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Chiira, 29 Oraa, year 1329 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Orbiting RJ-44-3C (Janja)

This felt a tiny bit tedious, but training was just that, training.

Shrugging his massive armored shoulders, Jason shifted a little in his box as he waited for the exercise to restart, as the Whale carrying the Storm Riders returned to its beginning point.  His trusty gatling disruptor hovered beside him, waiting for him to reach out and take hold of it.  It was a weapon that was quickly becoming synonymous not just with Jason, but with Titan mecha in general.  They were the only mecha in the CCM big enough to carry and use those beasts, and their sheer, raw firepower was just devastating.  Jason was quite proud of the technology of the Karinnes, but he also wasn’t above using what worked, and Coalition disruptors worked.  On top of being so effective, the weapon itself was just so fucking intimidating, a giant multibarreled paintbrush that worked on the canvas of death and destruction.

This was their fifth run of the day, and it was getting more tedious than it was fun.  They were here at Janja to practice controlled descents onto an inhabited moon, which was what they’d be doing when they went to liberate the Dreamers, and Janja was a pretty good training area.  The gas giant was about the same size as the one in Andromeda, Janja’s parent planet had only two more moons, so the gravitational forces at play were almost the same, and both RJ-44-3 and the Dreamer’s parent planet were about the same distance from their stars.  The conditions here were quite similar to what they’d be facing when they did this for real, so Janja was the CCM’s official training location for the wargames and exercises that would prepare them for the real thing.

[Reserves on the line!] Tara ordered, which caused Jason to take hold of his weapon and sling it in carry configuration, then advance down the center line.  He stopped behind Tara, then turned to face the back of her Titan as two techs circled around him using the grav pods in their armor, giving his mecha a quick visual inspection to make sure it was ready for another run.  He tried to ignore the two camera spinners that were also following him around, which was a bit of Kyva’s revenge on him.  Jason’s little secret was out in the Confederation, and those camera pods were recording him the way he’d had Kyva followed around and recorded some years ago.  Everyone now knew that the Grand Duke Karinne moonlighted as a rigger, so they were showing the Confederation what a day in the life of a Titan rigger was like by showing it from his perspective.  They did protect him and the Storm Riders by having them remove their unit insignias from their mecha, else the Storm Riders might be singled out in a battle to get at him.

For this operation, Jason wouldn’t be alone in his Titan.  Up in the passenger cockpit was his partner for the upcoming operation, an Imperial Marine named Master Sergeant Kei Dulenne, one of the best mindstrikers in the Faey Imperial Marines and chosen personally by Lorna for the operation for both her skill and her trustworthiness to be riding in Jason’s Titan.  While Jason was operating his rig from Karis, she’d be up in the secondary cockpit in the head of the mecha where she’d be doing what she was supposed to do, use her talent against the enemy and also to warn the Dreamers about what was going on.  And that woman had a fifty kathra range with her talent, so the odds were very good that Dreamers would be in her range when they hit the ground on the Dreamer homeworld.  Kei was like Yila and Jyslin before she became a Generation, she had the raw power to be a mindbender, but she washed out of the mindbender program.  And since all Imperial Marines had mindstriker training, they were all certified mindstrikers, she was literally a mindstriker’s mindstriker.  She was the last Imperial Marine any telepathic opponent wanted to face off against on a battlefield, and it was Marines like Kei that kept the noble houses of the Siann in line.  So long as the Imperial Navy and the Imperial Marines could kick the shit out of the assorted house militaries, Dahnai would keep iron-fisted control of the Imperium.

The Imperial Marines was a small world, sometimes.  Kei had been stationed on Terra during the subjugation, and thus had been under Lorna’s command back when Lorna was in charge of all Imperial Marines on Terra.  She was in the same battalion as the strip girls, just in a rigger company instead of infantry, and she knew Saelle from when the two had gone through rigger school together.  Jason even remembered meeting her once, way back when he was dating Jyslin, one of the few times she’d talked him into going into the barracks with her.  And that had a lot to do with her being assigned to Jason’s Titan.  Saelle knew her, Lorna knew her, and they both trusted her.

In the Marines, every rigger company had one dedicated mindstriker per squad, to defend the other riggers in their squad from being dominated, and those were some of the most powerful telepaths in the Imperial Marines.  That had been Kei and Saelle’s jobs back when Saelle was an Imperial Marine.  Given how much damage a dominated rigger could do to her own side, the Marines made damn sure that they had both powerful telepathic offense and defense in their exomech companies.

Among the squad girls, back when they were in the Marines, it was no surprise that Yana and Jyslin were the squad’s mindstrikers.  When the squad broke into units, Yana went with one and Jyslin the other.


[I’ve got green lights across the board up here, Jason,] she reported.  [Ready to bounce.]


[Let’s hope this is the last run of the day.  It’s getting late, and I’ve got a ton of paperwork waiting for me,] he answered, a bit sourly.


[I gotta say, Jason, this is the best rig I’ve ever been in,] she confided as Jason grabbed the rail overhead when the Whale started shaking a little, skimming the edge of Janja’s atmosphere.


[It better be, given how much we spent to design and build it,] he replied lightly.


[I almost wish I could pilot one.]


[There’s always room in the Karinne Marines,] he prompted.


She communed wry amusement.  [Six years until I get my pension, and you want me to give it up?  I’m not crazy.  Besides, I’m loyal to my Empress, Jason.  Much as I admire the Karinnes, I’m an Imperial Marine.  I wouldn’t still be in the Marines if I didn’t believe in them, and what they stand for.]


[Can’t argue with that, I suppose,] Jason answered with admiration shimmering through his thought.  [But that means no cool toys for you.]


[Jerk,] she accused with mirth.  [I heard that you’re buying Knights.]


[Yup, we shook them down and found them to be worth buying.  They’re pretty solid,] he affirmed.  [The first units should be hitting my rigger companies just in time for the operation.  You rated on a Knight?]


[Of course I am, the Marine rigger companies always get the newest equipment first.  It was the best rig I’d ever been in, until today.  This Titan is just too awesome for a poor Knight to compete with it.]


[Well, you’re a leg up if you do ever rate on a Titan.  Knights are pure merge driven, just like Titans.]


[I swear to Trelle, I don’t know how we managed to drive our rigs before we got jacks,] she communed with dry humor.

[Preaching to the choir, Kei,] Jason agreed.


The red light came on, which meant that they operation had begun.  [Get ready to bounce!] Tara boomed over STG.  [Same as before, ladies!  Everyone try to land in the target area this time, Heva!]


[That wasn’t my fault, skipper!] she protested.


[Save it for the debrief.  They’re uploading our vectors, doublecheck your navs.]  Jason did so, and found that the main control computer in the Whale had uploaded a descent vector to his nav system.


[Recording hot,] one of the drone operators warned him, telling him that his tactical was now being recorded by the media people.


Not that that was going to change how he did things.

[Secure gear, get ready for bounce,] Tara ordered as she released the anchors on her Titan and stepped up to face the launch door. [Two minutes.]

Jason made sure he was ready, that his flight pods were active and he had his external equipment and pods ready for a controlled descent into the atmosphere, then he sounded off in his spot in the rotation to let Tara know he was ready.  [Remember, no ECDs til we hit the ground,] Tara ordered.  [Run off orbital telemetry and in-rig TCAS during the descent.]  Her bay doors opened, and Jason looked past her to see the moon of Janja, a blue and green jewel with the blue gas giant behind it.


Two minutes wasn’t long to wait in a Titan, because there was almost always something to do when he piloted one.  After two minutes, the go signal was given from command, and Tara gave the order.  [All squads deploy!] she barked, then she all but jumped out the bay door in front of her.  Jason followed immediately behind her, and he was suddenly out in weightless space, changing his vector and sliding into formation with the rest of the Storm Riders.  They were arrayed in four V formations of 11 or 12 rigs each, depending on how many reserves were attached to their squad, and Jason took his assigned position on the outside right of the formation, the assigned location of the first reserve unit.  The other three squads quickly organized into their formations, and both in front of them and behind them, 17 other Titan companies launched from their Whales and did the same.  Hundreds of Titans started down into the atmosphere, and Jason was too busy controlling his descent, staying in formation, and listening to the crosstalk over STG as the assorted Titan companies communicated with each other to make sure everyone held their formations and those formations didn’t get too bunched up and interfere with each other.  They weren’t the lead formations in the exercise, there were four other companies ahead of them…but they deserved to be there.  Kyva and the KBB were out in front, the Red Warriors and the Banshees side by side just behind the KBB, with the Banshees directly in front of Jason’s formation.  The two drones holding the camera pods stayed very close to his rig, and whoever was flying them was showing some serious skill keeping them tight in with the formation but not getting in the way.  They also weren’t alone long.  The escorting fighters and corvettes slid into the formations, and on his wing was none other than Commander Justin Taggart of the Ghost Squadron.

Soon to be Captain Justin Taggart.  He didn’t know it yet, but he’d passed the Captain’s Exam and had more than enough recommendations to get the rank.  Juma herself was going to let him know, probably later today or tomorrow, and he’d receive his official promotion in three days.  The promotion wasn’t going to change his role much, he’d still be the commander of the Ghost Squadron, he’d just have a new rank insignia on his armor and fighter and enjoy a bigger paycheck.  And oddly enough, since he was a Naval officer and served on a ship, he’d still be called Commander because that was his job title, commander of a fighter squadron.  Only the captain of a ship was referred to as Captain on a naval vessel.  In Justin’s case, it would stop being his official rank and become his job title.

