Chapter 3

Kaira, 16 Suraa, 4405, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Sunday, 12 January 2019 Terran Standard Calendar


Kaira, 16 Suraa, year 1330 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Kosigi Lunar Base, Karis

It.  Was.  Beautiful.


Dellin and Cynna had busted their respective asses to make sure this happened before the Andromeda operation, for Jason to approach the second fleet flagship, the sister ship to the Tianne, in his personal skimmer.  It hung in the cold air over the core, docked to the main spar and the only place to which it could dock.  As of five hours ago, with them finishing the initial testing and certifying that all systems were operational, construction was officially complete.  It was even now being loaded with all the supplies and mobile equipment it needed, and tomorrow it would be officially commissioned.  It was operational, but since the crew was still settling in, it wasn’t ready for commission, as commission implied the ship was ready for duty.


As usual, a ship of that size and importance being brought in caused a shakeup in the entire Navy, since Juma had 9,000 crew slots to fill and they had to be damn good at what they did to serve on a flagship. The ship’s captain would be newly promoted Staff Admiral Haema Karinne, pulled from the Iyaneri to command this new ship, and that had caused a tiny bit of a row in HQ.  One of the staff admirals, Eloe Karinne (as opposed to a Staff Admiral) was expecting to move back to command, but Juma had opted to go with Haema instead.  She wanted to keep Eloe on the command staff, and that was a move with which Navii agreed.  Eloe would serve the KMS better as an admiral that planned operations than on the bridge of a ship, even though she was almost expecting to be pulled from HQ and put back on a ship.


What that did was put the second most experienced command-class captain in the KMS on a fleet flagship, and Jason felt it was a good choice.  Haema would be just as effective from the bridge of her ship as Palla was on the Tianne, and she’d been on the ship for the last month to prepare for her command, overseeing the last stages of construction and memorizing every tiny detail about the ship there was.


Jason was here before the official commissioning ceremony mainly on a whim.  He’d been in Kosigi for a scheduled meeting with Zaa anyway, so when he heard that the ship was officially completed, he decided to come over and take a look at it. The ship was completely done, including having the CBMOM installed and initialized by Siyhaa—and he felt a bit surly not being included on that team—so as soon as the crew was aboard and ready and the commission ceremony was over, the ship would go on its shakedown cruise.  And they were asking a whole lot from Haema and the crew, because Lorna wanted it in the fleet when they attacked Andromeda.  Jason almost said no out of reflex, not about to send a green crew on a mission like that, but both Lorna and Navii talked him into it.  The crew didn’t need months of training to sit in the back and use its GRAF cannon, which was what Lorna intended it to do.  The ship would be long range support and would not participate in the close support and ground invasion phases of the operation.


Navii had a simpler reason, and that was if there were two of them there, the Tianne wouldn’t be focused upon the way the Syndicate had in the last days of the brief war.  Two fleet flagships meant two targets, and the ship’s crew could easily get in enough experience in their shakedown to handle sitting in the rear echelon and firing their GRAF cannon at targets tens of thousands of kathra away.  And if that wasn’t enough, the ship would have orders to actively avoid engagement.  If the Syndicate tried to engage the ship, it would retreat, because the crew wasn’t ready for a nose to nose battle quite yet.

Under those conditions, Jason had grudgingly agreed to put the ship on the board for the operation.


The skimmer landed in the port bow landing bay, and there were only two Faey there to greet him, Haema and her new exo, Admiral Jann Wilson from the battleship Trelle’s Gift, along with a hovering hologram representing the ship’s CBMOM, whom Jyslin had named Cori.  The hologram looked almost exactly like Coma and Jyslin, except its color was more pale blue than silver.


It said a lot that Haema had chosen a man for her first officer (outside of the obvious jokes about Haema wanting a man as handsome as Jann nextdoor for conjugal visits), but Jann was one outstanding ship captain and Jason could only see the wisdom in Haema choosing him.  Dera opened the hatch as Jason shut down the skimmer, then he climbed out and gave Haema a warm hug.  “Hey you,” he said.  “How you doing?”


“You’re early, Jason, the ceremony’s tomorrow,” she winked, then kissed him on the cheek.


“I’m here to give the kids a tour of the ship without a bunch of cameras following us around,” he replied easily, then he took Jann’s hand and endured it when Jann also kissed him on the cheek.  Faey men saw nothing wrong with that.  “You’re looking good with that diamond on your uniform, Jann.”


“I’m not used to it yet,” he chuckled, touching it gingerly.


“Hello, Cori.  How are you today?”


“Good day, Jason.  I am operating at peak efficiency,” she answered.  Cori was going to be alright.  She’d only been online for about three days, but she’d showed some impressive progress since then, both in learning her role in things and expanding on her personality template.  She was less mellow than Coma, but that was because she hadn’t really had much time for her personality to evolve quite yet.  But she did show the same concern for the welfare of her crew that Coma did, and that was what Jason wanted to see the most. 

“I’m sorry I missed the installation.  I blame Siyhaa for that, she didn’t put me on the installation team,” he bristled a bit.


“You were too busy and she knew it,” Haema chided.

Jason turned and looked back to the skimmer.  Well, come on, you sillies, he warned.  Aria, Rann, and Shya piled out a moment later, all three of them very excited, and Haema leaned down and gave Rann a hug when he reached them.


You’re getting so big, Rann! she sent lightly.  And my goodness, Aria, did you grow another two tikra since the last time I saw you?


Probably, she replied ruefully.  I just keep growing and growing and growing.  And that was the truth.  She’d only been a little taller than Rann when she came home, but now she was more than a head taller than him, looking more and more her age with each passing takir.  She was growing nearly .7 tikra a takir thanks to the growth acceleration treatments she was on to get her to her proper height for her age, according to Songa, who had done some scans and predicted that Aria would be a very tall young lady when she finished growing, nearly eye to eye with Jyslin.  She was also on pain-reducing agents to take the edge off her growing pains, which were quite sharp given how fast she was growing.  Sometimes Jason almost thought he could her bones crack as they grew.


And she’d also officially entered puberty.  Just five days ago, she had her first menstrual cycle, so she’d been introduced to the mysteries of feminine hygiene products by Jyslin.   His newly adopted little girl was quickly becoming a little lady.

Well, I think it suits you, dear.  You’re going to be quite beautiful tall, you have the face and shoulders for it, Haema told her.


Aww, thanks, Aria answered modestly.


“Alright, you ready to get a good look at the ship?” Jason asked aloud.


“This is gonna be fun!  We toured the Tianne, but it was hard to see anything cool!” Rann said eagerly.


Ryn and Dera followed along as Haema took the kids on a nearly two hour long tour of the ship, showing them all the noteworthy sights, from engineering to a weapon battery to the bridge, the things that would interest kids, but Jason separated himself from the tour when they reached the bridge to walk down the corridor and enter the core chamber.  Inside, a spire of pale blue crystal behind a visible hard shield dominated the chamber, Cori’s core, and she manifested a hologram when Jason approached.  “Welcome to my core, Jason,” she greeted.


[I see they didn’t change the design from Coma’s core,] he answered, looking around.  [Now that we’re out of Haema’s earshot, how’s it going?  You feel you’re ready for duty?]


[My systems are operating at peak efficiency,] she answered.  [The ship will be ready for the ceremony and shakedown cruise tomorrow.] 


[Have they delivered your bionoid?]


[Yes, it is currently in its assigned quarters.  My Karis bionoid is still in the laboratory, and quarters are already secured for it in an apartment building in the Trade District.  Rook is doing a couple of final adjustments to its biorhythmics.]


[Have you practiced with them?]


[I am doing so as we speak, your Grace, with both of them,] she answered.  [I’m having some issues with handling small, delicate objects with my bionoid aboard.  I think the sensor mesh might need adjustment.]


[That’s not the sensor mesh, you’re just not used to the bionoid’s physical strength.  Remember, your bionoid here is built to different specs than the one on Karis,] he told her.  [Do you feel ready for the mission?  I didn’t particularly want to assign you to a combat mission so soon after you came online.  I wanted you to have more time to settle in and get some experience.]


[I will be ready, your Grace,] she answered, looking down at him with a flicker of emotion passing over her hologram. [But I appreciate your concern.  The ship is operating at peak efficiency, and will be capable of carrying out its mission.]


[I’m glad of that, but I do want you to know that I won’t be disappointed no matter how well you do.  I fully understand that I’m throwing you guys into the gauntlet with very little time to establish yourselves aboard ship  and virtually no time to prepare for the mission.]


[We will complete the mission,] she predicted strongly.


[I’m sure you will, I believe in you,] he told her.  [So, what do your bionoids look like?  Are they both the same?  How much did you alter them from your base appearance?]


[They’re both the same, and not by much.  I find this appearance…pleasing,] she answered, touching her upper chest with her fingertips.  [I did opt for a different hair color, though.  I much like the color blue, the same hue as the Karinne crest.  It’s nearly identical to the color of their skin.]


[A blue-haired clone of my wife, now that’ll be interesting to see,] he chuckled mentally.  [And I’m glad you like the appearance.  I do happen to think that it’s the most lovely face in the world, given I’m married to the woman it was based on.]


[Yes, Duchess Jyslin.  We met when she was brought up yesterday for merge compatibility tests.  She is quite nice,] she confided.


[Hold on a second, Jyslin wasn’t supposed to be on that list,] Jason communed strongly.  [She’s Cyrsi’s primary!]  And was she.  Jyslin’s merge with Cyrsi was almost insanely strong, beating out her secondary by nearly 50%.  She had nearly as strong a merge as Jason had with Cybi, and the results of those tests led to a little beefing up of Cyrsi’s core amplifier stacks.  That kind of raw power wasn’t going to be ignored, so they were increasing Cyrsi’s ability to fight to exploit that advantage.

[Then it’s a good thing she isn’t the primary or secondary,] Cybi cut in.  [Brana is the primary, Jason, and Evinn is the secondary.  Jyslin came in sixth in the compatibility tests.]


[She shouldn’t have been in them in the first place!]


[Blame her for that, she showed up yesterday afternoon and demanded to be tested.]


[Well that makes no sense.]


[Of course it does.  She doesn’t want the others to think she gets any special treatment because she’s your wife.  All the others had to do compatibility tests, so she did it too.  You know how tedious they are.]

