Chapter 6

Chiira, 1 Miraa, 4405, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Sunday, 2 February 2019 Terran Standard Calendar


Chiira, 1 Miraa, year 1330 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


KMS Kinai, orbiting Prakka 21-C, Andromeda 

He hadn’t slept like that in a long time.

Still feeling a bit groggy, Jason stepped out of the hatch of a Marine corvette with his guards and came down the steps in the cavernous starboard main landing bay, which was filled with CCM rigs and fighters that were all undergoing repairs.  He was in his armor, bearing the full Phoenix emblem rather than the house crest on the chest, to identify him to the Dreamers he planned to meet in a few hours.  The CCM was still in clean up operations after the battle, and the KMS was doing its part by hosting their allies on their command-class ships to give them room and access to materials to effect repairs on their damaged equipment.  Everything was being watched carefully by the ship’s Marines and Tarks, as well as Cori herself, to make sure no Karinne technology accidentally found its way into a repaired CCM unit, but the CCM maintenance crews were used to that kind of scrutiny by now.


It had been 15 hours since the end of combat operations, and Jason had slept for most of it.  The extended merge and all the mental stress had all but knocked him out once the merge was over, to the point where Jyslin had flown him home from the Lake and had to put him in bed like he was a toddler.  Even after all that sleep, at that moment he felt he could find he nearest available bunk and sleep for another 12 hours.

When he woke up, he caught up as he came out to personally inspect things, which would end in a personal visit to the Dreamer homeworld to meet a few of the Oracles.  The KMS was already hard at work to warn the Dreamers what was going on and get them ready to be evacuated, thousands of teams spreading across the moon to organize things, all of it to be overseen by Jrz’kii.  This kind of large-scale short timetable operation, he was damn well going to have a Kizzik running it.  The CCM had completely swept out all hostiles in the entire Dreamer system, and now they were busy securing the Syndicate military installations and going over the equipment, supplies, and intelligence they’d captured in the attack.  They also had quite a few Benga prisoners to deal with, but they had a plan in place for that.  Those Benga would be held in a series of camps on the moon, until a large island in the tropical belt of the moon was evacuated of all Dreamers.  When it was cleared, the Benga would be moved there and left to their own devices until their fleet arrived.  The island had no advanced technology on it, so they didn’t have to worry about the Benga organizing an armed rebellion.  Just as they were doing with the prisoners they took from the fleet that invaded the Milky Way, the easiest way to deal with them was to simply drop them somewhere harmless and leave them alone. 

Cori manifested a hologram at the base of the stairs as he reached them, then nodded.  “Captain Haema sends her apologies, but she’s too busy to meet you,” she intoned.


“I didn’t expect her to,” he replied as Aya and his guards came down behind him, spreading into a loose semicircle around and behind him.  “How long til I can go to the moon?”


“Three hours,” she answered.  “The Stargate should finish linking operations in three hours.  Besides, Captain Aya demanded a suitable task force to take you, and the ships won’t be available until then.”

He gave Aya a stern look, one she returned adamantly.  This is a war zone, Jason.  You will be in a task force.

“Bully,” he accused, glancing back at her.  “Will the Dreamer Oracles be gathered to meet me?”


“By then, yes,”  she answered.  “They’re currently locating them and bringing them in.”

“Good deal.  Is Zaa still on the ship?”


“She is.  She’s on the bridge with several members of the Council, overseeing the operation.  The entire Council is here.  Other members are aboard the Tianne, and more are on the surface.”

“Who’s on your ship?”


“Zaa, Dahnai, Kreel, Krirara, Jokik, Sk’Vrae, Shevatt, Holikk, Enva, Voss, Shakizarr, Grayhawk, Grran, Ethikk, and Magran,” she answered.  “The entire council is in the system, spread out among the forward bases and the two flagships.”

“Good, rulers I can deal with,” he noted.  “But I don’t really plan on spending the time waiting standing around on the bridge.  I’d much rather be right here,” he said, looking around the landing bay.  He stepped past Cori and approached the closest maintenance team, working to repair damage to a Verutan fighter.  It was four females and three males on the team, all wearing maintenance coveralls, excising the damaged armor from a missile strike on the port ventral section of the fighter’s main body, preparing to replace it with a new armor section.