The promotion from O5 to O6, or Commander to Captain in the Navy or Lieutenant Colonel to Colonel in the Army, was known as flipping the triangle.  O5 rank insignia was a downward pointing triangle, silver if a commoner and gold if noble, and O6 rank was a triangle pointed upwards.  Getting flag rank, Admiral or General, was known as unfolding the diamond, replacing the triangle with a diamond…which kinda made sense since a paper diamond folded at the opposite corners did look like a triangle.  The lower officer ranks were represented by bars, one bar per rank from O1 to O4.  So, it was a pretty big deal to reach O5, both as a major threshold in duties and as a big change in rank insignia.  In the KMS, O5 was the first rung of the major command ranks.  O4 ranks in the Navy commanded frigates and destroyers, commanded fighter squadrons and exomech companies, but O5 was required for cruisers, so it was the gateway rank to the big ships.  In the Army and Marines, O5 was the rank that commanded infantry battalions, which was a huge amount of responsibility.  It was a bit of a weird step down that Army and Marine O6’s, Colonels, commanded a corvette where a Naval O4 commanded a destroyer, but Army and Marine Colonels needed corvettes to do their jobs, giving them an aerial view of a battlefield so they could see what was going on and issue commands.

In that respect, Justin had already outranked his position.  Most squadron commanders were O4s or O5s not long in their rank, but Justin had started as an O4 and ranked up to O5 while commanding the Ghost Squadron.  He’d turned down offers to move to command after reaching O5, staying with the Ghost Squadron.  And in Justin’s case, Juma wasn’t stupid enough to force him out of his position.  Justin was the best damn fighter squadron commander in the entire CCM, and Juma let him stay in that role and do what he did best.


Talk about maximum safety, he wasn’t about to get much safer than to have the KBB, Red Warriors, and Banshees right in front of him and the commander of the Ghost Squadron flying right beside him.  But, it did say a lot about where the Storm Riders fit into things that they were the first non-elite exomech company in the formation behind those legendary units.  Tara had one of the most respected Marine exomech companies in the KMS, and not just because Jason was in it.  Tara had that respect long before she took a chance on bringing the Grand Duke Karinne into her company as a reservist.

[Deceleration in 20,] Tara warned as they came down into the thicker atmosphere, as the ground got closer and closer to them.  His HUD showed them in the lane, on the proper vector, and that vector was about to change as they intended to decelerate and change their descent angle.  [Mark!]  Jason stayed in formation as they started their braking maneuver and steepened their descent, and the landing zone came into view below them as they passed over a cloud.  Jason expertly navigated his rig down, and it was with a bit of satisfaction that he hit the ground almost in perfect unison with the rest of the company a moment later, exactly where they were supposed to be.


But just landing wasn’t the only part of the exercise.  [Deploy!] Tara barked as soon as her Titan’s feet hit the ground, and the squad moved with practiced certainty to secure the landing zone.  In the real operation, infantry jumpers would be right behind them, and it was their job to secure the landing zone for them so they could disembark their jumpers without resistance.  Once the infantry was down, the Titans would deploy to their first objective as the infantry organized themselves, but what that objective was, not even Jason knew yet.  Sioa hadn’t decided on mission assignments yet, she was still going through the intel the infiltrators and spy probes were bringing in.


Exactly 47 seconds after hitting the ground, the overseeing Army Line General declared that the landing zone was secured.  [Exercise complete.  Good job, ladies,] the General called over STG.  [That’s the last run for today. Titans, return to your Whales, Whales return to task force formation for the return to Karis after recovery complete.]

[Much better,] Tara told them over STG.   [Even Heva managed to land inside the zone.]

[Bite my ass, skipper,] Heva retorted, which caused some chuckling over STG.


[Form up for return to base.  We’ll have our debrief on the Whale on the way back, so everyone report to the briefing room as soon as you dismount.]

They took off again in staggered formation, each company taking its turn in same order they descended, so the Storm Riders lifted off after the three elite companies got off the ground.  They stayed in formation on the trip back up, which took nearly twice as long as the descent.  He came in through roof doors rather than through the launch doors, and Jason parked his Titan in its reserve spot and dismounted.  Up above, Kei stepped out of the secondary cockpit, and in the mecha’s upper chest, Jason’s bionoid stepped out of the main cockpit doors once they opened.


Him having a bionoid in the mecha was by Tara’s order.  If the company was running PIM, he had to have a bionoid in his mecha.  If the company was running by remote merge, all her riggers would have a bionoid in the cockpit.  He wasn’t controlling his rig through the bionoid, the bionoid was literally just occupying the main cockpit, in passive standby.  She wanted a physical body inside the mecha in case the enemy could scan the units and look for pilots, plus she wanted them to have a bionoid in their mecha in case they had to exit the mecha to do an inspection or simple repair while in the field.  It was also a measure of subterfuge, since a bionoid gave off life signs sufficient to fool most sensors thanks to its biorhythmics, except for Alliance and Subrian sensors, so the enemy wouldn’t know if the mecha were being remotely piloted or not.  And when it came to the Karinnes and the Imperium, pilots in the mecha meant telepaths, and that might be a useful ploy against a foe that had come up against Karinne and Faey telepaths before.


Dahnai wasn’t the only one that deployed some pretty formidable mindstrikers in their mecha companies.  The Karinne Marines also did so, and Sioa had some of her best mindstrikers in rigs in the Army.  Tara had one of the best Karinne Marine mindstrikers in the Storm Riders, Koji Karinne.  Like Jyslin and the strip girls, she was a former Imperial Marine that had the raw power to be a mindbender, and she was one scary skilled mindstriker.  Only four other mindstrikers had higher scores than her, and those four were in the ultra-elite mecha companies.  One was in the KBB, one in the Banshees, and two in the Red Warriors.

And naturally, the highest rated mindstriker in the entire KMS was in the KBB.  Lieutenant Hai Karinne, a woman who could give Yana a run for her money when it came to raw power.  She was one of the most powerful non-Generation telepaths in the house.  Kyva had taken the rare step of taking her into the KBB when she wasn’t an insanely skilled rigger purely for her mindstriking skills, and then they trained her to be an insanely skilled rigger.  Hai was every bit as nasty as every other member of the KBB, but she had the added benefit of being able to melt her opponent’s brain.


Kyva was a marvel when it came to training riggers.  She’d turned Symone into a complete monster in a rig, and did it in just a few years.  Symone was actually one of the highest rated riggers in the KMS, but he’d never tell her that.  She had enough overinflated ego problems as it was.

He and Kei walked down the center line towards the briefing room, joining other Karinne Marine riggers and Imperial Marine mindstrikers, chatting about the training exercise and the upcoming operation.  “So, any inside info on when we’re shipping out, Jayce?” Another of the Imperial Marines asked as they walked, a tall, very cute Faey woman named Amarae.


“I’m as in the dark as you girls are,” he replied honestly as he carried his helmet.  The Imperial Marines didn’t treat him like a ruler, they treated him like a comrade, a fellow rigger…and that was the way he liked it.  Besides, to them, it was far more important that he was the husband of an Imperial Marine than the Grand Duke Karinne.  He was one of them by virtue of that marriage.  “All I really know right now is that they’re still ironing out the battle plan, and that’s not my business.  I’m no strategic genius like Lorna and Navii.  I let them do the planning and do what I do best.  Blow shit up.”


Several of the girls around him laughed.  “You are good at that,” another Storm Rider agreed, Lanva.


“So, you girls enjoying your bionoids?” Jason asked.


“It’s amazingly awesome,” Amarae gushed.  Jason had gifted moleculartronic bionoids to all the Imperial Marines attached to the Storm Riders.  It was part bribe, part token of appreciation for their discretion, keeping the fact that he was part of the company to themselves.  “I have mine at home, I can pop over and see my husband and girls whenever I’m off duty.”


“Are they gonna upgrade these rigs before we ship out?” Lanva asked.

“As soon as we’re done here,” Jason affirmed.  “Next time we do exercises, they’ll have the IP upgrade.”


“Outstanding,” Lanva grinned.  “How many are getting upgraded?”


“All of them,” he answered.  “No rig leaves Karis without being refitted to IP.”


“They’re doing that for our rigs now,” Amarae said eagerly.  “I can’t wait to try it out.”


“I’m surprised they worked up a refit procedure for Knights that fast,” Jason mused.  “It took them almost a month to work it up for the Titans.”


“Titans are bigger than Knights,” Kei noted lightly.  “And have more armor sections.”


“True,” Jason nodded.  “Plus they had to work out how to make it compatible with the shields.”


“I keep forgetting those monsters have shields,” Kei said, looking up at Tara’s Titan as they walked past it.


“Yup, we just don’t run them very often, since they draw a fuckton of power and we can’t fire through them when they’re up.  But they’re lifesavers when you’re staring down the throat of one of those fucking Syndicate antimatter missiles.”

“Fuck, I remember those fucking things from SB-39,” Amarae shuddered.  “If I hadn’t have ducked, it would have blown me to molecules.  The fuckin’ thing blew a hole three decks high in the hull of the Skaa ship I was on.”


“Yeah, we had our own rude awakening with those things,” Jason grunted as Tara and her Imperial Marine partner joined them, the commander of the unit, Captain Damia.  “We lost nearly half a company to them the first time they unveiled them.  Remember, that, skipper?”


“I’d like to forget it,” she answered.


The debrief was thankfully short, and Tara didn’t really have to chew anyone out.  They’d all done tons of orbital launch exercises before, so this was basic stuff to them.  They finished up the briefing just as the Whale returned to Terra after jumping from Janja; Whales were now the smallest KMS vessels with a jump engine, thanks to Naval Engineering going in and figuring out a way to put a frigate jump engine in one.  There were currently only five Whales with jump engines, and there would only be about 20 more.  Due to the jump engine, The Storm Riders’ Whale now had a crew of six Naval personnel dedicated purely to ship operations, the exo, two navigators trained for hyperspace jump operations, and three engineers that would also be trained to work on Titans so they could help out the ground crews when not needed for the ship.  Juma had decided that at least a fair number of Whales needed jump capability due to the emerging importance of the Titans they carried, allowing Titan companies to jump with the task force without needing to be towed or to use a catapult.  That gave them range and flexibility, but it also introduced a new element of risk, since Whales were comparatively easier to cripple and capture.  That was why not every Whale was going to be upgraded, only a select few representing the elite of Marine exomech companies.  The rest of them would be towed in or catapulted in like before.  And when those drive-equipped Whales were in a combat theater, they’d take special precautions so they couldn’t be captured, by exploiting the drives to stay well away from the enemy but still close enough to respond to a launch or recovery call in seconds.