[Well…I guess that makes sense,] he grumbled mentally. [Wait, Evinn’s the secondary?  That’s a surprise.]

[It was to him too,] Cybi replied lightly.


[Where are you, Pam?] Aria called using her interface.


[I’m in the core chamber, Aria, chatting with Cori,] he answered.  [I’ve seen the bridge, they didn’t change it at all from the Tianne.  You guys can come down here when you’re done there, you can see the real Cori.]


[That sounds neat.  We’ll be there in a little bit.]

“Might wanna turn on your hard shield,” he chuckled aloud.  “Kids can be overly curious.”


Cori gave him an amused look, and she did activate her hard shield system, three layers of hard shields that protected her core.  She had to scoot her hologram forward a bit to make room for it.  “You had much chance to talk to the kids?”

“Yes, they’re quite active on the biogenic network,” she answered.  “I’m still listening more than talking within the restricted area.”  That was that part of the biogenic network reserved only for the Generations and the sentient biogenic computers. “The Generations are…chatty.”

He had to laugh.  “I can’t argue with that,” he agreed.


The door opened, and all three kids came in with Haema behind them, and all three came right over to the core, gathering at the circular rail that protected someone from walking into the hard shield.  “Wow, is that you, Cori?” Aria asked.


“Yes, Aria, that is my core crystal.  In effect, the real me,” she answered.


“It’s smaller than Cybi’s,” Rann noted.


“There’s a difference between a CBIM and a CBMOM, Rann.  They have different duties,” Jason answered.  “So their core crystals are different.  But that doesn’t in any way mean that Coma and Cori are any less than Cybi and the CBIMs just because their core crystals are smaller.”


“Yeah, think of Rook.  His crystal is like this,” Shya said, holding her fingers apart.  “And he’s alive too.  I really like him, I think he’s cool.”


“Size doesn’t mean much, kids, don’t obsess over it,” Jason told them.


“I only have one word for you, Jason.  Salira,” Haema said with an impish look.


“That’s entirely different,” he said airily.  “I do that mainly to make her laugh.  I know she gets a kick out of it.”


Haema gave him a look, then smiled knowingly.  “Not many galactic rulers would act like a fool just to make someone laugh, Jason.  That’s why I believe in you,” she winked.  She burst into helpless laughter when he took hold of her and dipped her, as if they were dancing.


“Sooo, you wanna tell me what you’re naming the ship?” Jason asked her, still holding her in the dip.


“And why should I ruin the suspense, Jason?” she winked.


“Because I’ll drop you on the deck if you don’t.”


She had to laugh.  “Such a meanie.”


“I don’t have to admit it,” he replied, shaking her a little bit, which made her laugh harder.  “So spill or you’re going to sickbay with a concussion.”


She grinned up at him.  “Alright, alright, you terrible cheater,” she succumbed as the kids giggled and Cori looked on with an amused smile.  “I’m naming him the Kinai.”


“Well, that’s a bit of a surprise.  I never thought any Faey would name a ship after a gara uka.”  The gara uka were the “demons” in Faey mythology.


“Kinai was the reformed gara uka, Jason, who turned to Trelle after seeing the true evil of Kobakk and the other gara uka,” she explained.  “That’s why she’s called the Redeemed in the scriptures.”

“Huh, I don’t remember that part of the story,” Jason mused.


“That’s because it’s in the Book of Trelle, and I believe you don’t read that for religious reasons,” she smiled.  “That’s always been my favorite story out of the scriptures, so I decided to honor she who redeemed herself of the evil of the gara uka with a ship name.”


“You’re right, I’m not getting into this one,” he chuckled.


They finished up the tour and got back on the skimmer, and Jason lifted off to get back to business.  He had Rann and Shya along with him for work today, and decided to show Aria a little bit of what his job was like by bringing her too.  She’d spent the day with him, and she was surprised at how boring his job really was, spending hours and hours just staring at a hologram screen reading reports.

If she only knew.


He had one more very important meeting today, a council session, and he’d missed an equally important meeting due to detouring to take a look at the new flagship.  Unfortunately, the kids couldn’t attend the council meeting given the confidential nature of what they’d be discussing, so he dropped them off at home and flew on to the White House.  He landed on the pad into the building, and when he reached the office, he just had to glance at his newest employee…a tabi.  She was laying in a little bed on a table behind Brall’s desk, just to the right of the door to Jason’s office, sleeping contentedly.  Aya wasn’t satisfied with just having a tabi in the house, so she’d had one brought in to live in the office to serve as an additional layer of protection if an assassin tried to get at him while he was at the White House.  The office staff took care of it, and everyone seemed to like it, even Chirk.  And Kizzik weren’t exactly known for their affinity for pets.  Dera had named the juvenile female Chichi, not quite an adult but no longer a kitten, and it was adorable in the pattern tabi way.  This one had raven black fur, which made its solid lavender eyes a bit striking.  The tabi seemed content with living in the White House, since it could go outside if it wanted, and it got all kinds of attention from everyone who came in and out of the office.  Virtually nobody could come into the office and resist petting the tabi, since her bed was so conveniently close to Jason’s door.  The only issues she had were with bionoids, but Jason had explained the concept of them to her, so she didn’t react to them in a way that would put the guards on alert when one came into the office.  She didn’t react to them at all now, but she also didn’t entirely like it when bionoids tried to pet her, at least ones she couldn’t identify by sight or the sound of their voices.

“Anything new in the inbox since I left, Chirk?” he asked as he came in.


“No, revered Hive-leader.”

“That’s the best news I heard all day.  Track down Mrar and send her up to the office.”


Chichi followed him into the office, and he ended up with her on his lap as he worked through the last of his paperwork, which he rather liked.  He was so used to Amber keeping him company at home when Rann was busy, he liked having someone around that liked ear scritches.  And what was even better, Amber liked Chichi, so there was no friction when Rann brought her to the office.  But, Jason wasn’t allowed to take her home, because she was here for a reason.  She may be adorable and may be more of a pet than not to Jason, but she was a service animal, and she had a job to do protecting the White House by detecting a hostile invader.  She couldn’t do that job if Jason took her home at night.  However, she had quite a few dedicated caretakers to make sure she stayed well fed and happy during the night, since she spent that time down in the KMS command center.  And it was almost annoying to Jason that Shey seemed to be her favorite person down there.

Aya already had a plan to introduce more tabis to the White House to pair with the Marine Guard that protected it.  And Cybi was considering getting a tabi for her facility, though it would take a bit of training to get the tabi to accept living with a bionoid.  She thought that it would be a good learning experience to have a pet, and it came with the added bonus of having a pet that could warn her if someone broke into her facility.

He could almost swear that tabis were taking over the planet.


It was a good thing their new adorable overlords only cared about being fed and getting petted in return for their benevolent rule.

The door opened, and one of the newest members of the House of Karinne padded in…though he had trouble seeing her over the desk.  Tiny little Mrar Rahl jumped up onto the chair and stood on it so she was more visible.  She was Pai, and she was his new telekinesis instructor.  He’d been working with her for 16 days now, and it had been quite an eye-opening experience, because she was almost frighteningly skilled with telekinesis, and she had nearly 40 years of experience teaching telekinesis to her students the same way a professor might teach mathematics.  She could do things Jason didn’t think was possible, capable of telekinetically manipulating atoms, and on the other side of the bridge, she could lift nearly 235 konn with her power.  235 konn…that was around 600 pounds or 250 kilograms.  That was insane strength given it was in no way boosted or augmented by a gestalt, and it made her the most powerful unboosted telekinetic on the planet by a wide margin.  She had agreed to come to Karis to train the Generations to expand and refine their abilities.  And Jason liked her.  She was kind, gentle, earnest, and sweet, and she was a damn good teacher.  “Good afternoon, your Grace.  You missed your lesson,” she chided in her high-pitched, squeaky voice, speaking Pai.

“My meeting with the Denmother ran long, I’m sorry,” he lied, speaking Pai for her benefit.  Pai had issues with telepathic language insertion, so she was learning Faey the hard way.  Because of that, everyone in the White House had inserted Pai and used it to talk to her while she learned Faey.  “But I’m here now, and I have a couple of hours before my next appointment.  How did the session with Samin go?”


“Very well,” she replied.  “He has a lot of natural talent.  He has the potential to be a Master.”  That was what Pai like her were called on their homeworld, Masters.  Those who had mastered telekinesis to the point where they could do things with it that made people gape in astonishment.  Mrar was one of their more accomplished Masters, and it was quite a coup to get her to leave Paian and come to Karis to teach them telekinesis.

She wasn’t the only one to leave Paian.  Sixty Masters were settling in at the Academy and preparing a syllabus for their first semester formally teaching telekinetic skills as professors.  They wouldn’t have all that many students in their classes, but given that Jason had never seen any race as skilled with TK as the Pai, there was no doubt that their students were going to learn a hell of a lot.  Jason himself had learned a hell of a lot in just the 16 days since he started taking lessons from Mrar.


They had a lot in common with the Pai. The Pai and the Generations were the only two known species (even if the Generations were a genetically engineered sub-species and not a true species) that were all telekinetic.


She wasn’t the only new house member from her home system.  There were several hundred Pai and Muri in the house now, and many more would be coming in as they cleared Miaari’s screening.  It wasn’t all that much of a surprise.  The Pai and Muri saw joining the House as the chance to go much faster than their respective homeworlds, joining a civilization that was already highly technologically advanced, was already exploring the entire galaxy.  They got to get out here now instead of waiting for their peoples to learn at the Academy and build themselves up to join the other spacefaring races.  Miaari had several thousand Pai and Muri in the screening process, and with luck, they’d be finishing and getting into the training programs quickly.

And both the Pai and the Muri were taking advantage of the Academy, since Jason had allowed them to send students there.  They had both maxed out their student quotas for the next semester and joined classes mid-semester so they didn’t have to wait for the next one, which wasn’t that much of an issue since the semester started just 12 days ago.  They had students in virtually every major program offered, from technical subjects to artistic ones, learning everything they could.  On their home planets, maybe millions of Pai and Muri were enrolling in the classes Ayuma was setting up on satellite campuses on all three of their inhabited planets, where they’d be taking both self-study and official classes by remote.  Both the Ruling Council and King Mrrsha were building satellite campuses almost faster than Ayuma could get the necessary computers and holographic emitters installed.

