him, the way things had turned out so far, the series of events, Zaa was right.  This Oracle had deceived Sha Ra, probably because she foresaw the opportunity that she would escape from the Benga.  Trapped in a nightmare that forces darkness upon it, that was how the shaman described the insurgent within the enemy fleet.   If they kept these Oracles asleep so they couldn’t think rationally, then tormented them with nightmares to incite their precognitive abilities, that was the very definition of it.  But struggles against its chains and seeks release also fit perfectly.  If the Oracle was deceiving Sha Ra, she was doing everything in her power to escape from her.


It explained everything.  And since it was clear that the Oracle was deceiving Sha Ra, they had to act on it quickly.

“We have to do something,” Jason said.  “Zaa, we can’t leave that Oracle there.  If she starts cooperating, Sha Ra will regain the upper hand by predicting the success of her actions.  If she’s on the fleet flagship, we have to find a way to get her out of there.  We owe it to her, she may be the sole reason why we’re winning this war, by deceiving Sha Ra into making poor decisions.”


“She is the single-most guarded being in the entire fleet, Jason,” Zaa warned.  “It would be impossible to abduct her.  They would kill her before we got anywhere near her, that is their standing order.  They will kill her if you even reveal that you know about her.  The one thing they never want their enemies to gain is an Oracle.  If we force Sha Ra to surrender, she will kill the Oracle the instant she makes that decision.  Rescuing this Oracle will be impossible.”


“Nothing is impossible,” Jason said, leaning back in his chair.  “But that also begs the question, what about all the other Oracles?  If we ever want any hope to ever keep the Syndicate out of our galaxy, we have to take out the Oracles.  I’ll bet they won’t be quite so willing to try to conquer the universe of they don’t have them anymore, when success is no longer guaranteed.”

“The entire race is strictly controlled, removed from their original home planet and placed on a moon in what appears to be one of the most heavily guarded systems in Andromeda, even more so than E Chaio.  They keep a fleet of one hundred thousand ships in that system at all times.  And you must also consider, cousin, that all of our actions will be foreseen by the Oracles that are not resisting, allowing the Syndicate to counter them.  Freeing the race from the Syndicate would be virtually impossible.”

“Again, Denmother, nothing is impossible,” he said, looking down at the floor as he thought furiously.  “All we have to do is come up with a plan that has no chance of failure, so that the Oracles report back that there is zero chance that the Syndicate can stop what’s happening.”


“You don’t ask for much, cousin,” Miaari said with a dark little chuckle.


“Or…we set into motion a plan of action that cannot be stopped,” he said with a sudden widening of his eyes.  “How do you fool someone that can see the future, Denmother?”


“Is that a rhetorical question, cousin?”


“Yes.  How do you do it?”


“As you said, you ensure that your course of action cannot fail.”


“No, Denmother, how do you trick someone that can see the future?”


“By hiding the true course of events,” she answered after thinking a moment.


“No, Zaa, by making them see doom,” he said.  “If they see nothing past the doom, they can’t predict beyond it.”


“What are you about, cousin?” Zaa asked.


“It’s simple, Denmother.  That star system you said they’re at?  We’re going to destroy it.”


“What?”


Miaari gave him a look, then gasped and then laughed.  “Brilliant!”


“I don’t see your plan here, cousin.”


“It’s very simple, Denmother.  You said it yourself, they can’t foresee their own deaths.  But what if they foresee something that kills everything around them?  A cataclysm?  A natural disaster of such magnitude that everyone, even the Oracles, only see doom?”

“I…I still do not understand, Jason.”


“I get it!  I see what he intends, Denmother!  We trick that immense fleet to flee, and in such a way that they do not try to destroy the moon!  They will let the cataclysm do it for them!  We need only ensure that it happens so fast that they have little choice but to flee or die!”


Jason clapped his gauntlets together and pointed at Miaari with a smile.  “I don’t have any specifics, but when the time comes, that’s how we go after the Oracles in Andromeda.”


“You intend to exterminate the species, Jason?” Zaa asked in disapproval.


“No, Denmother, to force the Syndicate to abandon them to what they see as their own doom.  Then we just interdict the system after they leave, and they can’t get back in there.”


“That…might work,” Zaa said, leaning back in her chair and scratching her muzzle in thought.  “But it would be very tricky.”


“Not as tricky as you think it will be.  Just leave that to me when the time comes, Denmother, I have a plan.  What I don’t have a plan for is the Oracle that’s at Oasis.  It’s too bad we can’t build a person-sized Stargate,” he said ruefully.  “We could get it in there and—“

Of course!  The bridges!  That was the answer!

“Jason?”


“I can do it!” he said with a sudden gasp, standing up.  “Denmother, can you get an infiltrator close enough to that Oracle to touch her?  Close enough to plant a homing beacon on her?”


“Possibly.  What do you intend, cousin?”


“We’re going to use a wormhole to get her out!” he said with sudden animation.