When they were back on the board, both the Storm Riders and their new jump-capable Whale, the Tempest, would be badasses.


It had also caused a minor redesign of carriers.  Before a carrier could carry up to 500 operational fighters, twelve fighter squadrons and 20 spare fighters, with additional extra space was usually taken up by fast attack craft, sensor dropships, and a couple of mecha companies for carrier defense.  But now they would carry a full Titan company in addition to their fighter complement, so they had been reduced from twelve to ten fighters squadrons to add in the carrying space and support infrastructure for 40 Titans.  They still carried other mecha and had space for fast attack ships to land, but every carrier now had its own Marine Titan exomech company for operations where a Titan fit the battle plan better than a Wolf.


On paper.  They didn’t have the riggers trained yet to fill those companies.  But when they did, everything the company would need to be operation would be in place on the carriers and waiting for them. 


But for Jason, he went from what he liked to do to what he had to do.  He delinked from his bionoid after stowing it on the Whale and opened his eyes, finding himself back in his office.  Rivlin poked his head into the merge pod and put a hand on his forehead.  “All your signs are normal, your Grace,” he said.  “Feel free to get out as soon as you shake off the merge.”


Such a difference from the first time Rivlin monitored his merge.


After shaking off the merge, he returned to the boring duties of the Grand Duke, which was a whole lot of paperwork.  He’d gotten behind on it due to all the exercises the last few days, drilling in preparation for the Dreamer operation, and things were moving fast both inside and outside the house.  The refit operations had begun for the entire CCM to upgrade to IP armor, so Kosigi could be best described right now as being in a state of frenzied chaos.  They were refitting the big ships in Kosigi, and they had so many of them stacked in there that ships were parked in the usual traffic lanes and doing the refits without a dock.  But, docks weren’t really needed for this refit, since everything was being done on the inside and there weren’t any real heavy pieces of equipment to move in and out except for one, the IP waveform generator.  Cargo dropships were scrambling all over the moon’s interior delivering emitters and cabling in an insanely complex dance that Cynna was orchestrating.

That was Kosigi.  There were similar scenes playing out on almost every military base on Karis as well, as they started refitting virtually everything else.  Military cargo dropships, Merchant Marine freighters, Whales, fast attack craft, jumpers, and exomechs all had to be refitted as well, and they were doing those on the planet to keep that additional chaos out of Kosigi.  Anything they could refit on the planet was being done on the planet, to keep the extra work out of Kosigi, and that extended all the way to the Navy and Merchant Marine.  Anything smaller than a KT-1200 freighter was being refitted on the planet, and so were Naval line frigates and destroyers, since both could make landings on the planet.  Frigates were being refitted anywhere on a military base where they could land, and destroyers were lining every seaport in every city on Karis, where they’d be refitted from a waterborne dock.  Joint Base Alpha was a madhouse right now because they were doing all corvette, gunboat, and KMM KT-1070 and smaller freighter refits there, so they had fighters and fast attack ships and tugs and freighters parked virtually anywhere they had room for them while teams did the refits.  Joint Bases Beta and Gamma were covered with frigates, and Joint Base Delta had so many Gladiator and Juggernaut mecha parked there they had them sitting on top of a couple of buildings.  Anywhere they had room, anywhere there was enough flat space to park a mecha and had enough room around it to do the work, that space was being used.   They were just putting airkskin rain shields up over the work space and getting to it.  The Whales and all Titans and the new Knights would be done at Joint Base Epsilon, just outside Jaxtra on Kirga, which was the operational headquarters for Army Special Maintenance and there was a pretty big planetside facility for Naval Engineering there as well, giving them the resources and support they needed for the work.  ASM did all their major work there, and Naval Engineering did a lot of testing of fighters and mecha there.

So, right now, Karis and Kosigi were madhouses, and their chaos was being mirrored all over the entire Confederation.  Everyone was rushing to upgrade to IP armor, both for the assets they were committing to the Andromeda operation and for their own fleets.  There had to be billions of emitters being produced every day across the Confederation, and there was a sudden supply crunch on datalines and power conduit…which Kumi and the Imperium weren’t above exploiting a little bit, since they could replicate silicon. Karinne’s mining and resource supply corp, KMF, and several large-scale production companies in the Imperium were making a killing right now in the intergalactic silicon market.

At least everything looked to be on schedule.  Jason went over all the projections from both the operations side and the supply side, and there were no major snags.  Trenirk was keeping factory production up to meet the demands to stay on schedule, Jrz’Kii was keeping all the logistics running smoothly to move those supplies to where they were needed, and those two were keeping everything on schedule.

He finished up the last of his paperwork and the two meetings he had, then he decided to wander home.  And thankfully, that meant that he didn’t have to call in a corvette or beg the guards to open the door for him.  He slung a backpack over his shoulder and walked out in his tee shirt and jeans, and while he did have two guards with him—Aya wasn’t going to completely let him go like that—they were along for the ride more than anything else.  Shen and Suri filed along behind him as he headed for the VIP pad that was very close to his office, where his hovercar was parked, and the girls veered off to get on their hoverbikes rather than ride with him.  Aya would even let him drive his car by himself.  Everyone else was already home by the time he landed on the pad behind the house, setting his hovercar down beside his Nova, and he got the car in under the airskin canopy just as a fairly strong storm started dumping rain on the strip.  The canopy of the oye tree high above partially deflected that rain, but it also caused some large drops to fall down from the canopy as the rain collected on the golden leaves and then dripped off of them.  The rain meant that most of the kids would be inside, so Jason walked in through the kitchen and into a pretty crowded living room as all the elder kids were occupying just about all the furniture as they played a game on the vidlink.


Really.  They were starting to get way too comfortable sitting around on the couch playing vidlink games.  But, then again, if it wasn’t raining, odds are they’d all be outside playing.  They spent too much of their day sitting behind desks taking lessons to waste their free time sitting down.  “Hey guys,” Jason said, carrying in a cup of coffee, speaking aloud for Aria’s benefit.  “What’s up?”

“Just waiting for the rain to stop,” Rann answered.  “We were teaching Aria how to hoverboard down at the park.”


“Cool.  You like it, Aria?”


“It’s hard,” she said.  “But kinda fun.”  Aria had become almost exactly what Jason had expected.  She’d spent so many years laying in that bed that she didn’t want to sit down, or even sit still, unless she had to.  She’d almost fully recovered from the atrophy of her body, and now she spent almost every waking moment not spent in school doing something, and the more physically active it was, the more she wanted to do it.


She still had a ways to go, though.  She had the physical strength and endurance now to play with her brothers and sisters, but those years of inactivity had made her somewhat awkward and clumsy.  She didn’t have the years of practice controlling her body the way most kids did, so in many ways, she had the motor control skills of a six year old.  She was literally learning how to control her body with grace and finesse.  But, that didn’t stop her from trying, and that was what he admired most about her.  Despite being so bad at most sports, despite having the motor control skills of a six year old, she wasn’t afraid to get out there and try.  And the more she played, the better she got, showing that she could overcome her developmental disadvantage with some hard work and determination.


“They need to put an airskin canopy over the board park,” Zach complained.


“Airskins aren’t cheap, Zach,” Jason chuckled.


“Then why is there one over the landing pad?”


“Because Mommy Jyslin is a weenie,” he answered, which made Rann splutter out a laugh.


“I’d like to hear you say that when Pamma is here,” Shya teased with a grin.


“You can’t prove I said anything,” he replied flippantly, which made her laugh harder.  “I’ll be up in my office if you guys need me.  I have a few loose ends to tie up before I’m done today.”

Don’t get lost up there, Jason, Ayama warned from the kitchen.  We’ll be eating in about half an hour.  Hopefully before the rain lets up so the kids can go back to the park with full bellies.

“I shouldn’t be long, at least I hope not,” he answered.  “What’s on the menu?”


Can’t you smell it?

“I’m not a vulpar, woman,” he retorted.


“It smells like pizza to me,” Aria said absently, biting her lip a little as she concentrated on the game.


Jason gave Aria a sudden look, and saw that Rann was grinning broadly at him.  Stand up and sing the drunken monkey song, Aria.

“What?  What is that?” she asked, looking at him.


“Well, well, well,” Jason said dryly as Rann gave a bright laugh.


“You woke up, Ari!” Shya blurted.  “Dad was sending!”


“It’s about time, girl, I was starting to worry about you,” Jason chuckled as he advanced into the living room.


“Wait, you mean I expressed?” Aria asked in surprise, and when Jason nodded, she gave a scream and started jumping up and down in excitement.  She knew exactly what that meant in Faey society.  She gave Jason a huge hug, then accepted hugs and kisses from the others.


Everyone, Aria just expressed, Jason warned the strip, his sending vibrating with pride and happiness.  So keep the chatter down until Ryn can teach her to close her mind.


I’ll be right over, Jason, Ryn answered quickly, just before a torrent of congratulations rolled across the entire neighborhood, both inside the strip fence and outside.


“I heard that!  I heard that!” Aria squealed in delight, looking up at him.


“Looks like your return to the board park is postponed, my little treasure,” Jason smiled down at her.  “You’re not going anywhere until you can close your mind.  And why don’t you tell your Pamma about it?  I bet she’ll drop everything and race home.”


“She will,” Rann laughed.


“Okay!” she said, putting a finger on her interface.  She didn’t need to be jacked or be a telepath to send a message to Jyslin over the biogenic network, she just couldn’t hear the reply without a jack. The interfaces they used for children and the unjacked fixed that by putting the response up as text on a one way hologram for her to read, or if they weren’t worried about it being personal, they could play it as audio over the interface’s speaker.  All it took to send the message was command thought, and she’d mastered that aspect of using an interface.


[WHAT?  She expressed and I wasn’t home?] Jyslin complained to him.


[Your loss,] he teased lightly.  [So, you coming home now?]


[As soon as I can, me and Frinia are going over a few things.]


[Bring Frinia along, I haven’t seen her for a while.]