They both had a plan, and it was a good one.  They were sending their very best to the Academy to learn Confederate standard technology in person, and on their homeworlds, they were sending as many as they could to the satellite campuses, to catch up to Confederation standard education as quickly as possible.  And once they had enough education and training, they were going to start integrating Confederate standard technology into their infrastructure to become true spacefaring races, capable of sending ships outside their star system.  In the interim, however, they were buying Confederate technology from several civilizations in the Confederation, laying the foundation for the expensive and expansive build-up that would be coming in a couple of years.

The Pai were important, but it was the Muri that just about everyone wanted in the house and trained quickly, due to their amazing ability to find things.  Quite a few were already slated to enter the KES and KMS as navigators, and several organizations on Karis were all but drooling over the idea of bringing Muri in, from law enforcement to Miaari herself.

“And how are your lessons going?” he asked.


“We made a little progress today.  Hearing communion is nowhere near the same as trying to send using it, so we’ve been exploring different techniques for me to try to emulate it,” she smiled.  Mrar was here to learn as much as teach, given that not only was she a Master, but she was also one of the Pai’s strongest telepaths.  What she was going to try to learn how to do was actively commune.  No Pai they’d tested could do it, but it only stood to reason that if she could hear communion, she might be able to commune herself.  So, while she taught the Generations her telekinetic skills, they were going to try to teach her how to commune.  Samin and Cybi were handling that, since he was such a good teacher and Cybi had the most experience with communal skills.


Jason found it a little curious that despite being such a strong telepath, Mrar rarely sent, she spoke the majority of the time.  In that respect, she was a lot like Yana.


“Now, since we’re running late, let’s get down to business,” Mrar said imperiously, vaulting from the chair to the top of his desk and sitting down.  “Put your toys away and let’s discuss how you deal with uncertainty when you’re focusing your power at a molecular level.”

Jason spent nearly two hours before the council meeting in a highly interesting and enlightening training session with Mrar, learning the basics of molecular-level telekinesis from her, learning from a species that had been manipulating molecules and even individual atoms for hundreds of years.  Samin had taught Jason some of what she knew, but it turned out that a lot of his conclusions and approaches were wrong, and Mrar was correcting those bad habits.  In just two hours, Jason learned an absolute ton about molecular-level TK, mainly dealing with the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle when it came to using TK (you had to know exactly where something was to affect it if you couldn’t see it, yet the Uncertainty Principle messed with that because defining the atom’s location jacked with its motion and made it much harder to affect).  Mrar taught him a technique to affect a volume of molecules rather than trying to affect the molecules themselves, somewhat similar to the TK approach to liquids, affecting the space the liquid occupied rather than the liquid itself.  Using that technique, it avoided the Uncertainty Principle by not trying to define the location of a molecule to affect it.

But she did teach him something new, and that was how to exploit the Uncertainty Principle to invest tremendous heat into an object.  The Pai had come up with a trick similar to the Coalition’s Quantum Blasters, using the Uncertainty Principle to create a specific effect.  Quantum Blasters caused plasma charges to fire at extreme speeds, but Mrar’s trick caused molecules in an area of effect to be invested with sudden energy, which in molecules contained by molecular bonds, which meant heat.  By the end of the session, Jason was quite proud of himself for causing a glass of water to boil by investing heat into it through an attempt to define the location of the molecules of the water, which caused the molecules to increase their velocity and thereby generate heat.

Which was something he could do already, but Mrar’s technique was both much easier and much less taxing.


There was a word for what he just did based on known Karinne science:  pyrokinesis.  But the Pai didn’t compartmentalize telekinetic abilities.  They believed that any TK with sufficient power and training could do just about anything related to telekinesis. 

They finished up just as the council meeting was scheduled to start, and Jason leaned back in his chair and accepted Chichi on his lap, then merged up into the network and cast his consciousness hundreds of light years away, joining to his moleculartronic bionoid on Terra.  But he was still aware of his own body, gently petting Chichi as he practiced maintaining awareness and control over his own body as he controlled an external asset.

He would master this trick.  He would get to where he could get up and walk across the room while he was merged to a bionoid.


This was an important meeting because this one was the one where members would formally devote assets for the upcoming operation in Andromeda.  Quite a few of them had gone to Prakka to look over the construction of their forward base there—and sightsee a little bit, the system was very interesting—and that gave Jason and Dahnai a chance to cajole more members into devoting assets to the battle.  And to their credit, the others were invested in the idea.  71 of the 159 members of the Confederation had devoted assets to the operation, now that they’d heard the overall plan and knew the specific goals and objectives of the operation.  And some of them were big empires, like the Verutans, the Subrians, and the Skaa Empire, so Lorna was entirely confident they’d have the assets to complete the mission.


Jason understood why many were reluctant.  They were afraid it was the opening salvo in an all-out war on the Syndicate that would cause the Syndicate to send over their entire millions-large fleet to their galaxy, but Jason and quite a few others had to talk them out of that idea.  They all understood that getting into that kind of a war with the Syndicate would be a lose-lose scenario.  They just had to convince the Syndicate that engaging in that kind of war would be just as lose-lose for them to avoid it.

He was one of the last to join, so they got started almost immediately.  He sat between Zaa and Brayrak and listened in without paying too much attention as the Council went through some old business first, then Shakizarr, the current head of the Council, brought the important business to the floor.  He held a simple vote on who would devote assets to the operation, and Jason paid close attention to the yes votes.  He was pleasantly surprised to see that 75 out of the 159 members had voted to devote assets, four more than he was expecting, with the Dakk, Koui, Hrathari, and Velarians changing their minds.  They then talked about preparedness, just not getting into too much detail because they were on Terra rather than Karis, mainly status reports on everyone upgrading to IP.


And Jason was quite proud to hear them crowing about the system.  “My admirals speculate that the IP system will reduce ship losses and casualties on our line vessels by nearly 70%,” Assaba stated in his strong voice.  “And we’ve currently refitted all ships that are scheduled to participate in the Andromeda operation and fully tested them.  Jason, my engineers are quite impressed,” he said, looking over at him.

“That’s what we built it for, Assaba, to save lives and protect ships,” Jason said modestly.  “With luck, my research team will increase the IP strength even more before the operation begins, to make our ships even tougher and protect our people even more.  I’ve put even more people on it.  The research facility where they’re operating is almost a madhouse of activity right now.”

“Lorna assures me that we’re going to have sufficient ships for the battle plan, but forgive me if I don’t go over it here,” Dahnai spoke up.  “She made sure to ask me to stress to everyone going to not ignore upgrading your fighters and army units and armor to IP.  My engineers devised a means to install IP on personal combat armor,” she said proudly.  “That will give my soldiers even more protection and give them more time to take out the Benga with talent.”


Now that impressed Jason, and said a lot about Dahnai’s engineers.  Installing IP on something that small was not easy, not easy at all, but her people had figured it out.  Of course, the Karinnes already had Crusader IP armor in production—Crusader armor couldn’t be easily or cheaply refitted, it was more  practical and economical to replace it—and Trenirk projected that they’d have enough units produced to protect every member of the house that was going to be PIM during the operation.  After that, the KMS would undergo the very expensive process of replacing every single set of Crusader armor on the planet with the new IP version, a bill that was going to make Kumi try to kick him in the balls when she saw the final figure.  IP on Crusader armor wasn’t nearly as powerful as it was on larger units, but given that the weapons they’d face would be much less powerful, that evened out fairly well in the grand design of things.  IP in a Crusader system increased its integrity by 3,500%, and that was absolutely nothing to sneeze at.  Karinne Crusader armor used compressed Neutronium to begin with, so a 3,500% increase to that turned it to something almost godly, from an infantry point of view.  A paper-thin piece of compressed Neutronium energized by IP could withstand a direct hit from a rail slug, and the armor on a Crusader was much thicker than that.  It would make his girls virtually immune to most explosive shockwaves and incendiary attacks, but that still wouldn’t be enough to protect them from those fucking antimatter warheads.  Jason just thanked God that the Syndicate didn’t seem to use them on all their missiles.  They must either be very hard to produce or very expensive.

The mind-blowing bill for replacing every single set of armor on the planet was worth every credit in his eyes so long as it saved just one of his girls.


“Lorna said that she’ll be ready to present the overall battle plan to the council in six days,” Dahnai continued.  “We’ll be holding that meeting on Karis, due to the nature of the information.”

“Your Grand Imperial Majesty, since we’ll be starting the meeting on your last day, I move that we extend your tenure so you chair the summit in its entirety,” Magran offered.  “We don’t need a change of chair in the middle of such a sensitive set of meetings.”


“I concur,” Grayhawk nodded.  “I second the motion.”


“The motion is on the floor,” Shakizarr said.


“I think we can pass that measure on general acclimation, your Grand Imperial Majesty,” Dahnai said graciously.


“Does anyone object to general acclimation?” Shakizarr called.  After a moment, he banged the gavel.  “The motion passes.  And I appreciate your confidence in me to chair a summit of such import, my friends,” he added with a slight smile.


“We need a strong man like you to keep Jason in line when we’re on his home planet, Shakizarr,” Kreel said lightly, which caused a little chuckling through the chamber.  He was leaning back in his chair and had his feet up on his desk.  “You know how he is.”


“I do indeed,” the Verutan said with a fleeting look in Jason’s direction.


“My planet, my rules,” Jason retorted, which made Shakizarr smile.


That bit of business concluded, Jason broke his merge at the end of the meeting, feeling a bit hopeful.  Given the size of the fleet going in to free the Dreamers, they should have enough to take on any Syndicate forces that don’t flee when they put their plan into motion.  Plus, there was going to be a significant ground presence whether they fled or not, unable to get to a transport in time, so this fight was going to take place primarily on the ground rather than in space, at least if they did things right.


And that was where he would be.