And that was how he spent most of the three hours, moving from maintenance team to maintenance team, disrupting repair operations a little bit as he visited with the techs from several CCM militaries as they worked to repair their damaged mecha, chatting with them and more or less working the room as he tended to do.  And virtually every one of them were quite happy to talk to him, flattered that he would give them attention, further cementing Jason’s unique status among the rulers that made up the Confederation as one of the most liked by the militaries that comprised the CCM.  Virtually everyone in the CCM knew that he was one of them, he was a ruler that also happened to be a Titan rigger, and he had fought shoulder to shoulder with them in the operation to take the Dreamer homeworld, and they gave him tremendous respect because of it.  He chatted with the maintenance teams, and traded stories with the pilots and riggers who were there to assist and oversee the repairs to their mecha.


That probably worried a few of the rulers on the council a little bit, that Jason was nearly as popular as they were with their own militaries.  He was an outside force that their military personnel respected.

When the call came that he was going to board the battleship taking him to the Dreamer homeworld, he was sitting on a crawler with a Verutan and a Jhri, both fighter pilots, listening to them describe the naval battle he hadn’t been part of from their point of view.  The Verutan female was quite demonstrative, using her hands to depict attack angles as she got into several dogfights with Syndicate mecha, while the Jhri described the savage battle that broke out with the main fleet when it moved to reinforce the fleet that had hidden behind the moon, describing how it was a total madhouse as the CCM Navy met it head on.


“Your Grace, your corvette is ready to depart,” Cori called over the landing bay intercom.


“Guess that’s my ride.  You two take it easy,” he said, standing up.


“Good journey, your Grace,” the Verutan female said.  They both stood up and saluted him, and he returned it with a smile before he turned and headed for the KMS corvette that was in the air and turning around, then set back on the deck and opened its hatch.  He was a bit surprised to see Jax poke her head out of the hatch, and he realized that this wasn’t the Aruka, the corvette that brought him in, it was the Ranger.  It was Jax’s command corvette.  Jax, where’s Colonel Medra?


Think I’m gonna let a Colonel ferry you around, Jayce? she retorted, almost indignantly.  I pulled rank and booted her ass.


She’s gonna be pissed.


When she gets her own diamond, I’ll care, she replied flippantly, which made him laugh.


Good God, woman, that diamond has gone to your head.  I should bust you back to Colonel just to take the air out of you.


After I was so nice to you to let you take part in my operation, you’re gonna demote me?  Good luck getting a combat op ever again, she grinned at him as he started up the stairs.


Your dick isn’t big enough to get into a measuring contest with me, Jax.

She burst out laughing.  But I have quite a selection of strap-ons that will put you to shame, she winked.


I did not need to know that.  Now get me over to the Ori Ai before I find out way more about you than I ever wanted to know.

Because all the command ships were busy, Jason was going to travel to the Dreamer’s moon in the next best thing, a fleet battleship.  And the Ori Ai had established itself as the best of the ship class, which had further soothed Marayi from the whole Ghost Squadron incident.  Marayi was their best fleet battleship captain, and she had the best crew with the most experience with the ship class.  And when paired with the Abarax, the tandem was a wrecking ball that had struck absolute terror in the Syndicate Navy.

And in the landing bay was the other visitor to the Dreamer homeworld, the one that could call it her homeworld.  Aria looked quite excited as she stood in the landing bay beside Marayi and with four Imperial Guard arrayed behind her, in her brand new suit of armor—which had to be, given she outgrew armor in about two takirs—and looking both excited and nervous.  She was the only member of the family that Aya would allow to come with the moon being dangerously unsecure, a fact which had caused a good six of his kids to very nearly have tantrums, Rann included.  Even Jyslin was a bit mad at Aya right now, because not even she was allowed to come.  Jason and Aria were the only members of the Dukal family given this privilege, and each for very important reasons.  Jason needed to go in person to help secure the cooperation of the Dreamers, due to his status as a near-religious figure in Dreamer culture, and Aria was going to see her people.  It was her right as a Dreamer, and Jason was not going to take it away from her.  He came down the steps and leaned down to give her a hug.  You about ready to go see your home, Aria? he asked her.

It’s not my home anymore.  Karis is my home.  But I do want to see it, she answered.


Well, I’m glad to hear at least part of that, he smiled down at her, then looked to Marayi.  We about ready to go?