[Frinia’s busy, she can’t come.  I’m glad we have her passing party all planned out already,] Jyslin laughed.  [And now we can put those plans into action!]


[Let’s hold it on New Year’s Day, we can have the party in the morning after we do presents then go to the bachi match in the afternoon.  That should give everyone the chance to get over here.]


[Plus, I think it’s a bit of poetic justice that we celebrate her birthday on the most important day of the year.]


[Yeah, until Aria starts feeling shorted because her presents are for both her birthday and New Year’s Day,] Jason noted with wry amusement.  [I think we can make that work, though.  It’ll be pretty tight, and we might have some issues with a few of our visitors given they’ll have their own celebrations to attend, but we can figure something out.]

[Dahnai?]


[Yeah, she has all those official ceremonies in the morning, but given the time difference between here and the Imperial Palace right now, I think she might be able to manage it.  She just went home, and now she’ll be coming back here,] Jason noted with amusement.  [But there’s also Yila, Anya, and Carissa, and outside the Imperium, there’s Zaa, Sk’Vrae, Enva, Kreel, and Krirara,] he expanded.  [I think Gau and Shakizarr both mentioned something about wanting to attend as well.  I’d better find out before we make any plans, I don’t want to snub either of them.]


[We’ll figure it all out when I get home,] she assured him.


Jyslin got home just as they were about to sit down for dinner, and the first thing she did was bury Aria in a huge, crushing hug.  “I’m so proud of you, my girl!” she gushed.


“Aww, I didn’t really do anything, Pamma,” Aria answered modestly.


After that was out of the way, they spent dinner and a good three hours afterwards putting their plans into motion.  They decided to hold the party at the bachi stadium, in the VIP conference rooms, sitting with Surin at the dining room table with holograms up of the conference room layout, planning how they were going to set the decorations.  They got RSVPs from Dahnai, Anya, Yila, Carissa, Kreel, and Krirara while they were planning out the logistics of the party, and Zaa got back to him just as they were wrapping up to confirm.  Sk’Vrae called right after Zaa did to confirm as well, which left only Gau, Shakizarr, Holikk, and Enva to go from the list of rulers that had expressed interest in attending the passing party.


Quite a few telepathic leaders.  Then again, they would understand the significance of expression in a society like the Faey.


Holikk got back to him just as they finished up their plans and ordered the supplies, and to his surprise, both Shakizarr and Gau had answered that they were going to attend.  Gau he could see because it might have to do with an omen, but he was still a bit curious as to why Shakizarr wanted to come to the party.  Jason and Shakizarr weren’t exactly close.  They were passingly good acquaintances, Jason liked him after a fashion, and they had a lot of respect for each other, but they weren’t really friends.

It had to have something to do with Aria being a Dreamer.  That was the only real explanation.


Enva was the last to get back to him, after he went up to his office to finish up the last of his paperwork.  She opted for a personal contact rather than a missive, which was her custom, so Jason brought up a flat hologram of the alluring Sha’i-ree, hanging just on the far edge of his desk.  Enva was visible from the navel up in the hologram, showing off her perfect bare breasts, and she looked a bit sweaty…and Jason wasn’t sure he wanted to know why.  “I just got your message, Jason, and I’d be happy to come,” she said in her husky voice after they greeted each other, her cat-like green vertically slitted eyes narrowing slightly as she smiled.  “I adore Aria.  She’s a delightful little girl.”

“I can’t argue with that,” he said as he leaned back in his chair.  The door opened, and when he saw nobody there, he shifted in his chair so Amber could come around the desk and jump up into his lap.  It was indeed her, but she was leading a bit of a procession, a small adult female tabi with light sorta pinkish-lavender—or maybe lavenderish-pink, it was kinda hard to tell—colored fur not too far from the color of her eyes and two kittens, one with ghost white fur and the other with dusky pink fur with a splotch of violet at the base of its neck, just forward of its shoulder blades.

The tabi was the newest member of the household, and she was there not because Jyslin or Aria or the kids wanted one, but because Aya demanded it.  Aya had seen what the animals could do, understood just how powerful it was, and immediately ordered a tabi to be found and put into the house as an additional layer of protection.  She had literally talked Amber into allowing one to be put in the house, through Jason, to the point where they took Amber back to Prakka and allowed her to find a tabi she liked and could live with to bring home.  The tabi was literally a guard animal there to detect any hostile intent that came close to the house, additional protection for the house and the strip.


And she wasn’t the only one.  There were 23 tabis on the strip now, 13 of them pets for the strip residents and ten tabis owned by the guards to protect the strip…but still pets.  The guards were already quite attached to their partner tabis, even if they were considered working animals.  Tabis were intelligent and easy to train, and Aya was pioneering a program to bring tabis into the Imperial Guard as service animals, the same way they used giruzis to patrol the grounds of the Imperial Palace. 

The adult was going to stay at the house, and in a way, she was Amber’s pet.  Amber chose her, so in that respect, she belonged to Amber more than anyone else in the house.  The two kittens were already claimed by Dahnai for Sirri and Maer, and they’d be going to their new homes when they were weaned.  That would be in just a takir or so, according to the biologists that had been studying the tabis.

“What an adorable little creature,” Enva mused when Jason leaned down and scooped up the two kittens, holding them in his hands while the adult jumped up onto the desk with Amber. Amber gave Enva a slightly hostile look, which made her laugh softly.  “You already know that I think you’re adorable, Amber,” she smiled.  “I’d love it if you left Jason and came to live with me,” she added with a naughty wink.

Amber gave her an insulted look, turning her nose up pointedly as she flicked both of her tails with impressive scorn.  That made Enva laugh.


“These are called tabis,” he said, holding up one of the kittens, then he set both of them on the desk with their mother.  They immediately started to play, and Jason had to keep an eye on them so they didn’t roll off the desk in their mock battling.  “We found them on the moon over in Andromeda where we’re building our forward base.”


“They’re Andromedan?”


He nodded.  “They’re very unusual little animals.  They’re the first animals we’ve ever encountered with psionic ability.”


“Truly?”


He nodded.  “They have an empathic sense that lets them sense hostility around them, the ability to sense malicious intent.  It’s how they avoid predators.  Aya brought them into the house because of that, at least after Amber gave her permission,” he said with a smile, reaching down and scratching the vulpar between her ears.  “Sure, they’re cute and we like them, but this little lady here is as much a guard animal as a pet,” he explained, patting the mother tabi on the head gently.  “If an assassin breaks into the strip looking to kill someone, the tabis will sense it, and they’ve already been trained to warn a guard if they do.”


“Amazing!” she gasped, then glanced to the side.  “Perhaps, Jason, you might give me one of the kittens?  To have something like that with me, it would make my security detail very happy.  And they’re absolutely adorable,” she gushed.


“The kittens are claimed, Dahnai wants them for Sirri and Maer.  I suppose we could get you another one, but it’s not quite as easy as just scooping one up,” he said.  “The adults are something like vulpars in that they’re picky, Enva.  You have to find one that likes you, or it’ll just run away.  The tabi has to choose you as much as you choose the tabi.  The kittens aren’t nearly as picky, but we’re not gonna just go over there and steal some tabi’s kittens.  They’d sense it as malicious intent and hide from us.  But, as long as you approach them the right way, you can convince a mother to give up a kitten, as long as you’re sincere in your intent to love and take care of the kitten.  They’re very protective over their kittens, we’ve learned.”


“Then might you arrange to take me to Andromeda?  I’d love to go there to see Prakka, and you and me can find a tabi or two for me to bring home.  I’d prefer an adult tabi to a kitten, so we don’t have to worry about convincing a tabi to give up a kitten.  We can bring Dahnai, Kreel, and Krirara with us, make a road trip of it.  I think it would be fun.”


“Actually…that might work,” he mused.  There wasn’t anything over there that Jason had to keep hidden from the Confederation, not since they’d moved the super-ship Zaa wanted to Kimdori Prime.  “The Stargate is up and running, I wouldn’t mind checking up on the progress over there, and Dahnai did say she wanted to go to Andromeda.  I’ll talk to Lorna about it tonight, she’s coming to see Jyslin and have dinner.  If she says it’s safe, then I’d say it’s a go.”


“The bionoids make—“


“We can’t use bionoids,” he warned.  “The tabis can’t sense anything from them, so they’re afraid of them.  They’re afraid of anything they can’t sense, which is actually a good thing because it means they’re afraid of the machinery we have on the moon and they stay away from it.  We have to go over in person.  But, we’re not depopulating the moon of tabis, Enva.  You can bring home two,” he stressed, holding up two fingers.

“Two is all I need.  And it would be a bonus if I can get a breeding pair,” she smiled.


“Just be careful about that.  A couple of my biology people found out that going over there to get them just to breed them is something they see as malicious intent.  They can tell if you don’t have their best interests at heart.”


“I want the kittens the adults produce for my children, Jason,” she smiled.  “They would absolutely adore having a tabi, and I would not mind at all having something like that protecting my babies.”


Given Enva had six children, she’d need a lot of kittens.  But, her kids weren’t exactly babies, with her youngest having just turned fifteen.  Enva was much older than she looked, but that was entirely normal for Sha’i-ree. They aged quite gracefully, and didn’t show the effects of that age until they were elderly. 

“Then they’d probably let you take them,” he predicted.


After arranging her trip to Karis for the party, she got off the comm to get other business done.  Jason picked up Amber and petted her while the mother nursed her kittens right on his desk, showing a vulpar-like arrogant belief that they owned everything.  “We’re going to need a name for her eventually, you know,” Jason told Amber, scratching her behind the ears.  “Since she’s your tabi, it’s more or less your call.”


She gave a throaty little yip.


“Nobody’s gonna be able to pronounce that,” he chided.


She squeaked commandingly.


He laughed.  “Now you’re just being mean,” he teased.  “If you’re not gonna be serious about this, then I’ll name her.”


She gave a haughty little bark.


“That’s not bad,” he commended.  “You’ve been watching Terran cartoons again, haven’t you?”

She gave a shameless little yip.


“Alright then.  From this point forward, her name is Twilight,” he proclaimed.  “You like that name?” he asked the tabi.