He stroked Chichi’s black fur as he considered the upcoming summit.  There were three days of meetings planned, with the first day devoted to the battle plan and the operation, before, during, and immediately afterward.  The second day was set aside to discuss what happened after the operation, about the possible ways the Syndicate would respond to the attack, and the third was about their long-term interests in Andromeda in general, mainly dealing with both the Syndicate and the Consortium, their war, and the long-range impact and ramifications of them liberating the Dreamers might bring about.  And in his opinion, that was a very good discussion to have.  The council needed to think about the future past just this operation, think of their long-term goals concerning Andromeda and the potential for warfare with both the Syndicate and the Consortium.


They needed a plan, and by the end of the summit, they should have one.  Much as he may complain about the council and rag on the rulers, he could admit that when they rolled up their sleeves, things got done, and they got done right.  There were dozens of exceptional people on the council, and not just because they were rulers.  Magran was a genius, Shakizarr impressed Jason more and more every day, Enva was so cunning that even the Kimdori were impressed by her, Kreel was the single most underestimated ruler on the council, and Holikk was vastly intelligent and one of the savviest politicians Jason had ever seen.  But it was a bit unfair to single rulers out.  Every ruler on the council brought something, from Grayhawk to Master Mo, from Magran to Sk’Vrae, from Holikk to Mufar, from Kreel to Assaba, and their diversity created a singular entity that had everything.  Intelligence, strength, wisdom, restraint, compassion, cunning, if the council was a single person rather than 159, he or she would be the most formidable person alive in the entire universe.

Well, soon to be 161.   Zaa’s people had found out that both the Pai and the Muri were seriously considering applying for official membership, both for the advantages of being allied to such high-tech people and for the chance to grow and expand both their technology and their influence.  And Jason was rather hoping that both of them would do just that.  They needed the protection being the Confederation could provide, and they brought a whole lot to add to the Confederation to make it even better, even if they were tiny one-planet civilizations with ancient technology.


Jason had already readied their desks in the Hall of Peace and put Rook on the task for designing bionoids for Mrrsha and all seven members of the Ruling Council, which would require Jason to install some kind of carousel system so whoever was attending council meetings could get their bionoid in place.


And with that, his work day was done.  He checked the time, then sent a comm request.  Seconds later, Kreel’s face popped up on hologram facing his desk.  “What’s up, Jayce?”


“Jyslin’s gonna be busy tonight.  Wanna come over and go do something?”


“Only if it involves getting drunk,” he grinned.


“You can all you want,” he replied with a chuckle.  “I was looking into actually doing more than hanging out in a pub, Kreel.  I have to enjoy this time off Aya’s apron strings as much as I can,” he grinned in reply.

Kreel laughed.  “Didn’t the Bombers start their new season?  I’ve always been curious about Terran baseball.”


“They play tonight, but it’s an away game.  Feel like going over to Hirsa?” he asked.


“Not a bit.”

“It’s gonna be a bit cool, it’s winter up in the northern hemisphere right now.”


“No problem, that’s what this fur is for.  When’s it start?”


He checked the local time in Hirsa.  “Two hours,” he realized.  It was scheduled to start at 1730, which was two hours past noon.  And since Hirga was on the other side of the planet, it was late morning over there right now when it was late evening on Karga.


“Sounds good to me, I can get there in two hours no problem.”


“I’ll have them send navs so you can go straight to the Hirsa Stadium, and arrange parking space on a landing pad,” Jason said.  “And I’d better not tell the kids until after I get home to avoid needing a bus to get over there.”


Kreel laughed.  “Even you need some me time, Jayce,” he grinned.  “We’ll call it an official state visit that happens to involve Makati ale, nachos, peanuts, and veggie dogs at a baseball game.”

“My kind of diplomacy,” Jason chuckled.


“Then I’m on my way over,” Kreel said, standing up from his desk.


“I’ll get you cleared through the Stargate.  See you at the stadium.”
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Joint Base Epsilon, Kirga, Karis

It had been a while since he’d PIM’d in a Titan.


It was no different performance wise, but where it was a bit different was that instead of opening his eyes and seeing the opposite wall of the merge pod, he opened his eyes to the tunnel-like open doors leading outside of the Titan.  Like most merge-driven units, the cockpit was barely more than a coffin, completely enclosing the pilot in a casing of impact gel inside an armored box to prevent him or her from moving.  And in fact, the pilot couldn’t move when the armored box was closed, he or she was completely immobilized by the inertial impact gel which acted as an emergency backup to the inertial dampers, in case they went offline.  The cockpit had no controls, no heads-up displays, no nothing.  The secondary cockpit in the head did have displays but no controls and was much more open to allow the passengers some freedom of movement, designed for a wizzo and two mission specialists that would be performing other tasks like mindstriking or operating additional drones or other ECDs, but the primary cockpit in the upper chest of the mecha, between where the collarbones would be on a human or Faey, didn’t.  It was designed to give the pilot maximum protection both from weapons fire and from inertia.

And that protection was even more fearsome now.  The armored box holding the pilot had its own IP system in it on a dedicated power plant, with a hard shield between the interior doors into the cockpit box and the external doors.  An attack had to penetrate the shields, the carapace, and the secondary armor around the cockpit to kill a pilot.  And given the size of a Titan compared to the pilot, hitting the pilot would be either a matter of exceptional marksmanship or exceptional luck.


Jason’s visor darkened to protect his eyes from the bright Karis sun as he stepped out onto the extended platform at the base of the doors, which would retract when the cockpit doors closed, and looked out over the assembled rulers of the Confederation.  About a quarter of them were bionoids, mainly those who couldn’t survive on Karis, and the rest were here in person, brought to Karis using the Nexus Bridge so their trip was very fast, and in a way, very exciting for them since they got to see the Nexus Bridge in action from a personal perspective.  And all of them had just watched Jason and the Storm Riders along with the 253rd Marine Exomech Company, the War Saints, as they conducted a demonstration of sorts, a mock battle in the Desert Terrain Combat Simulation range, which doubled as a chance for the riggers to shake down their newly refitted Titans to make sure everything was working properly in more extreme conditions than a test in a maintenance bay.


It was the first time most of them had seen Jason pilot a rig in person, or seen Titans in action from so close.  They’d seen holos of him out in the field during the brief war with the Syndicate, but now they got to see him doing his chosen profession within the KMS from a much closer perspective.


This hadn’t really been planned.  He’d told the council he had to do this before the summit began, and they decided they wanted to see it, see the Titans up close.  Just about everyone in the Confederation was extremely impressed by the Titans, to the point where nearly half the Confederation was trying to develop their own giant mecha…which wasn’t easy.  Of the assorted empires, Jason figured only about five had the technological skill to build a 42 shakra tall exomech and make it fast enough to be useful in real combat.  The sheer weight of a Titan and their massive power requirements made them much harder to build than just upscaling an existing design.  The Karinnes themselves had had to develop new technology to make the Titans viable…but God were they viable. They were, by far, the most powerful exomech in the CCM.

Jason rose up using his armor’s grav pods to the head cockpit, where a nearly giddy Princess Sirri Merrane was rising up from the hatch in the top of the mecha’s head construct.  Jason had promised her a ride in a Titan, and he was happy to keep that promise.  The passenger cockpit had three seats in it, and the other two seats had been occupied by Dahnai and Shakizarr.


The Verutans were one of the five Jason felt had the technological skill to build their own giant mecha, and from what Miaari told him, they’d made a lot of progress.  They may have an operational prototype in about a year.


“So, you like it, Sirri?” Jason asked as he took off his helmet and locked it behind his neck, and Dahnai rose up from the hatch behind her daughter.


“I want one!” she nearly screamed, trying very hard not to jump up and down in excitement.  “Give me one, Uncle Jason!”


“Greedy, greedy, greedy,” he teased as he took Dahnai’s hand and helped her land, then Shakizarr floated up and out in his brand new Crusader armor…just without biogenics in it.  Jason had gifted a suit of moleculartronic-based armor to every ruler in the Confederation.

“Now that was quite an experience,” Shakizarr said with bright eyes and even a bit of a smile.  “I’m quite surprised that I never felt jostled.”


“We have some pretty serious inertial dampening in the cockpits,” Jason explained.  “Did you enjoy the ride?”


“Very much so, Jason.  And it was quite interesting to hear the STG chatter in real time and see things from the pilot’s perspective to understand what it all means.  That’s not easy to do when you’re viewing telemetry feeds.”


“It takes a lot of communication between the rigs to be effective,” Jason nodded.


“I certainly see why you do this,” Shakizarr added, looking over as Tara dismounted her rig, stepping out onto the platform and then using the pods in her armor to get down to the ground, landing beside two members of her ground crew as they opened an access door in the foot and jacked datalines into a port.


“I don’t do it only because it’s fun, in a way,” Jason answered.  “I do it because I can’t stand the idea of just sitting in my office and letting my girls do the fighting for me.  Besides, I’m a decent enough rigger for a company commander to take me in as a reservist, and we’re so short on Titan riggers right now that they need me.  Right now, even one more Titan rigger matters.”


“I can understand why you have so few.  Piloting this mecha must be very difficult.”


“It takes a lot of training,” he chuckled with a nod.  “And the course has a nearly 80% fail rate for first-timers.  It takes the average Titan rigger three tries to pass the training course and get rated.”


“Wow,” Dahnai murmured.


“Yeah, wow,” Jason agreed.  “So, you’ve got a lot of practice to get in on the other rigs before you’re ready for a Titan, Sirri.  And don’t be depressed if you don’t pass the first time.  Very few riggers do.”


“Did you pass the first try, Jason?” Shakizarr asked.


“Yeah, but I had an advantage in that I did some test driving when the Titans were still in prototype stage,” he admitted.  “So I had experience before I did the actual rating course.  I’ll admit that if I hadn’t have had that experience, most likely I would have failed my first attempt.”


He escorted his passengers back to the others, then joined them as the other riggers dismounted and started doing post-op checks, making sure the IP systems didn’t cause any hidden damage to the rig systems.  He endured a whole bunch of questions from quite a few of the rulers, trying to politely disengage himself so he could get down to the important part of his time before the briefing…Zaa.  She’d told him that she had some information in from the Dreamer homeworld, reported by her infiltrators, and he’d very nearly cut the exercise short so she could brief him.