“It would kill her, cousin,” Miaari warned.


“Not if we follow the rules!” he said.  “I have to go, Denmother.  I have to build something.  You have one of your infiltrators wait for a piece of equipment I’m going to deliver to the system, then get it to the Oracle.  I’ll be able to yank her right out of the ship!  I have to go!  I’ll send you a report!”


Miaari ran after him as he charged through the house and towards the frigate, which was already powering up since he sent in advance.  “Jason, what are you about?” Miaari demanded as she ran up the ramp behind him.


“The bridges, Mee!  I can build a stable two-way wormhole using a homing beacon and modifying a Stargate system using bridge technology, one with an aperture the size of a large door!  I can build a personal Stargate!  A stable wormhole between two points small enough for a person to walk through that doesn’t need a controller at both ends!  Why didn’t I ever think of this before!  I’m so stupid!” he said as he ran down the companionway.


“But that won’t work, Jason.  They’ve tried it before.”


“For ships, Mee!  I’m talking about something much smaller!  The larger the gate, the more spatial volume you’re affecting, thus the more unstable it is!  By building a gate only eight shakra across, and placing it far enough away that we’re not severely warping space to form the wormhole, it will make it stable enough to get that girl out of there!  Hell, stable enough to leave open, just like a normal Stargate!  I just need to know where to open the terminus, and that’s what the beacon is for!”

Miaari hurried after him, her face furrowed in confusion, then her eyes widened.  “I see!” she said, then she laughed.  “Brilliant!  Absolutely brilliant, cousin!”


“I guess I never thought of this before because of the insane amount of power it’s gonna take, it makes it infeasible to build it just to send one person somewhere.  But this one person is worth all that power, all the credits it’s gonna cost to build it.  [Myleena!]


[What, babes?]


[Change of plans.  You’re off the mission.  Meet me at my house, you and me are gonna build something, something so important that it may make the Syndicate surrender.]


[What?]


[A stable wormhole generator,] he answered.  [We’re going to use it to abduct a single person.]

[A what?  Jason, that’s never going to work!]


[Trust me.  Just get over to my house.  Cynna, I want you to look around the Confederation and find me a deep space station.  It has to be big enough to house six Class X singularity plants and about sixteen thousand cubic shakra of additional internal space, but only that big.  The station has to have the smallest gravimetric footprint possible, what we’re going to build is very sensitive to disruption by gravity wells.]


[I found one.  A Potra deep space cargo station currently decommissioned and awaiting being recycled.  I’ll contact Palu Magara and ask if we can buy it.]


[Good.  Tell all the CBIMs and Coma to prepare for a project.  And we’ve gotta build it fast.]


[What are we building, Jason?] Cybi asked.

[I’ll explain it when I get home,]  he answered.


He had the frigate rush him home even faster than it got him to Jaxtra, and he literally ran from the landing pad and into the house.  Myleena was already there, and he dragged her down into his workshop, explaining his idea over commune as they went down the stairs.  [Trelle’s garland, babes, that might work,] she agreed after absorbing his idea.  [The gate should be stable so long as we can predict the motion of the terminus in relation to the target point.  And if we’re trying to abduct someone off a Syndicate ship in orbit, it’s gonna have a predictable vector.]

[Exactly.  With a locator beacon on the other side to direct the gate targeting system, it can hold the gate open and stable for several minutes, more than long enough for a team to go through, grab the girl, and come back.  They’ll never see it coming, and she won’t tell them even if she foresees it, because it’s what she wants.  And thanks to that Godsend Emia’s work on spatial bridges, we have everything we need to do it, we just have to adapt it from bridge technology.]


[Our rough calculations say it will work, Jason,] Cybi injected.  [Given our target is outside the galaxy, it’s far enough away for us to place the origin gate here at Karis. We’ll just have to do some additional calculations to take the Flat Space Effect and time dilation into account when we open the bridge to keep the terminus in place relative to the ship into which it opens.]


[That’s why you guys are on the case, the six of you can crunch those numbers before we so much as have a blueprint drawn up,] Jason told them.


[It won’t take us long.  We can almost fully use a bridge for this, with just a few tweaks,] Myleena predicted with a confident grin.  [But we’ll need more than us.  Let’s gather up what we need from your workshop and go over to 3D.  We’re gonna need Emia and Siyhaa for this minimum.  We can work on this while the rest of the guys go kick the shit out of the Syndicate.  They just have to be careful not to do so much damage that they decide to kill the Oracle before we can rescue her.]


[We need time, and this attack is about getting Sha Ra to the negotiating table.  Once we get her there, we drag out the negotiations, stall the fuck out of her, and she’ll go for it because she’s also stalling.  She’s waiting for information to come back from her superiors about how they might be able to circumvent an interdictor.  So her stalling just plays right into our hands.  We build the bridge, steal the Oracle, and then we threaten her with horrors and tribulations if she doesn’t surrender.]

[I like the way you think cousin,] Myleena grinned.