She gave him a slow blink, then gave a little mrowr, proving her species was definitely related to conventional felines. Her species was her moon’s version of a feline.


“Then that’s all settled.  Congratulations on your new name, Twilight,” he proclaimed, reaching over and patting the tabi on the neck and shoulder, being careful so he didn’t disturb her nursing kittens.  “And did you have to do that on my desk?  I’m using it.”


She gave him an amused look.


“Yeah, you’re gonna fit in around here,” he predicted darkly. 

Kaitha (New Year’s Day), 4405, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Wednesday, 28 November 2018 Terran Standard Calendar


Kaitha, year 1330 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Karinne Sports Complex, Karsa, Karis

It was a good thing that the convention rooms in the KSC were suitably huge, because there were a lot of people filling them.

They’d rented out all six of them and taken down the temporary walls, which created a gigantic cavernous chamber under the luxury skyboxes in the stadium, with one wall made up of glass panes that overlooked the pitch below.  The giant chamber was fully decorated for Aria’s party, and the room was absolutely filled to capacity with friends, family, and honored guests.  From Aria’s classmates in school and their families to rulers of hundreds of star system, they all rubbed shoulders together as they celebrated the “triple crown” of sorts, Faey New Year’s Day, Aria’s newly established birthday, and Aria’s first major step into adulthood in Faey society.  As near as Songa could figure, Aria was biologically about 15 years old, so it was officially her 15th birthday today, which was also something of a milestone in that it marked the ancient custom of Faey nobility.  At 15, a noble son married as a child left his house to move in with his wife, so in a way, the age of 15 (actually 14, damn those Faey and their need to tack on an extra year) was seen as the age of adulthood among Faey nobility.  The actual legal age of majority was 25, but ancient noble customs put the age of majority at 15, and nobles were anything if not set in their ways.  Not even a thousand year old law dissuaded them from their idea that 15 was the age of majority…at least for them.

Jason wasn’t about to let that idea sink into Aria’s head.  She’d been denied her childhood, and he was going to let her be a child as long as she wanted to be one.  She may be physically 15, but emotionally and developmentally she was more like 7 or 8.  She did have the education of a 15 year old thanks to being inserted with all the education she would have received by now, but she didn’t have the experience and chance to grow and mature since the day the Benga killed her parents and put her into her own private hell.


She’d settled into school much better than Jason expected.  She was placed in 10th grade, which was middle school on Karis, and she’d attend that school until she graduated from the 13th grade at age 18.  Then she’d go on to primary school, and be there for seven more years.  And after that, she’s go to the Academy and earn her graduate certificate in her chosen field.

And that was a huge difference between Faey education and Terran education.  To be honest about it, the Faey were one of the most highly educated species in the entire Confederation.  They mandated graduation from primary school, they started at age 5 and stayed in school until age 25 on the average, so a Faey child went to school for about 20 years before they finished their compulsory education…and even then it wasn’t over for most, since they went on to academy-level education, which was the Faey version of college.  Academy level graduates had 25 years of academia under their belt when they received their certificate (equivalent to a bachelor’s degree), and doctorate holders had been in the education system for close to 35 years.  And to be honest, they needed it.  A society as technologically advanced as the Faey required its people to have a very high educational base.

All he wanted was for Aria to be happy, and so far, she seemed to be.  She really liked school so far, even though she’d only been there for 17 days, she’d made quite a few friends in her class.  She felt normal, with a family and friends and a life, and for her, it was just pure heaven, everything she had ever wanted.  And now that she’d expressed, she was right about where she needed to be, given that most of her classmates had expressed already.  Aria had expressed a little late compared to the average Faey, but that was most likely because of her unique circumstances.  Ryn had reported that Aria was a fairly strong telepath, stronger than the average telepath but not so strong that she stood out, and probably would have expressed around age 11 or 12 had she had a normal childhood, where the average age of expression for a Faey girl was 13.  For boys, it was 14.

But, given she lived in Jason’s house, there was no doubt that she’d be one of the most skilled telepaths once she was fully trained, even if she wasn’t as strong as most of the others on the strip.  Ryn wasn’t about to let her go around untrained, and Ryn’s idea of competent was far, far more than what Faey society considered competent.  After just two days, she’d learned how to close her mind, she could send with some impressive clarity for a neophyte, and she’d learned how to send privately, but she had a long way to go.  Just two days under Ryn’s tutelage had already produced results.

So, even though it was only noon on Karis, the kids were almost exhausted from all the excitement.  They’d opened presents that morning, and since it was Aria’s first New Year’s Day, Jyslin had maybe gone a little nuts with the presents.  That was in addition to all the gifts she got from others, including some from Dahnai…and Dahnai was rich enough to make those gifts impressive. After presents, they had the usual holiday breakfast, then went visiting their neighbors, which was also a New Year’s Day tradition.  Then they came home, got dressed, and came to the KSC for Aria’s party and the bachi match afterwards, where Aria got even more presents.  And a few of them were quite eye-opening, since now she was getting presents from galactic rulers, and the practice of gift-giving had evolved into something of a competition between the rulers over the years, competing to see who could give the best gift.  Not necessarily the most expensive one, but the most interesting one that also happened to be useful in some fashion.  Then again, given it was Jason’s daughter, there might be a little bribery involved in some of those extravagant gifts, trying to curry Jason’s favor by showering his adopted daughter with expensive presents.

One thing was for sure, Aria had come out of today like a bandit.  She’d gotten so much stuff that it wouldn’t fit in her room, and she’d gotten some pretty expensive gifts, like a hoverbike the same model as Rann’s, some expensive jewelry, and other very expensive toys and gadgets.  She would have gotten even more extravagant gifts had Jason not warned everyone not to get exotic, so no yachts, no exomechs, no skimmers, nothing she couldn’t use right then and there.  And given she’d been growing so rapidly and would outgrow any clothes she was given in a matter of takirs, he warned everyone against getting exotic with the clothes.  Clothes were fine, but nothing super-expensive, since she wouldn’t be wearing it long, at least unless it was made out of memory fabric.

The party was starting to wind down as Jason stood with her at the window overlooking the pitch, as kids ran around laughing and Grand Duchesses sat with galactic rulers at the table of honor and talked politics.  Down below, the groundskeeping crew was putting the final touches on the field for today’s match, playing the Methris team, whose name translated most closely into English as the Maniacs.


Really, Jason loved some of the IBL names.  They all tried to be powerful and intimidating, and a name like Maniacs almost seemed silly, but silly in an awesome kind of way.  The word actually was a kind of hard to translate into English because it had a nuanced, layered meaning.  It did mean maniac in the kind of way a Terran English speaker might expect, but in Faey, it also meant driven, single-minded, in a martial kind of way.  The words zealot or fanatic maybe might get closer to the true definition, but those words intoned a negative feel, and it wasn’t meant to be a negative state.  It was meant to be a good thing, like the most devoted fan or someone so devoted to one of the Faey gods that their piety was beyond reproach.  In a sports sense, it referred to a team, or fans, that were utterly devoted to their team and to victory.  The Maniacs were in their division, and the Paladins were fighting for top seed on their side of the bracket in the playoffs, so this game mattered.

And that was the talk of the entire IBL.  With Jason bankrolling the team and Frinia helping Jyslin run it, the Paladins weren’t just contenders this year, they were the favorites for their side of the playoff bracket.  Just four years ago, the Paladins were the basement dwellers of the IBL, and now they had a 12-3 record and were jockeying for the top seed in the playoffs.  They’d had great coaches and a solid organization, they just didn’t have the money to contend with the uber-rich Highborn owners for prime talent.  Well, the House of Karinne’s deep pockets fixed that, and now the Paladins were a force to be reckoned with not just in their division, but in the entire league.

It was because they were leading their division that they were playing today.  On New Year’s Day, the leaders of the eight divisions played a match, flexing their schedule so their next scheduled game was played today, and making the match a home game for the division leader…though that didn’t matter this time, since it was originally supposed to be a home game anyway.  It made sure that the best teams in bachi were on the viddy on such an important day, so it was a huge honor to be playing a home game on New Year’s Day.


This was also going to be Aria’s first bachi match she was attending in person.  The Paladins had played three straight away games since she was well enough to go out for extended periods (and going 3-0 in those games, so they were on a roll), so this was the first match that Aria was medically cleared to attend.  And they were going to do this the best way possible, and that was front row seats on the center line, right behind the Paladins bench.  Jason would have liked her to be on the sideline during the game, but the IBL had strict rules about who was allowed on the sidelines during a match.  Jason and Jyslin could be on the sideline because they were the listed owners, but they were the only ones allowed down there.  They couldn’t even bring their kids.  So, Aria was going to get the next best thing to being on the sideline, and that was the best damn seats in the stadium.  Jyslin would be on the sidelines with Frinia, Jason sitting with Aria, the elder kids, and Kreel and Krirara in the front row, and the rulers and other important people would be up in the luxury skybox.  Jason had offered front row seats for all the rulers, but only Kreel and Krirara had accepted.  The rest of them wanted to watch the match from the luxury of the skybox.

Actually, Dahnai had wanted to sit on the front row, but her guards didn’t think it was secure enough.


“When does the game start?” Aria asked eagerly as she put her hands on the glass and looked down.


Aaat, you won’t get better if you don’t send, Jason chided.


I’m getting tired of sending, she answered, her thought lucid enough for her growing annoyance to bleed into her thought.  It’s all I’ve done for two days.  It’s harder than talking.


That’s how you get better, Jason told her. It’s going to get easier and easier, my little treasure.  Sending is a skill, and like any skill, the more you practice it, the better you get.  And I have to say, you’re getting pretty good at it.

She did spare him a smile for his praise.  When does the match start?

Two hours.  They’ll be letting people into the stadium in about an hour, he answered.  You excited to see the match?


Yeah, it’s a pretty fun game.  It goes almost too fast for me to keep up with it.

I’m just glad you like baseball too.  Baseball is from my home planet.


I see why Rann loves it so much. It’s just fast enough to keep you interested but slow enough to understand what’s going on.