Eventually, though, he got free of the council and got Zaa more or less alone on a dropship heading back to Karsa.  Dahnai, sensing what Jason was up to, managed to get herself on the dropship with them, as did Sk’Vrae, Kreel, and Krirara.  Zaa didn’t see them as a barrier to starting to divulge her information, so as soon as the hatch was closed and the dropship was off the ground, she began.  “Jason, they know we are coming,” she declared.


“Who does?  The Syndicate?”


She shook her head.  “The Dreamers.  My children have thoroughly investigated the moon over the last two takirs, and they have discovered that there is far more going on there than any of us suspected.  What they show the Syndicate, what we see, it’s all a front.  They pretend to be what the Syndicate sees of them to protect their culture.”


“Well, that sounds interesting,” Dahnai said.  “And what’s the truth, Denmother?”


“There are far more Oracles than we expected,” she answered.  “The village elder in every village on the planet, the village chieftain, is an Oracle.  They conceal the true number of Oracles from the Benga, and in a way, they sacrifice a small fraction of their number to the Syndicate to protect the others.  But if you think about it, there’s little else they can do,” she said in defense of them.  “But what matters here, Jason, my friends, is that they know.  They know we are coming.  They know what we intend to do.  And they are keeping it secret.”


“Just like Aria,” Jason breathed.


“That’s welcome news,” Sk’Vrae said in relief.


“It goes beyond that,” Zaa continued.  “Jason, they’ve known about our coming for hundreds of years,” she said, looking at him.  “My children found references to Tir Tairngire in their historical archives, many of which are ancient prophecies.”


“What is that?” Krirara asked.


“It’s a place, where I’m taking the Dreamers when we liberate them,” Jason answered her.  “I named it Tir Tairngire, it’s a mythical realm Celtic folklore.  The name means promised land in Celtic.”

“They know its name,” Zaa continued.  “And they know that it will be their sanctuary.  The only thing they didn’t know is exactly when we would come to free them.  For centuries, they’ve been quietly biding their time, doing the best they could to hide their truth and waiting for us to come and save them.  We are even directly referenced in these written prophecies, but not by name.  As with all things with the Dreamers, everything is metaphor, symbol.  Dahnai, their name for you is the same one Aria gave you when she met you.  The Valkyrie.  That Aria repeated that name tells us that she is a true Oracle.”

“I never had any doubt about that,” Jason said simply.


“The Confederation, many of the rulers and races that comprise it, they are all referenced in these prophecies by similarly obscure titles,” Zaa continued, looking at Jason.  “Kreel, you are known as the Tupa, which is an animal from their homeworld known for its cleverness and cunning.  Krirara, you are known as the Judge.  Sk’Vrae, their name for you is the Avenger.  However, what I find curious is that Aria never used your title from these prophecies, because you are well documented,” Zaa told him. “In their writings, Jason, you are nearly a religious figure.  They equate you to the Christian Moses, a savior who comes to free them from their tribulations and bondage and delivers them to their promised land.  In your Terran mythology, as Moses led the Israelites from bondage in Egypt and brought them to their promised land, so they see you as their Moses.”

“And what did they name our religious figure here?” Kreel asked.


“The Phoenix,” she answered, reaching out and touching the golden phoenix inlay on the chest of his armor, part of the house crest.  “But you will find no drawings of this image anywhere on their homeworld.  It is the greatest taboo to try to depict it…and now I see why.  If Sha Ra had seen this image and connected it to the Dreamers, things would have gone very, very differently.” 

“Most likely Aria didn’t see him in her dreams the same way her people do because he means something very different to her than he does to the others,” Krirara reasoned.  “To her people, he is a savior. To her, he is her father.”

“That does sound logical,” Sk’Vrae agreed.

“Well, that makes me feel a bit uncomfortable,” Jason said wryly.  “I’m no prophet, I’m no Moses, and God knows I’m no Jesus.  But if them putting me on a pedestal means they’ll cooperate, I’m not gonna bitch too much.  I’ll correct them after we get them out of Andromeda.”

“What this means, friends, is that we will have no trouble with the Dreamers once we clear out the Syndicate.  Their cultural leaders know we’re coming, and they know we’re coming to save them, so they will cooperate.  And we can be assured that they’ll play their part when we begin the operation, warning the Syndicate of the coming stream and causing them to evacuate their fleet.”


“Stream?” Dahnai asked.


“That’s how we’re going to do it, an artificial antimatter stream, a high velocity cloud of neutrally charged antimatter gas coming in from intergalactic space,” Jason answered, noticing that Krirara’s eyes lit up a bit and she nodded emphatically.  “The burst cloud will be large enough to encompass the entire moon and have enough mass and velocity to get there before it dissipates.  It’ll lose nearly two thirds of its mass as it interacts with the solar wind as it comes in, but enough of it will get to the moon to create enough energy to burn the moon’s surface to a crisp when the antimatter collides with the moon’s atmosphere.  We’ve got all the equipment in place to release it, we’re just waiting for the timeline to get set before we can put the plan in motion.”  He chuckled grimly.  “It’ll be quite a spectacle as it comes in, a giant cloud of boiling, writhing fire with the diameter of a planet racing in from flat space.  That’s how it’ll look.”

“Fire?” Kreel asked.


“The cloud will interact with the solar wind coming from the star, and from the galaxy itself,” Jason told him.  “Solar wind includes particles of matter, Kreel, and those will hit the antimatter cloud and annihilate the antimatter.  So there’s gonna be a whole lot of explosions and energy released from the leading edge as the antimatter gets bombarded by the solar wind.  There have been documented cases of antimatter streams reaching the borders of a galaxy before the galaxy’s solar wind dissipates it, but never one this big.”


“That’s fairly clever,” Krirara mused, tapping her muzzle in much the same way the Kimdori did.  It had to be a muzzle thing.  “Antimatter streams are not a completely unknown phenomenon along the rim of the galaxy in Kirri territory, but they’re usually quite small. Our scientists study them.”


“Explain this one to me, the Union’s not on the rim,” Kreel said.


“Antimatter streams come in from intergalactic space,” Jason told him.  “They’re pockets of antimatter drifting through flat space that hasn’t interacted with enough matter to dissipate it, which is possible in deep flat space where there’s almost no matter particles to interact with them.  Galactic gravity pulls them in, and most of them dissipate before they get anywhere near a galaxy due to the solar wind that comes from the galaxy.  But if the mass of antimatter is big enough and is moving fast enough, it can reach the rim of a galaxy.  When it does, it burns up as it’s eaten away by the solar wind, kind of like a meteor burning up in a planet’s atmosphere.”


“Just so,” Krirara nodded.  “We have some images of antimatter streams burning up close to the galactic rim.  They are quite spectacular.  And no doubt that since the Syndicate has many territories along the rim of Andromeda, they have seen antimatter streams and will understand the danger of them.” 


“Exactly, that’s why we chose it,” Jason nodded.  “And we have the gear far enough out in flat space that they can’t see it.  Hell, it’ll take the burst nearly twelve days to reach the system once we set it off.”


“And that explains the need for a timeline,” Dahnai said, to which Jason nodded.


“Yeah, we have to have everything in place and the plans finalized before we set it off.”

“So, this means we don’t have to do things carefully to fool the dreamers?” Dahnai asked.


“Not quite, Dahnai,” Zaa told him.  “Remember that there are some Oracles that are so lost that they will do as they are told, and will predict the event as an attack rather than a natural phenomenon, so we still have to move carefully.  But what this does mean is that most of the Oracles will lie, will tell the Syndicate they foresee cataclysm because their prophecies tell them that it is the omen of their own salvation.  They will lie to the Syndicate as Aria lied to Sha Ra to secure their freedom,” Zaa declared.  “We just have to make it scientifically feasible.  The Syndicate has to see doom coming when they point their sensors towards the stream, which will be reinforced by the predictions of the Oracles.”


“They’re gonna see that,” Jason said with grim amusement.  “A high-velocity cloud of neutral antimatter gas is all but unstoppable, at least for Syndicate tech.”


“What does it mean being neutral, and why does it matter, Jayce?” Kreel asked.  “I’m no physicist.”


“Most antimatter used in weapons and energy generation is electrically charged, polarized,” Jason explained.  “The fact that it’s charged means that it can be affected by electromagnetic containment.  Neutral antimatter can’t.  It doesn’t react to electromagnetic containment fields.  It can only be contained with spatial traps and other non-reactive techniques, and the Syndicate doesn’t have that tech.  All the antimatter they produce and use is charged.  What we’re throwing at them is something they can’t stop with their current technology.”

“Could a hard shield not stop the antimatter?” Krirara asked.  “From what I recall, shields are pure energy.  There’s no matter for the antimatter to react with it.”


“Yes it can, at least if the hard shield is set up to be able to deal with antimatter.  But you’re wrong that hard shields are pure energy,” he told her.  “Most forms of energy have mass, Krirara, only energy like light and artificially produced massless tachyons don’t.  Your own technology creates shields from energy that has a very tiny amount of mass, but still mass.  Despite that, you can still tune most any conventional shield to stop antimatter without making it blow up, it’s not hard.  But that’s a moot point, since the Syndicate doesn’t have the tech to build a planetary shield,” he answered.  “And remember, their super-ships don’t have shields either.  They’re too big for them to shield, they don’t have the tech to do it.  That’s why they have such thick armor, since they don’t have shields.  Those ships would literally be cooked by the antimatter bombardment when that armor heats up and eventually melts, then that heat conducts into the ship.  Everything inside the ship will cook from the hull in.”

“I see.  And what stops them from simply moving their fleet behind the moon to avoid the stream?”


“Some of them they can,” he admitted.  “That’s why we’re expecting a pretty large operation to destroy those ships.  But a fleet that large won’t be easy to cram behind the moon, and why even bother trying to keep the fleet there if what you’re defending is about to get turned into molten slag by a cosmic event?  We’re sure they’ll have some ships hide behind the moon and ride out the stream, if only to have visual confirmation that the moon was destroyed.  Navii predicts that we might have to deal with a fleet of about a thousand ships.  The rest, we’re confident will be told to retreat to save themselves.”

“Ah.  Ahhhhh,” she said, her eyes widening slightly.  “Most clever, Jason.  Your solution leaves the Syndicate with no real option but to retreat.”