The last of the ships in the task force are assembling now, Jason, she answered.  The Stargate to the moon is linked and ready, and it looks like the operation has started in earnest.  A few thousand freighters just came through the Terra Stargate, and they’re starting to organize into formations.


I told Jrz’kii to get things moving the minute the Stargate was linked, he nodded.  We’re on a timetable here.  I want the Dreamers off the moon before the Syndicate fleet arrives.


We could stop that fleet, Jason.


I know, but I don’t want to.  I want them to get there and see the moon deserted, Marayi.  I want them to know we took the Dreamers.  Besides, remember the ultimate objective here, to secure a binding peace agreement with the Syndicate.  Wiping out their fleet wouldn’t go over very well when we finally get them to the bargaining table.


The other argument there is they’ll be more amenable to a lasting peace if they know we can wipe out their Navy, she countered.


I know, and that’s the position of quite a few of the council.  But I’m trying to avoid a protracted war here.  The fleet’s gonna be more or less harmless, especially after they get to the homeworld and find we’ve put up another layer of interdiction behind them, and it’ll take them two years to get out of it.  Or maybe twenty years, if we just keep moving the interdictors.  Basically, that fleet is fucked, Marayi, he sent with malice in his thought.

You know, that could be a potent threat to use against the Syndicate.  Interdicting their most important systems to blockade them.


Why do you think I’m having them mass produce interdictors? he challenged with a smile.


Always one step ahead.  That’s why you’re the Grand Duke, she winked.


Someone’s gotta keep you silly Faey in line, he replied cheekily, poking her in her breastplate with a finger. Now be something other than silly and take us to the bridge so Aria can see it.  She’s never been on a fleet battleship before.

Marayi did push on his shoulder in response to being called silly, then looked down at Aria with a smile.  Well, we’ll have to fix that right now!  A fleet battleship bridge is quite a sight, Duchess Aria.  Would you like to sit in my chair and get us on our way?


That would be awesome! she replied eagerly.


Oh, no, Jason sent in annoyance when a dropship came in through the airskin shield, which was Dahnai’s personal dropship, the largest one she had, nearly the size of a corvette.  It landed beside the Ranger, and when the hatch opened, Dahnai almost stormed out of it.  And she wasn’t alone.  Zaa was behind her, and he saw that all the rulers that had been on the Kinai were on the ship as well.


I knew you’d try to sneak off, baby, she accused as she came down the steps, wearing a suit of Crusader armor, a suit with a tactical gestalt in it.


Sneak off?  This was a planned trip, he protested.


The sneaking off part is trying to leave us behind, she retorted.  I have a title from the Dreamers, too.  I’m the Valkyrie.  So why shouldn’t I go see the Oracles?

He gave her a tight look as the other rulers came down the steps behind her, Jokik and Shevatt having problems squeezing through the hatch, followed by a retinue of Imperial Guard.  And it hit him again how trusting those rulers were, to leave their own guards behind and allow the Imperial Guard to see to their safety.  Then again, most of the council were mightily impressed with the Imperial Guard, both for their skill and their integrity and discipline.


“Hello, baby girl!” Dahnai said brightly, leaning down and kissing Aria on the cheek.  “Jason taking you to see where you came from?”


She nodded, looking at the huge Ubutu ruler, Jokik, with a bit of nervousness, then giggled a bit when he hunched down and used a massive finger to flick her nose very gently, using his clawtip.  “Aria, this is High Lord Jokik Bor, leader of the Ubutu,” Jason introduced.

“You’re really big,” she blurted, looking up at him.


“All Ubutu are big, little cub.  It’s kind of our thing,” he smiled down at her, speaking Faey for her benefit.  “But there’s no reason for you to be so close to the ground!”  He reached down and picked her up easily, then set her on his shoulder.  “There, that’s more proper!” he declared, keeping a steadying hand on her so she didn’t slip off.  “A lady of high station should have a high perch!”


“Ubutu are just big softies, Aria,” Kreel said lightly.  “All whiskers, no teeth.”


“Watch it, morsel,” Jokik shot back at him, which made him grin impudently.


“Can you really breathe fire?” Aria asked, remembering some of the things Jason had told her.


“Of course I can, little lady,” he chuckled.  “But I’m not going to demonstrate here.  I’ll set off the landing bay’s fire sensors, and Captain Marayi would probably scold me.”