Are you sure you just expressed two days ago, little whisker? Kreel challenged playfully as he came up behind her, then grabbed her by the waist and hefted her up and over his head to settle her on his shoulders, showing off that deceptive strength possessed by all Grimja.  He was wearing a very Terran style tank top and those Bermuda shorts he loved, so he in no way looked like a galactic ruler.  Seriously, Kreel had a love affair with Terran style clothing.  Aria gave a startled sound and then a laugh, leaning over to look down into Kreel’s eyes.  You send really well for someone with just two days of experience.

Pam hasn’t let me talk at all since I expressed, she answered, almost accusingly.


Jason, you meanie, Kreel grinned over at him.


It’s how you learn, he replied shamelessly.  It’s getting a bit cloying in here, Aria.  Wanna go down and see the pitch while we’re still allowed?  We just have to be careful not to mess up the lines.


Sure! She agreed.


I’m in for that, Kreel added.


So, while the others were sitting around talking or eating the last of the cake, Jason and Kreel took Aria down to the playing pitch.  One of the groundskeepers came over and chatted with Aria, explaining what the lines were all for, then he let her draw the back line behind the hovering goal, which she really got a kick out of doing.  And she did a really good job, making the line completely straight, and it joined up with the other section of drawn line perfectly.


I think she’s found her calling, Jayce.   She’s an aspiring painter, Kreel noted lightly as they watched her push the line tool with the groundskeeper watching closely.


She can be anything she wants to be, Kreel.  She’s earned that right, he replied seriously.  After the hell she went through, if she wants to spend her entire life sitting on the couch watching viddy, then that’s exactly what she’ll do.  Thankfully that’s not what she wants to do, though, he chuckled.  She can’t stand sitting still. She’s happiest when she’s outside doing something.

I can imagine, he agreed soberly.  After years in that bed staring up at the ceiling, the last thing she wants to do is be reminded of it.


Well, she was asleep the entire time, but yeah, I know what you mean, he nodded.  I’m glad everyone bought her so much sports stuff, it’ll keep her busy for at least until her next birthday, he added with a laugh.  Something tells me that she’s gonna be athletic her entire life.  She may even go into sports as a profession, either as a player or as support, like a coach or trainer.

They didn’t get out of their little excursion unscathed.  An IBL official stormed out and challenged them for being on the pitch before the game, and they were effectively kicked off the pitch.  Jason took Aria over to the locker room to meet a few Paladins players before the match, just not getting in anyone’s way or being intrusive, since the girls were mentally preparing for a match, then he collected up the kids and Krirara and they went down to their seats just before they opened the gates and let the spectators in.  The teams came out for warm-ups as the kids settled in, and it seemed that almost as soon as Jason had them send some snacks and game programs down from the luxury box, the match was starting.

And it was totally worth it.  The Paladins showed why they were first place in the division, scoring on the Maniacs within the first minute of the start of the match, a midfielder stealing an attempt to pass the ball up the pitch and running a fast break the other way to score, and they never looked back.  The Maniacs didn’t allow themselves to get blown out, hanging in there and keeping some tension and drama in the game, and that kept the game highly entertaining.  The closest they got to tying the game was getting the score to 15-14 in the middle of the fourth division.  That just woke the Paladins up, and they scored four straight goals to pull away, then eased up a little in the final minutes of the game.  They won 20-16, and the entire game had been a blast to watch.

Did you like it, Aria? Jason asked as the entire stadium stood and sang the Paladins theme song as the players jogged a lap around the pitch, waving to the fans before heading for the locker room, something of a new tradition since moving to Karis.


It was better than watching it on viddy! she answered, her thought excited and joyous.  Aunt Yila got me a bachi stick, I’ve got to try this out next time Dara’s here!


I think you just lost her, Jayce, Kreel grinned over at him.


I got her a baseball glove and a soccer ball, and Rann loves baseball, Jason replied, his thought competitive.  Besides, the Karis Planetary Baseball League starts its season next takir, so we’ll have Bombers games to go to.  I’ll prove that Terran sports are superior.

Not everything is a competition, Jason, Krirara chided lightly.


You don’t live with a Faey, he replied sharply.


I think that might be a good thing, Krirara smiled as they started collecting their stuff, getting ready to go up to the luxury box.


They lingered at the stadium for nearly two hours, and that tested Aria’s patience a tiny bit.  She didn’t like just sitting around, and their very important guests made it hard for Jason and Jyslin to easily disengage and take her home, where she’d have plenty of time to try out some of her new goodies before the big traditional New Year’s dinner.  Ayama, Surin, and Seido had been working on it all day, so there was no doubt that it would be huge, and it would be good.  Rann and the other kids kept Aria distracted as Jason did his best to get his visitors to go home.


Eventually, Jason wore them down, and they collected up the kids and headed home.  Dahnai headed back to Draconis so she could do some of the boring Imperial ceremonies celebrating New Year’s, so it was just the family that landed on the pad behind the house.  He saw that they’d set up the deck by the house for the dinner, since it was going to be Jason’s family and Tim and Symone’s family eating together.  New Year’s was about family, about celebrating it as a family, and Tim and Symone were part of Jason’s family.  Every girl on the strip was celebrating it with her own children and maybe a very, very special guest, such as Meya inviting Jenn.  The late morning was set aside for visiting friends, but the New Year’s dinner was meant to be about one’s family.

No matter how much Meya proclaimed she was born to be single, Jason had the feeling that she wasn’t going to be single much longer.  She and Jenn had been an item for nearly a year, and he knew from talking to them that they were in love with each other.  And as far as Jason was concerned, it was about damn time.  The girls needed to get married, to enjoy everything life had to offer, and he actually didn’t like it that much that none of them seemed to have found husbands since they moved to Karis.  He had this hope that if Meya finally broke that ice and proposed to Jenn, that it would spur the other girls to get much more serious about their assorted boyfriends.  It wasn’t like the girls didn’t go out and socialize.  All of them except Kumi and Yana had a serious relationship with a man, at least different degrees of serious.  Meya seemed to be the most serious with Jenn, but even Aura, who enjoyed her relationship with Jason, was dating.  She was about ready to move on with her life and find another husband.

They came into the house and greeted the other members of Jason’s family that had been invited to the dinner.  The six CBIMs, Rook, and Coma had their bionoids in the living room, sitting around and engaging in casual conversation with Tim and Symone as Lyra played with the tabi kittens.  The mother was sitting well away from the bionoids, because once they had no sense of presence to her psionic sense, and that made her fearful of them.  Jason had talked to her, explained what bionoids were, but it hadn’t sunk in yet.


As far as he was concerned, Cybi, the CBIMs, and Coma and Rook were part of his family.  As the Grand Duke Karinne, he was the closest thing to real family they had.  And today was going to be something of a momentous occasion for all of them but Rook, because he’d finally perfected the new gastric system and had upgraded their bionoids, giving them ability to eat.  Myleena’s idea of using specially designed spiders that would break down solid food into a liquid that the bionoid’s systems could handle had turned out to be the perfect solution to the problem.


And some of those spiders were currently sitting in a lab in MRDD.  His people were studying the potential of weaponizing them.

It was a little interesting to see them all sitting together, scattered across two couches and two chairs.  Cyra’s bionoid was the tallest, Cybi’s was the most perfect imitation of the First Generation, Sora Karinne, and was wearing a very stylish frock and leggings.   Cynna looked the most like Cybi, but her hair was more bone white than silver, and she dressed very differently, wearing a very Terran tee shirt and pair of cargo shorts.  Both Cyvanne and Cyrsi looked like younger adults…in Cyrsi’s case, almost like a teenager, and both of them were dressed as such.  Cyvanne was wearing a Blood Nugget shirt and wearing all the accoutrements of a Faey young adult going through their goth phase, even wearing the ear caps.  Cylan had opted for a more muscular frame for his new bionoid, mirroring his interest in Vanguard to make himself look more like a soldier, and was wearing a sleeveless shirt and a male style thigh kilt.  Cyvanne’s hair was a riot of colored stripes that reached her shoulders, and Cyrsi’s hair was short, raven black, in one of the more common Faey pixie styles that made her look a bit of a tomboy, and was dressed like a Terran goth rather than a Faey goth, complete with the black lipstick and a clip-on nose ring.  Coma still looked like a clone of Jyslin, though her new bionoid’s hair was Saelle’s charcoal gray, and Rook had stayed with his metallic skin, something he truly favored, and wearing his customary jumpsuit.

Eight machines…but eight living machines, six of which were living through those machines by remote.  Nobody that interacted with any of them, even Rook, had any doubts that the CBIMS, CBMOM, and Rook were alive.  And those seven machines were as much a part of his family as his children were…because in a way, all of them, even Rook, were his children.  He was the one responsible for their welfare and safety.  He was the one that had taught a few of them about the art of being from a biological organism point of view.  He was the one to which they came when they had personal problems and needed advice.  He was their father, after a fashion, and he was just fine with it.


And one of them was very much still a child.  Cyrsi would be done with her probationary period in a few days, and she was ready to take up her responsibilities.  She was starting to develop her personality, and most curiously, it was very youthful, much like the bionoid and appearance she had chosen for herself.  She was programmed to be curious, but in her case, her curiosity was focused on things that had nothing to do with her job or her status as a computer, and Jason  had a suspicion that her access to a bionoid almost from birth had caused it.  She had a nearly child-like curiosity about the universe, and more than any of the others, she saw the magic in the wonders of time and space, the dance of planets and moons around a star.  When she looked at something like the gas giant hanging in the sky on the moon Janja, she looked up at it with the same wide-eyed wonder as Aran, who was by far the most scientific of all his kids.  To her, life and the universe were grand things to explore to the best of her ability.  All the CBIMs had the same curiosity, but not to the same extent she did.

Because of that, Jason had assigned her as the primary CBIM in service to the KES, where her curiosity about the universe would be best served.  After all, that was the job of the KES, to go out there and explore it.


She also loved baseball more than bachi, so that put a few more points in her column, as far as Jason was concerned.