“Thank you,” he said modestly.  “From the Syndicate’s point of view, what’s coming is unstoppable and large enough to eradicate all life on the Dreamer’s moon.  And if we time it just right, the Syndicate will only have about four hours to react once their sensors detect the stream and they can see it coming.  That gives them just enough time to call their HQ and get their orders to evacuate, but not enough time to try to come up with some plan to save the moon or try to evacuate the Dreamers.”


“Ouch,” Kreel sounded.  “So, the tricky part’s gonna be fooling the Oracles that won’t lie.”

“Yup,” Jason replied.  “But we can do it.  Between what Zaa’s infiltrators have dug up and our own talks with Aria, we know how to get around them.”


“And can you explain that to the rest of us?” Dahnai asked.


He glanced at her.  “It’s a bit tricky,” he replied.  “It all relies on intent.  The future isn’t set, and the Oracles see things in a moment of time depending on the conditions that exist in that moment that they make the prediction,” he explained to her.  “When an Oracle sees the future, they see it as a confluence of past, present and future events that exist only at that moment.  Since the future isn’t set, that means that these conditions can change, but the Oracles can’t see that unless they look again and make another prediction.  This is what Zaa has coined a snapshot, an image of the future at a certain point in time.  It’s this peculiarity in how the Dreamers’ power works, combined with the fact that their power doesn’t allow them to foresee their own deaths, that will let us trick them.”

He touched his gestalt and projected out a simple hologram of a window in a building and a human child.  “Here, look at it this way.  Imagine that the window is the Dreamer moon, and this kid here is us,” he said, pointing at the child in the hologram.  “The kid’s holding a rock, and then throws it at the window.  That’s the snapshot.  This is what they see in that moment, the intention of the kid to break the window with the rock, and the rock flying through the air towards the window.  This is the condition we have to set up to fool the Oracles, and keep it this way as long as possible so any new predictions don’t see any change in conditions that causes a change in the prediction.”  The rock continued to fly towards the window in his hologram.  “But there’s another part of this equation, intent.  This is why it’s gonna be tricky.  Guys, when we start this, when whoever gives the order to set off the stream does it, they have to mean it.  They have to give that order with the full intention of destroying the Dreamer homeworld, because their intent creates the conditions that will cause the Dreamers to see what’s coming as an extinction-level cataclysm rather than a deliberate attack.  If whoever gives the order knows that it’s not going to be carried out, the Oracles will see through the plan.  So, one of the things we’ll be doing during this summit is picking one leader who is capable of giving that order with the full intention of carrying it out,” he said calmly.  “I’m not going to be able to do it, because I’m too involved in this.  But, even I understand that if our plan fails, we must allow the Dreamers to be destroyed,” he said intensely.  “We can’t leave them in the hands of the Syndicate.  We just can’t.  Even if it means wiping them out, we have to take the Dreamers away from the Syndicate.  So, while I could give that order, my involvement in the operation as a rigger would disqualify me because my intent as that rigger and my knowledge of the battle plan means that I wouldn’t be able to fool the Dreamers.”

“You don’t have to look for a volunteer, Jason,” Sk’Vrae said simply.  “I could give that order without doubt or reservation, because I understand what you just said.   One way or another, the Dreamers must be taken from the Syndicate.  Alive…or dead.  When the time comes, I can issue that order with the intention of destroying the Dreamers.”


“Trust me, Sk’Vrae, I don’t think any less of you for both volunteering and being capable of doing it,” Jason told her candidly.  “I’d do it myself, but as I said, my involvement in the battle plan as a rigger contaminates me.”

“Fear not, Jason.  When the time comes, I can do what must be done,” the Urumi said gravely.  “It is my duty to my people as the Brood Queen.  Their safety and survival is paramount.”


Jason reached over and gently put a hand on her forearm. 


“That’s about it.  How we save the Dreamers is by stepping in at the last possible instant to avert the disaster, deflecting the rock away from the window, so the Oracles see the events unfold as they first saw them and the Syndicate acts on that information in the way we want them to.  And in a way, that’s the simple beauty of this plan.  Since we won’t change the course of events unless the Syndicate does what we need them to do, the Oracles won’t see the change in the future until it’s all but too late.  The instant they decide not to evacuate the fleet, then the original course of events reasserts itself and the Dreamers and their moon will be destroyed.  So, they can’t save both themselves and the Dreamers, and knowing what we know of the Benga, we know who they’re gonna pick.”


“They’ll abandon the Dreamers to the stream and evacuate as many of their own people as they can,” Dahnai predicted.


“That’s what Lorna and the command staff think will happen,” he nodded.


“There’s a flaw in that plan, Jayce,” Kreel said.  “What about the Dreamers the Benga sweep up with them in the evacuation and take with them?  They won’t want to give up their Oracles, so they’ll grab as many Dreamers as they can as they evacuate and take them with them.  They’re gonna have enough to breed up more of them, and they get more Oracles in a few years.”


“That’s where she comes in,” Jason said, pointing at a smiling Zaa.  “Her children are going to find every single fucking Dreamer still in Andromeda after our operation and conduct missions to get them out…or kill them,” he sighed.  “Some of them work with the Benga willingly, and those Dreamers will be killed.  The rest will be located and then taken from Andromeda and brought to their new home.  It may take a few months, maybe even a year, but I’m completely confident in the Denmother’s operatives.”

“I’ve already started that operation,” Zaa told them.  “I have spy probes in the system that will report where the Dreamers they take in the evacuation are taken, and we can conduct future operations to retrieve them once they’re resettled.  My Handgroom on E Chaio, Kraal, is also locating Dreamers not on their homeworld.  And as he finds them, I will send teams to either rescue or assassinate them, as needs require.”


“The nexus bridge will make that easy,” Krirara predicted.  “They take a beacon with them, find the Dreamer, set it up, then simply take them through.  They might even be able to grab the Oracles out of the Syndicate ships, the way you rescued Aria.”


“I knew there was a good reason we invented it,” Jason said lightly.  “And yes, my Marines are training for extraction operations as we speak.  We’re going to save as many Oracles as possible, even the ones on the ships.  Hell, I have a new unit of special ops training for general small unit raids and operations using the bridge, bridging in deep behind enemy lines to conduct operations of surveillance, espionage, and sabotage.  I wanted a dedicated unit specially trained in that kind of warfare.  They’re almost ready,” he said proudly.

“Yeah, that’s one of the things Lorna wants the bridge for,” Dahnai agreed.  “So the CCM can conduct small unit raids on critical Syndicate facilities.  And from what I heard, it’s only gonna get better and better,” she grinned.

“What do you mean?” Krirara asked.


“Jason’s got some of his best people on the bridges to refine the tech,” Dahnai answered.  “Make the wormholes more stable, last longer, open faster, and the big one, be able to build the nexus system on a planet instead of out in deep space.  Last Lorna told me, they’re working on a way to make a stable permanent two-way nexus like how the Stargates work built on a planet’s surface.  Two nexus units link together, and boom, a permanent stable doorway between two planets.  Think about it, a spaceport holding a nexus bridge where people can just walk through a nexus instead of board a transport, and they’re where they wanted to go.  Think of how useful that could be, if we, say, put up a nexus between Draconis and Terra.  My Academy students could live at home and just walk through a bridge, then head to school.”


“I think Lorna’s talking way too damn much,” Jason complained, which made Dahnai laugh.


“She may command the CCM, but she’s my military advisor, Jayce,” she grinned at him.


“The nexus system does have some very intriguing possibilities,” Sk’Vrae said.

“Your example isn’t a good one, Dahnai,” Jason noted.  “You have no idea how much power a nexus draws when it’s operating.  It’s a very expensive piece of tech to use, it comes out to about eighty thousand credits a person once you average it out.”


“Now.  In five years, once Myleena’s had time to advance bridge technology, we’ll see,” Dahnai said with a smile at him.  “I think those costs will come way down when you figure out a way to build one on a planet’s surface.”


“Can’t argue with that,” Jason admitted.

Their dropship landed at Jaxtra, which ended the conversation, and Zaa took her leave and disembarked.  They then took Dahnai to the summer palace, dropping her and Sk’Vrae off, then they headed back home.  Kreel and Krirara were following their usual pattern of staying with Jason in the guest bedrooms, since neither of them needed much in the way of opulence.  They both much preferred staying in Jason’s house to some luxury penthouse, mainly for the company.  They were his best friends on the council outside of Dahnai, and everyone on the strip adored them both.  They were both quite comfortable on the strip, with lots of friends and always feeling at home…at home enough for Krirara to bring her husband Krarrik. Krirara just had to fawn over Jon and Julia a little bit when they came in, and after dinner, the two of them joined Jason and his family out on the deck, watching the kids play on the beach in the late afternoon as they enjoyed a little wine, a little Makati ale, and some good company.

So, just how much of the plan are you gonna reveal to the council tomorrow? Kreel asked as he took a long drink of ale.  He was wearing only his favorite pair of Bermuda shorts—seriously, he was in love with those shorts, scratching a bit at his sleek furry chest 


Enough of it so everyone knows what’s going on, but not so much that the plan might be jeopardized by too many people knowing about it.  Remember, every person that knows the truth of the plan jeopardizes it if they can’t maintain the intent to carry out the destruction of the moon if the plan goes awry.  So, the more pacifistic members of the council like Magran, they’ll only hear what they need to hear to prevent them from contaminating the visions of the Oracles.  The main thing about tomorrow is getting Lorna to establish a hard timetable.  She’ll do that once she has everything ready.


I thought she already did, Krirara noted.


Almost, he answered. We’re waiting for the Makria and the Lovarians to finish the IP upgrades on the ships they’re sending, which should be in about two days.

That’s no reason to slow things down. It’s gonna take twelve for the stream to get there, Kreel observed.


Lorna wanted hard estimates, not the usual Lovarian “oh, maybe a couple of days or so.”

Krirara laughed.  The Lovarians are so very similar to the Grimja, she sent, giving Kreel a sly smile.


We like to have a good time. They’re just lazy, Kreel sent in defense.  I don’t see how Holikk puts up with them.


I thought you were good friends with the Prevarate.


Well, yeah, but that’s personal.  I like Brou a lot, he’s a ton of fun at the pub, but he even irritates me sometimes with how noncommittal he can be, Kreel answered.  Kreel’s status as the representative from the Confederation to the Coalition Congress gave him much more experience with the varied Coalition rulers.  I don’t think there’s words in the Lovarian language for yes or no.  It’s always well, kinda-sorta maybe.  Nothing about the Lovarians is ever direct.