“Here you guys are,” he said as he came in, then reached down and scooped up Amber.  “When did you get back from the stadium?”


“About an hour ago, no way were we gonna sit around and listen to you guys talk,” Symone grinned.  “I was gonna help them with the cooking, but they threw me out.”

“They know better, they know you’ll eat more than you help,” he answered, which made her laugh.  “I’m surprised you guys didn’t bring your bionoids to the party.”

“Rook was doing some last minute checks on them,” Cybi answered. “But they’re ready now, and I’m quite looking forward to this.”


“Eating?”


“Yes.  I’ve always been quite curious about it, and why some cultures, like the Shio, are so focused on it.”


“I guess you’ll find out why as soon as they set the table,” he chuckled as Rann and Shya came up behind him, and Shya pushed him out of the doorway with her hands on his lower back.  “Hey now, pushy girl,” he accused.


“You’re in the way, Dad,” she protested, pushing him fully into the room.


“It’s my door, I can stand in it if I want to,” he replied flippantly.


“And I can push you out of it when I want to,” she replied immediately as she sat down on the floor in front of the couch, sitting between Cybi and Cyra’s legs.  Rann joined her seconds later, and the two of them zoned out as they merged to their gestalts and no doubt started playing a game of some sort.


“Kids,” Jason sighed, coming over to stand by the couch, beside Cybi.  “Anyway, it’s just an expression of enjoying the senses, Cybi.  Besides, if you’ve gotta do it, you may as well make it as enjoyable as possible.  And you guys get to have all the fun.  You can eat all you want and not gain weight.”


“Not quite.  I didn’t make the stomachs very large, just to prevent that kind of excess,” Rook warned. “Anything we eat is essentially wasted, so I don’t want us gorging on food that could be used to nourish those who need it.”

“How are you handling getting rid of the food?” Jason asked curiously.


“The food will be liquefied by the spiders and flushed into the liquid evacuation system.  From there, it’ll be handled like any other liquid the bionoid expels, be it water or lubrication fluid.”

“So, you pee it out, as I expected,” Jason mused, giving Cybi a slightly amused look.  “Ready for rainbow pee, Cybi?”


“Why am I not surprised you’d make a joke like that, Jason,” she accused with a slightly sour face.

“Actually, I installed units to color all waste to more accurately match biological urine, to make the bionoids seem more natural,” Rook elaborated.  “Remember, Jason, it’s all about the bionoids being able to blend in with living things, and having bright orange urine might make the bionoid stand out.”

“Well, that’s forward thinking, I suppose,” Jason chuckled, putting his hand on Cybi’s shoulder.


Jyslin came down the stairs, carrying Jon.  “Dinner ready yet?” she asked, rocking her son a little.


“Just a little while longer,” Seido called from the kitchen.


“Good, because I’d like to get through the meal as much as I can before one of these little party crashers gets any ideas,” she smiled lovingly down at the infant, who reached up a tiny hand towards her face in reply.

“They eat?” Jason asked.



She nodded.  “Julia’s already down for a nap, but Jon’s being Jon,” she chuckled, lifting the boy enough to touch her nose to his, which made him give a gleeful sound.  “He’s going to be a holy terror when he’s a toddler, I can see it coming.  He’ll never want to take his nap,” she winked down at him.


“Where are the girls?” Jason asked.


“Out on the deck, Aya’s watching them,” she answered.  “They’re playing with a couple of simplas boxes.”

Jason had to laugh.  “No matter how advanced we get, kids still have a fascination with boxes,” he said.


“So, you guys ready for your big event?” Jyslin asked them.


“This will be my first New Year’s dinner,” Cyrsi noted.  “I’m looking forward to it.”


“Mine too,” Cynna added.  “I’ve long looked forward to this holiday.”


“And what did you guys give each other?” Jyslin asked.


“Clothes and decorations mainly,” Cybi answered.  “There’s not much that we need, so we decided to dress up ourselves and our apartments.”


That was definitely a thing for all of them.  The CBIMs all had personal apartments in their facilities for their bionoids, a place for them to live, to learn what it was like to just hang around the house and whatnot.  Rook had his house not far from the strip, and Coma both had quarters for her bionoid aboard her ship and had an apartment in the harbor district of Karsa, which Jason could admit had an awesome view of the port and ocean given that it was on the 117th floor of the Maira Building.  Coma had rented the apartment without the landlord knowing she was the CBMOM, trying her hand at living completely anonymously among the Karsa population.

Jason could respect that kind of adventuring spirit.


Cyrsi’s apartment in her facility up in Virga was still a little sterile, but she was starting to get the hang of it, so it was slowly starting to take shape as her personal space.  For the first couple of takirs she didn’t make any changes to it at all, but then she finally put up a Metallica poster of all things, after delving into the Terran musical archives and coming across the heavy metal band.  She’d added a few pieces of art and a few new pieces of furniture since then.  All of them had an apartment in Karsa in addition to their apartments in their facilities—except Coma and Rook—and Cyrsi’s apartment in Karsa was almost completely bare.  All she had in it was a vidlink and a chair.  She didn’t see any reason to decorate her Karsa apartment when she hadn’t finished her apartment in her facility.


“Well, then I’m glad we went safe and got you guys clothes,” Jyslin winked.  “It’s hard to shop for the computer that has everything, you know.”


“Jason bought me a spice rack,” Cyra said, looking at him.  “What am I going to do with a spice rack?”


“Plenty now, but when I bought it I thought it would look nice in the kitchen in your apartment downtown,” Jason answered.


“I never go in there.”


“Well, it’s going to look fabulous whether you look at it or not,” he replied airily, which made Jyslin laugh.  “Besides, it was cheap.  That was the most important part of it to me.”


Cyra gave him a cool look, which made Cybi nearly giggle.


“Hey, you seen how long the list is I have to shop for?” he protested.  “I’d go broke trying to buy nice things for everyone.  Be glad you got the spice rack instead of a spatula.”


Aria wandered into the room, carrying a baseball glove and a ball, and looked over the assorted bionoids before coming over to Jason.  “Hello, Aria, did you enjoy the match?” Cybi asked.


“It was really fun,” she replied as Jason set Amber down, and the vulpar bounded over to Rann and climbed into his lap.  “I was going to go down to the beach while we’re waiting for dinner, will you show me how the baseball gloves work?”


“Just who are you asking, Aria?”


“Anyone that wants to give them a try, I guess,” she replied.  “It’s kinda hard to throw a baseball by yourself.”

“I’ll give it a try.  I’ve never thrown a baseball before,” Cyrsi spoke up, standing up.


“Just be careful,” Jason warned.


“I will,” she promised, stepping over.  “How do you put on the glove?”


Aria showed her, showing no trepidation at all over it.  She knew what the bionoids really were, and surprisingly, she didn’t have a problem with it.  In fact, she and Aria had struck up something of a weird friendship over the last couple of takirs.  Both of them were still learning the nuances of living on Karis, and they’d more or less bonded over their shared experience.  “Ah, okay.  So, we toss the ball back and forth like the baseball games I saw in the archives?”


“Sorta, I guess, I’m not sure what you saw in the archives.  I just need practice throwing the ball.  I’m still learning,” Aria answered.  “And I want to break in my new glove.  Aunt Myleena bought it for me,” she said, holding up her glove.


“It’s a nice one,” Jason said approvingly.


“It’s an authentic Terran glove,” Aria said proudly.


“My glove is in the utility room, you can use it,” Jason told the bionoid.


“Alright.  Let’s go, Aria, while we have time.”


They spent the time up until dinner talking about nothing important whatsoever, which to Jason was the best kind of conversation to have, and then they moved out onto the deck, which was the only place big enough to hold that many people for dinner.  Ayama, Surin, and Seido set out a huge spread that was a mix of traditional New Year dishes and complementary fare from several species.  So, Jason was looking at a main course of baya, which was a sheep-like animal from Draconis and the traditional main course for a New Year dinner, but also a Terran turkey and a Shio makiru, which was a fish dish, which were main dishes of similarly important holidays in their respective cultures.  Jason watched as much as he ate as the biogenic lifeforms had their first real taste of eating, and all of them looked quite serious as they sampled every dish on the table.  Cybi was sitting directly across from him at the large table, so he watched her mostly, watching her enjoy both the flavors and the sensation of eating.


“Alright, I’m starting to understand the Shio obsession with eating,” Cyvanne declared as she tried a Shio black bread roll.


“We don’t obsess over eating, Cyvanne, we celebrate the flavors of food, which to us is a celebration of life itself,” Seido told her easily.  “Meal time in Shio culture is nearly a sacred tradition of good food, good wine, and enjoying the company of friends and family, so we like everything to be as good as possible so we enjoy it as much as possible.  That’s why chefs are held in such high regard in our society, because they’re seen as bringers of joy, family, and togetherness.  And that’s why even our fast food restaurants are fifty times better than the high class Faey restaurants,” she said, giving Ayama a sly sidelong look.


“No holy wars at the dinner table, especially at New Year’s,” Jyslin warned, which made Ayama laugh.

“The Shio aren’t the only ones that put such an emphasis on the importance of a meal.  The Kirri and the Ogravians have similar outlooks, just more formal,” Cybi mused, then she nibbled at a Terran strawberry, and her bionoid’s eyes just seemed to light up.  “This is good!”


“And you prove you’re as much a Faey as Jyslin,” Jason laughed.  “What is it with Faey and strawberries?”


“They’re almost as good as oye,” Symone said eagerly, spooning some sliced strawberries and oye in juice onto her plate.


“Trelle must have punished us for some past transgression for not making strawberries native to Draconis,” Jyslin laughed.

“So, what do you think, Cylan?” Jason asked.  “You’ve been awful quiet.”


“I’ve been too busy trying this,” he answered.  “And I like it.  Tasting things is much more of an intense sensory experience than I expected.  I like the turkey most of all.”


“Are you sure your bionoid is based on a Faey, Cylan?” Symone accused.


“He must have a faulty sensor mesh,” Ayama said.


“Hush,” Jason retorted.  “I see nothing wrong at all with him liking turkey more than baya.”