Poor baby, facing the ultimate expression of Grimja capriciousness, Krirara grinned.


Bite me, Krirara, he retorted, which made Jason laugh.


Jyslin and Krarrik came out from the house and joined them, Jyslin in her usual beach attire of nothing.  They switched to speaking for Krarrik’s benefit.  “How are the babies, Jys?” Jason asked.



“Jon’s finally asleep,” she answered.  “I swear, that boy is going to be an insomniac when he grows up.  Krarrik was quite a help getting him down.”


“Kremrik was also hard to get down for his nap, I have experience,” he said with a smile as he sat beside Krirara and took her hand.


“It’s the fur.  Bareskin babies have a thing for fur,” Kreel grinned.


“Julia does seem to love to pull mine when I hold her,” Krirara chuckled.


“I can’t let her anywhere near my whiskers, or I won’t have them,” Kreel added..


“They grow back fast,” Jyslin told him lightly, taking a glass of wine from Seido with a nod of thanks.  She set down a replacement tankard of ale for Kreel, then went back inside.


“So, how’s it feel owning the first seed team in the playoffs, Jys?” Kreel asked.


She laughed.  “It feels damn good after what happened last year,” she answered.  The Paladins had clinched first seed in their last match, meaning that the path to the Empress’ Cup went through Karis on their side of the playoff bracket.  “We just might win the bet with Yila.”


“The Tigers are playing for first seed on their side of the bracket,” Jason reminded her.  “If we meet in the finals, the bet’s a draw.”


“Well, we can hope they lose,” she said with a malicious grin.  “The team’s still so pissed over losing in the first round last year, I almost feel sorry for whoever we play first in the playoffs.  Every girl has revenge burning in her eyes right now.”

“Three games left in the season though, you gonna ease off a bit?”


“Fuck no, we want to sweep our last three matches and storm into the playoffs like a rampaging Goraga,” she replied fiercely.  “But since we have clinched the first seed, the coaching staff is going to experiment a little in our last three matches so we have a few surprises under our robes for the playoffs.  Throwaway games are great opportunities to test out things like that.  We’re also gonna give a few promising girls from the practice squad some playing time, just in case we have to make roster swaps in the playoffs.”


“Sounds like it’s gonna be fun,” Kreel said.  “So, what’s it gonna take to score some tickets to the playoff games?”

“You don’t have enough in your shorts to get tickets for those games, Kreel,” she replied bluntly, which made Jason burst out laughing.


“You’ve never seen me excited, Jys,” Kreel grinned at her.


“And I hope I never do,” she retorted.


“Come on now, you married outside your species, you can’t be that priggish,” he teased.


The stare she leveled at him made both Krirara and Krarrik explode into laughter.  Luckily, Rann, Shya, and Aria saved Kreel from a fur-searing response, running up from the house.  All three of them were nude, carrying snorkeling masks.  It hadn’t taken Jyslin long to subvert Aria’s modesty.  “We’re gonna go over the Latoiya’s house, Mom,” Rann declared.  “We’re gonna go snorkeling!”


“Alright, pips, be home for dinner,” Jyslin answered.  “And be careful, Aria’s still new to it.”


“I’ll be alright, Pamma,” Aria assured her.  “I’m getting better at swimming.”


“Still, I’m gonna have Cybi follow you with a camera pod, just in case.”


“Okay,” she said.


“Go have fun,” she said, swatting Rann on the bottom very gently when they turned to go down to the end of the strip.  She put a finger on her interface, and he heard her commune, asking Cybi to keep an eye on the kids.  In reply, a camera pod floating over the house zipped away to follow them.  That was all subterfuge, though, and it showed how careful Jyslin was about how she used her Generation abilities in company.

“Now who is that,” Krirara said, as they looked up to see a large, imposing dropship approach the strip, pass over the fence, then land behind the house.


“It’s a Verutan Imperial dropship…Shakizarr?” Jason asked curiously.  Who’s in that dropship, Kaera?


Emperor Shakizarr, Imperator Enva, and High Archon Gau, she answered.  They didn’t announce they were coming.  The automated defenses nearly shot at them.


Sorry, we weren’t exactly planning on coming, Enva sent.  We were on our way back to the hotels and Gau decided to stop here.  He wants to look at your tree, Jason.  He says it has something to do with an omen.


Why am I not surprised, Jason sent back in amusement.  Bring them out to the deck, Kaera, at least as soon as Gau’s done at the tree.


Of course, your Grace.

“It’s Enva, Shakizarr, and Gau,” Jason said, mainly for Krarrik.  “I’m a bit surprised Enva’s riding with those two.”


“Enva has a lot of friends on the council, Jayce,” Kreel said.


Can you get some drinks ready for them, Seido?  Remember Gau’s religious restrictions?


I do, Jayce.  I’ll have some out in a minute.


I’d prefer some oye juice, Seido, Enva supplied.


I have some fresh squeezed, she answered.

That sounds lovely.

 Shakizarr and Enva came around the house, and Jason accepted them at the table.  Both of them were wearing very casual clothes, Shakizarr wearing those latex-tight knicker pants he favored when he came to the beach, leaving his muscular, green and black furred torso bare, and Enva in her usual nothing.  They sat down at the table when Jason motioned, and Seido scurried out with a tray and set down drinks for them.  “What brings you two by, other than Gau?” Jason asked.


“Actually, not much more than a desire for good company,” Shakizarr said honestly, taking a long drink of the Verutan ale Jason kept in the house.  “And to discuss the upcoming Dreamer operation in a little more detail.  Everyone knows that you know more about what the CCM has planned than anyone else, Jason.”


“Lorna is my aunt,” Jason chuckled.  “And since I’m in the CCM as a rigger, those battle plans matter to me on a personal level.”


“You’ve started something of a wave of militaristic interest, Jason,” Enva smiled at him.  “I’ve heard from five different council members how they admire what you do, and consider undergoing formal military training themselves.”


“I know for a fact Grran’s going to be involved personally,” Krirara said.  “He intends to command one of the warships going in using a bionoid.”


“He’s commanded a ship before, it’s how he got to be Field Marshall,” Jason said easily.  “He’s probably the most experienced military man on the council.  The only ones that come anywhere close to him are Shakizarr here, Mufar, Jokrik, and Quord.”


“He has many more years of experience than I do,” Shakizarr admitted.  “And he’s a military genius, so I give weight to his advice when it comes to military matters.”


“I think all the Jobodi are,” Jason said, then took a drink.  “They have a knack for it.”


“I have to admit, watching you and riding in your Titan has made me interested,” Shakizarr continued.  “I’m going to undergo formal rigger training when I get home, something I’ve never done before.  I can operate an exomech, but I’ve never taken the comprehensive training in tactics.  Mainly because none of my officers feel comfortable giving me orders,” he chuckled.


Jason laughed himself.  “My company commander enjoys bossing me around,” he replied.  “Then again, I had to find a commander both willing to take me and had no problems bossing around her boss.”

“Given how good you are, why would a commander not take you?”


“Because of the distraction having me in the company can cause, on top of the fact that if the enemy finds out I’m a rigger and figures out where I am, her company can get targeted,” he answered.  “So there’s some risk in taking me on.”


Jason repeated quite a bit of what he’d told the others in the dropship to Shakizarr, Enva, and Gau when he joined them, explaining the quirks in how the Oracles’ powers worked and how they were going to exploit them to trick the Syndicate.  Cybi and Cyra joined them with their bionoids halfway through his explanation, taking seats at the table and listening.   “Sk’Vrae already volunteered to be the one that sets the plan in motion,” he surmised.  “I can admit, she has the mental fortitude to press that button and mean it, and that’s what it will take.  When she gives that order, she has to have the full intent to destroy the Dreamer’s moon, and the rest of us have to have the intent to allow it to happen.  Because of that, we’re not going to fully reveal the entire plan to the council.  There are members that might contaminate it with their compassion.”

“It’s a sad day when compassion is a liability,” Enva said darkly.


“In this instance, it can be,” Jason replied.  “I don’t like the idea of destroying the Dreamers, but we absolutely cannot allow the Syndicate to keep control of them, else we’ll never have peace, and they’ll be an eternal threat to the entire galactic cluster.  That’s why we set this up the way we did.  Unless the Syndicate evacuates the fleet, then the stream will hit the moon and destroy the Dreamers,” he said grimly.  “That will cause the Oracles working with the Benga to see what’s coming as a cataclysm that destroys everything, and things are going to happen too fast for them to think too much about it.  The Syndicate will only have four hours’ warning.  Their sensor technology will detect the stream when it’s four hours out, and that’s a big part of our plan.  Things will be far too immediate, too dire, for the Syndicate commanders to waffle over what to do.  They give the order quickly, or a large portion of that hundred thousand ship fleet is going to fry.” 


“I’m confident in Sk’Vrae’s determination, and it makes me respect her that much more,” Shakizarr said.


“It doesn’t make her evil, it means she is devoted to the protection of her people,” Gau agreed.  “Were I in a situation like that, I would also press that button.”


“So, if things go right, twelve days later we attack,” Enva said.


Jason nodded.  “What the summit will be about is mainly getting the plan into motion.  Lorna’s going to present it tomorrow morning, and hopefully we vote on it that afternoon, after everyone’s had a chance to look it over.  We could have the operation underway by tomorrow night local time.”


“I think everyone’s ready.”


“The Lovarians are dragging their feet, as usual,” Jason chuckled.  “And the Makria said they should have their timeline for their refits solid by tomorrow.  If they can finish their refits in ten days, we can put the plan in motion.”


“Holikk can make sure that happens,” Kreel said.  “As the High Chancellor, he can use his power to get some additional manpower to the Makria and Lovarians to help them finish.  Which may be what the Lovarians are fishing for,” he laughed.  “Their best work is always getting someone else to do it for them.”


Rann, Shya, and Aria came up onto the deck and approached enough to get their attention, their hair dripping wet.  “How was the snorkeling, pippy?” Jyslin asked, putting her arm around her son.


“It was okay,” he replied.  “We didn’t see many fish, though.”


“But it was still fun,” Shya added.  “We’re getting hungry.”


“Seido and Ayama are cooking dinner right now,” Jason told them.  “But I’m sure they’ll give you a snack to hold you over.”


After they went in, Shakizarr turned to watch them go, then looked over at Jason.  “Has she made any other predictions?” he asked quietly.

“Not really,” he answered.  “But then again, we don’t ask her to.  She’s afraid of her power.  Hell, she’s still afraid of sleeping, she has to use the sleep inducer most of the time.”


“The doctors said it may take years before she recovers from the trauma,” Jyslin said, empathy shimmering in her voice.  “But she’s come a long way since Jason pulled her out of that ship.

“She’s nearly a quarter of a shakra taller since the last time I saw her,” Shakizarr noted.


“The doctors have her on growth acceleration to get her to where she should be height wise, on top of the fact that she’s entered her pubescent growth spurt,” Jason answered.  “She outgrows her clothes in about fifteen days,” he added with a chuckle.


“We had to switch to an entire wardrobe of memory fabric,” Jyslin laughed.  “And from the look of it, her breasts are just about ready to develop.  I have high hopes she grows a nice large rack.  She’s already pretty, so with some good healthy tits and her exotic skin, she’s going to have boys chasing her.  Trelle, I hope so.”


Jason gave her a level look.


“Stay out of it, baby,” she grinned at him.  “She’s a Faey.  That means she gets to sit on every boy she can get out of his underwear.  That’s what Faey girls do.”


“Sometimes I wonder why I married you.”


“Self preservation, because you were either gonna marry me or I was gonna kill you,” she replied, which made Enva laugh.


“His priggishness only applies to his daughters, I’ve noticed,” Krirara said slyly.


“I don’t care if they’re Faey girls or not, they’re my daughters, and I was raised Terran,” he declared adamantly.  “Any boy I catch with my girls is getting exiled to freakin Andromeda.”

“So, there is a culture clash in the house,” Shakizarr chuckled.  “I’ve always wondered if there was any friction between you two.”


“Not usually, except when it comes to him accepting that what he loves about adult Faey women applies to his own daughters,” Jyslin grinned at Jason.  “Aria’s just the tip of Demir’s sword, baby.  In about seven years, the older girls are going to be looking at boys for an entirely new reason.”


“I have a plan for that,” he said stonily, which made Jyslin laugh.


Their guests stayed for dinner, and Seido and Ayama made sure to cook for the very different species at the table.  Kreel couldn’t eat meat, and Gau couldn’t eat most vegetables—for religious reasons, not biological—where Shakizarr heavily preferred meat to anything else.  Shakizarr gave a bit of a surprised look when Seido set down plates for Cybi and Cyra as well.  “I take it Rook solved the eating problem?” he asked.


“He did, your Grand Imperial Majesty,” Cybi answered, picking up her fork and knife.  “We’ve been able to ingest solid food for a couple of takirs.  It’s been quite an interesting experience.”


“Are you incorporating that into our bionoids?” he asked Jason.


“I wasn’t really thinking about it, but I guess we could,” he replied.  “Actually, it would be a good idea, now that I think about it.  It lets rulers be polite at a dinner in their honor by actually eating.”


“Wasn’t Rook about to upgrade the Hall of Peace bionoids anyway?” Jyslin asked.


“It’s on the schedule,” Cyra nodded in reply, then she took a bite of the shrimp scampi Seido had placed in front of her.  “The new version will have the latest biorhythmic upgrades and an upgrade to the sensor mesh encoding/decoding system to make it less processor intensive, and I guess we should tell him to include the gastric system?” she asked, looking to Jason.

“May as well,” he nodded.


“What about our bionoids on Terra?” Kreel asked.


“He hasn’t imported the new system into the moleculartronic units yet, he’s working on that right now,” Jason answered.  “It may take him a while.  The system he designed relies on Karinne technology, so he has to come up with a different approach for the moleculartronic units.”


“So, how do you find eating?” Krirara asked the CBIMs.


“It’s an unusual experience, and oddly satisfying,” Cybi answered.


“I had no idea food had so many flavors, so many textures,” Cyra added.  “We’ve spent the last takir visiting restaurants of different culinary traditions and exploring the world of food.”


“Any favorites?”


“I very much like Makati food,” she replied.


“And we think she’s got a crack in her core crystal for thinking so,” Cybi replied, which made Cyra give her a smug smile, and also made Kreel laugh.


“So, you don’t all like the same things?”


“Does every Grimja like what you like, Kreel?” Cybi challenged.


“Yeah, but I thought you CBIMs were built the same way.  I’d think that means that you’d have the same likes and dislikes when it comes to something like food.”


“If you think all the CBIMs are alike, you really don’t pay much attention,” Jyslin chided him.


“I don’t mean personality wise, I mean I thought they’d process sensory data the same way,” he defended.  “So they’d like the same things.”


“That’s not how it works for biological people either, Kreel,” Jason told him.  “CBIMs aren’t exactly identical.  Each one is unique, and that uniqueness gives them different likes and dislikes from everything from music to food.”


“I can’t see what Cyvanne sees in Terran heavy metal music,” Cybi sniffed.  “It sounds like two krees fighting.”

“Spoken like a curmudgeon harping about how kids nowadays have no good taste.  And watch it, lady, you’re talking about music I like,” Jason teased, which made Jyslin laugh.


“It’s a phase, she’ll outgrow it,” Cyra predicted.  “She’d better, or we’ll isolate her biogenic feeds into the network.”


“What, she blasts it into the network?” Kreel asked, then he laughed.


“Anytime she wants to annoy us,” Cybi complained, which made Kreel laugh even harder.


“I had no idea things were so contentious between you,” Gau said with a chuckle.


“Cyvanne is Cyvanne,” Cybi sighed.  “If she’s not in trouble, she’s not having fun.”


“That’s what makes her so fun,” Kreel grinned.


“What’s the new one like?  Cyrsi?” Gau asked.


“She’s coming along,” Jason said proudly.  “She’s moved beyond her personality template and turned into an intensely curious young lady that likes to look at the universe with the same wonder as a child.  So, I assigned her as the primary CBIM in service to the KES so she can satisfy that curiosity.”


“Cyrsi is an adorable young CBIM,” Cybi said with a smile.  “She’s like our baby sister.”


“What kind of music does she like?” Kreel asked.


“Faey goth mainly,” Jason replied.  “But she’s got an eclectic sense of style when it comes to music and art.”


“And the new CBMOM?” Gau asked.


“She’s still too young to move very far past her personality template, but she’s developing nicely,” he answered.  “She’s starting to display individuality, she just needs time and experience to find her own place in things and she’ll be just fine.”


“I do rather like Cori,” Cyra admitted.  “A bit more stern than Coma, but I think she’ll mellow out as she gets a few missions under her belt.”

“Yeah, Coma suffered from Ensign’s Syndrome too,” Jason agreed.


“Ensign’s Syndrome?” Shakizarr asked.


“A military term for the way a green officer fresh out of OTS acts,” he answered.  “The cure for Ensign’s Syndrome is experience.”


“Ah.”


After dinner, the rulers decided to stay at the house, sitting on loungers on the beach and discussing things, but Jason didn’t stay with them for long.  He decided to take a walk down the beach, alone, and considered what was coming.  If things worked out right tomorrow, the plan would be put in motion.  That meant in about 13 days, depending on exactly when it began, he’d be launching from the Tempest on a mission to save the Dreamers from the Syndicate.  It would be the beginning of the second phase of the war against the Syndicate, a plan to strip them of their biggest advantage, the Oracles.  But, it was also an operation to save his kin from the most horrific kind of bondage imaginable.

He…had a good feeling about this.  He had no doubt that the fight to liberate the Dreamer homeworld was going to be savage and nasty, but they had a good plan, they had the element of surprise if that plan worked, they would have a hell of a lot of firepower there to get the job done, and one way or another, it would remove the vast majority of the Dreamers from the Syndicate’s control.


Either they freed the Dreamers…or they exterminated the Dreamers to deny them to the Syndicate.  And there was no middle ground in those choices.


Despite the grim reality of the situation, he still had a good feeling about this.  Usually he was frantic with worry about something like this, but today, knowing what he knew…he felt, felt optimistic.  The plan was solid.  The Syndicate wouldn’t see it coming.  The Oracles would actively conceal the truth from the Syndicate, because their prophecies told them that the Confederation was coming to free them.  And the plan would fool the Oracles that were broken and did what they were told.  Even if it didn’t, Jason foresaw a scenario where some Oracles were saying it was an elaborate trick, while the vast majority of the others were saying what Jason wanted them to say to convince the Syndicate to evacuate their ships from the system.  Those conflicting results would make the Board doubt the veracity of the Oracles that saw through the ruse and reported that fact, for they would be just a tiny minority when the vast majority would be screaming DOOM! from the rooftops.


He saw no holes in their plan, so he was very hopeful that it was going to work.


But, that was just getting them in.  Once they were there, he knew it was going to be the most intense battle of his life.  There would be at least a thousand Syndicate ships, tens of thousands of enemy mecha, and potentially hundreds of thousands of Benga, maybe even millions, still on the moon that couldn’t evacuate in time.  The moon had extensive ground batteries and surface to space missile batteries that would make life hell for any ship in low orbit, on top of four different orbital space stations that would have to be taken by force.  There would be a heavy military presence both in orbit around the moon and on the moon itself, and the operation to defeat them wasn’t going to be quick or easy.  Lorna was predicting a 19 day operation to secure complete military control of the Dreamer homeworld, from defeating the Syndicate Navy to clearing out the military installations elsewhere in the system to executing a ground invasion of the moon and taking it by force.


But it would be worth it.  The Dreamers were Faey, and that meant that they were his kin, they were his people.  Much as he often pretended not to be any part Faey, the simple fact of the matter was that he was.  He wouldn’t be on Karis if he wasn’t.  The Faey were his people as much as the Terrans were…as much as the Kimdori were.  He was a child of three species, and he had loyalty to and a sense of duty to all three.  The Dreamers were Faey.  The Dreamers were being held in the most cruel form of slavery imaginable.


And by God, he wasn’t going to just sit behind his desk and allow that.  They were his people, and he was going to protect them.