“It must be a male thing,” Cyra noted.


“No way, I hate turkey,” Tim retorted.  “We always had ham for our holiday dinners, and baya tastes almost like ham.”


“We’ll let Aria decide which is better,” Jason declared, looking at his adopted daughter.


“I don’t like either,” she declared.  “I like the mak—mik—makuru.”


“Makuri, dear,” Seido smiled at her.  “And that means Shio fare is superior, so I win,” she added smugly.


“You only won one, there’s an entire table here against you,” Ayama replied lightly.


“Amber seems to prefer the makuri too,” Seido noted, pointing to the little vulpar, sitting on the table beside Rann.


Amber gave an enthusiastic little yip.


“Well, that basically settles things,” Jason said with a chuckle.  “God forbid we dare go against Amber.”


Amber gave him an arrogant look and flicked her tails upwards insultingly.


Unfortunately, work waited for no Grand Duke, so after dinner, while the family was enjoying their presents, Jason absconded to his office and caught up on things.  The refit process was right on schedule, and several very important ships had already completed the process.  The Abarax and five different fleet battleships had come off the refit docks, and their IP had been tested and passed…literally tested by having things shot at them.  Three battleships had also finished refit, as well as one carrier and a slew of various classes of cruisers and destroyers, and that was enough to form a full task force.  Myri had already done that, putting all the refitted ships on standby and sending them out on a quick shakedown cruise…sending them out to Prakka to deliver some supplies, but also to ensure that the unique environmental conditions of Prakka weren’t going to monkey with the IP system.  They had to use the Stargate at Terra to do it, since there were Confederate assets in the system and they couldn’t see the task force jump in.  They might start asking questions, and Jason wanted no questions involving his translight drives.


Jason also scheduled Enva’s little trip out to Prakka, which had turned into something of a major tour for the rulers.  Enva naturally spread around the fact she was going to Prakka to look at the progress, so now 24 different rulers were going to go take a look at things…which generally meant that they were going to nose around and irritate the construction teams while getting in the way as much as possible.  The others were going to be in bionoids, though, while Enva and Jason were going to be there in person.  They had to be, the tabis would be afraid of them if they were in bionoids.

He could think of worse things to do than spend time with Enva.  He did sincerely like her.


He read through one of the status reports that Myleena felt comfortable sending over the network, which basically just confirmed that Project F was now officially disbanded.  Myleena was now working on Project H, the nexus bridge project, and she had about half her Project F team with her, the spatial and hyperspace experts, like Emia.  The rest had gone back to their original divisions or moved on to other research projects, or in the case of the Kimdori, they went back home.


Project G had also done some work over the last few takirs.  They’d gotten Confederate standard Adamantium armor up to 2,540%, and they were still working on it.  RDX was convinced they could get that up to 8,000%, similar to Neutronium numbers, but still, a 2,500% increase in armor integrity was going to be huge when they went after the Syndicate at the Dreamer homeworld.  RDX’s projections based on known Syndicate weaponry meant that, when used in tandem with a diffuser, Confederate ships would be able to resist all but the most powerful Syndicate weaponry.  They’d only be vulnerable to their high-yield antimatter missiles and warheads and the heavy mount plasma cannons on the super-ships.  Their smaller ship classes would pose virtually no threat to a Confederate ship once it used up its missiles, at least so long as it was one ship against one ship.  He’d have to have Myri and Navii drill it into Lorna’s head that the IP system was like shields in that it could be brought down by concentrated fire, so ship captains had to be careful not to put themselves in a Rambo situation, taking on entire enemy squadrons by themselves.

The only ship captain allowed to go Rambo in the KMS was Sevi.  She had this almost annoying knack for surviving them almost unscathed.


It was looking favorable, at least for the KMS.  Juma projected that they’d have every line vessel refitted with both a drive and IP in 47 days.  Given they were projecting that the Dreamer operation was going to start in about 60 days, giving everyone time to refit their ships and train for the operation, it meant that his ships would be ready.


He checked the other pieces of that puzzle.  The IP refits of the armor for forward bases, modular armor sections that were assembled into initial forward command posts in invasions, was on schedule, and all of them would be ready.  Those forward bases would be their foothold on the Dreamer homeworld, giving the infantry an armored position from which to sally forth to take the planet and serving as a command post for the generals on site and overseeing the invasion.  They would also have the IP refits done on their heavy fixed guns, artillery pieces that would allow them to fire on enemy positions from dozens of kathra away.  However, fixed gun was a bit of a misnomer when it came to those units, because they had grav engines in them and could be deployed to a new position fairly quickly.  They were guns built on a mobile platform that anchored to the ground to fire, given that they had too much recoil to fire when using their grav engines.


It was almost curious to him that in this super-advanced modern age, the ground forces used much of the same types of weaponry and battle tactics that his own people used in the 20th century.  Fixed positions, mechanized armor, artillery, infantry armed with both handheld weaponry and explosives (mainly missile packs instead of grenades), air support and aerial supremacy, Sioa’s Army used them all…they just also had access to things like hard shield generators.  And like the old American Army, Sioa had an entire division based on aerial units.  The U.S. Army had helicopters, but the Karinne Army had exomechs, Wolf fighters, and fast attack craft, corvettes and gunboats, all with the mission to support ground forces, strike at enemy ground targets, and establish air superiority over the battlefield.  In the KMS, the Army was both an army and an air force, since the term Army in the KMS dealt with planetside operations within the atmosphere.  Much as Juma commanded both the Navy and the Marines, Sioa had command of all forces meant to operate on or near the ground, in support of the primary mission of attaining military control over ground territory.  So Sioa commanded both the Army and the Army Air Support Command, kind of like the old American Army Air Corps of World War II.

That was where he would be.  He would be on the ground in a Titan, fighting to liberate the Dreamers from the Syndicate personally, and not sitting behind a desk waiting and worrying.  And given that they were still critically short of Titan riggers, he felt he would be contributing to the effort in a meaningful way.  One more Titan in the battle plan would matter on that moon, given how powerful and formidable they were.

He turned and looked out the window, where his brown skinned, pink haired adopted daughter was zooming back and forth close to the water on her new hoverbike behind Rann, Shya, and Sora, and it reminded him exactly what he was going there to do, and why it mattered so much.  The Dreamers were Faey, they were his cousins as much as the Kimdori were, and they were under the heel of a merciless, cruel government that tortured children almost to the point of madness and then murdered them the instant they became dangerous.  They were heartless, they were monsters, they were evil, evil incarnate, and he would do everything in his power to rescue his distant relatives from their brutal dominion.  He would do it because it was the right thing to do.  He would do it because it was the only way they would ever find a way to bring peace between their two galaxies.


He would do it for that little girl, so it never happened to another Dreamer again.


He held no illusions about this.  The Syndicate was too big to take on in a conventional war, to defeat and remove from the universe, so there was no hope to end them and the threat they posed permanently.  He would have to find a way to live with them, basically keep them over there and too afraid to cross the void.  That hurt, it hurt because he knew that he was dooming Lord knew how many poor souls to suffer under their system, but they were just too big to defeat, and he wasn’t going to risk plunging two entire galaxies into a war that might last centuries, kill trillions and trillions of people, to try to overthrow them using clandestine tactics.

He couldn’t save them all, so the least he could do was save the ones that mattered most to him.  He would free the Dreamers and remove them from Andromeda, bring them home to the Milky Way, and then let them live in peace.

He brought up a holo of their future home, and he felt that they would like it.  In some ways, the night sky would look like what they saw from their homeworld, and the sun there was the same color as the one that rose over the Dreamer homeworld.


The system was SS2-14, one of the stars in the middle band of the Strands of Trelle, discovered by Kimdori explorers ten days ago.  What made it perfect was that it well away from Oasis, sitting off the home quadrant rather than the Q quadrant, and it was a 17 second jump in mode three from Karis to the system.  Jason had decided to name the system Tir Tairngire, “the Promised Land,” based on an old Irish myth.  That was a name that native speakers the Dreamer language would have no problems pronouncing, and Jason felt it was a suitable name for what that world would represent for the Dreamers.  A new start, a place of safety, a reward for generations of suffering in the yoke of a heartless master.  The system itself was quite a find, because it was similar to RJ-44 and Prakka.  A gas giant in the goldilocks zone had nine different moons that supported life, giving the Dreamers plenty of room to expand without leaving the system, and the gas giant was the same color as the one in Andromeda, so they wouldn’t feel quite so out of place there.  It being in the strands was similar to their homeworld being right on the rim of Andromeda in that their nights would either have a starry sky or a black sky, so that too would be similar enough to not feel out of place but still be different enough to remind them that they weren’t under the dominion of the Syndicate anymore.  The moon they’d selected, Moon C, had the closest environmental conditions to the Dreamer homeworld as well, with just slightly heavier gravity, similar atmospheric composition, and just slightly higher pressure.  Its axis tilt was only one degree off from their homeworld, so it would have similar seasons.  But, it was a little warmer than their current home, which would mean those similar seasons would see milder winters than they were used to, and it had a larger tropical zone and smaller arctic region.

It was the perfect location.  It was outside the galaxy, so the rest of the Confederation wasn’t going to get there easily, and they’d see them coming nine days away.  The Karinnes had operational control over the system, had interdiction up, and there was a Stargate there as of four days ago which opened to Karis space, giving them the ability to control who went in and out.  He fully intended to turn it into a fortress to protect the Dreamers, both from any Syndicate reprisals and from his own allies, who might not have their best interests at heart.  He had KES teams there scouting the moon and finding the best places to settle the Dreamers, at least a very general idea of it since he had no idea how that was going to go.  Given that they had a very decentralized agrarian society, he wasn’t sure how they’d want to live when they moved.

However they wanted to live, that was exactly how they were going to live.  The Karinnes would be there to make their new homes as comfortable as possible, but they would have control over their own homes and their own destinies.  He owed that to them, they all did, because of what Aria did for them all.


He’d have Tir Tairngire ready for them when the time came.  It just came down to freeing them from the Syndicate.