“That’s really neat.”


“We think so too,” he said, looking at her out of the corner of his eye and giving her a toothy grin.


“Yeah, like the rest of us can really compete with a seven shakra tall fire breathing polar bear,” Jason noted to Zaa, which made her laugh.


“If you would follow me, esteemed guests, I’ll see you to a stateroom,” Marayi called.  “This ship requires jump restraints to transit a Stargate.”


“You can carry Aria up to the bridge, Jokik.  Marayi promised to let her sit in the captain’s chair,” Jason called.


“I’m sure there are enough seats up on the bridge for all of us,” Voss prompted.  “I’ve never been on this ship class before, but I’m sure it has an expanded bridge.  All the other battleships do.”


“It does have a fleet operations com-con,” Marayi nodded.  “And I think there might be enough seats for everyone, if you’d prefer to enjoy the trip from the bridge.”


“That’s always way cooler than sitting in a glorified living room,” Kreel declared.


Marayi escorted them up to the bridge, making sure to brag a bit about her ship as they did so.  The fleet battleships had truly impressed the council during the battle, scoring an impressive number of super-ship kills, and Jason ended up explaining the unclassified part of the theory behind Teryon rail cannons to the others when Voss asked what kind of weaponry they used to destroy ships so much bigger than themselves.  “It gives these ships a weapon nearly as destructive as a GRAF cannon at ranges that exceed the more powerful beam weapons employed by the vast majority of Naval line vessels we’ve come across, which makes these ships a very dangerous threat,” Jason finished as the lift stopped and the doors opened to the passage that would take them to the bridge.  “Most coherent energy forms used as weapons have a very short range due to energy decay, with the exception of things like lasers and neutron weaponry, energy forms that are inherently stable even when used at power levels high enough to make them weapons.  Teryon weaponry has an even shorter range than MPACs due to the decay speed of Teryon energy in normal space, which is why we use a rail cannon to fire it at relativistic speed.”

“Clever,” Voss nodded.


“Clever is what we do in the House of Karinne, Voss,” Jason chuckled.


The rulers were quite impressed by the bridge of the Ori Ai, which like regular battleships, was expanded so it could serve as the flag in fleet operations.  KMS battleships and command ships were still the ships of choice to serve as the flag in CCM fleets due to their powerful defenses, ensuring that the commanding admiral would be alive to issue orders to the fleet during the battle.  Jokik set Aria down in the captain’s chair as Jason visited with the bridge crew, most of which he knew personally, while they waited for the rest of the task force to assemble.  And it was a big task force that surprised Jason, because it wasn’t purely KMS vessels.  There were 120 ships in the formation, running from the Abarax and the battleships Dreamer and Victory all the way down to a quartet of Sha’i-ree pursuit class destroyers, very small, very fast ships about the size of a KMS frigate.


Marayi gave a little sigh when the Dreamer appeared on the forward viewscreen.  “Homesick?” Jason asked.


“A little.  We always miss our last command, Jason,” she replied with a smile.  “He’s a very good ship, and Joni is a fine captain that will serve him well.  But I like my new ship more.  Who would have known that I was being an Oracle myself when I named the ship?”


He had to laugh.  “That was a bit prophetic,” he agreed.  “The ship named the Dreamer going to the Dreamer homeworld.  But at least we have it on the record that you named the ship long before we knew about the Dreamers.  Maybe you do have a touch of precognition in you.”  He gave her a suspicious look.  “Just don’t go insane on me,” he ordered.  “I spent too much money training you to put you out on a medical discharge.”

She gave him a look, then laughed helplessly.  “Why do I get the feeling you’d sue me for the training costs?”


“Damn right I will,” he affirmed, which made her laugh harder.


The task force got underway, by Aria’s command as she sat in Marayi’s chair, while the rulers spread out to explore the bridge while they traveled to the gate.  Jason stood by the helm with Zaa, going over a holographic map of the Dreamer’s moon, watching as the freighters that moved in before them spread out and started landing on the surface.  Jrz’kii had a very detailed plan for this evacuation, and she was already starting to implement it by getting diplomats and emissaries from Yeri’s office down onto the surface to make contact with the Dreamers and explain what was going on.  The evacuation fleet was already there, sitting in orbit along with the CCM fleet left behind to defend the moon, and they were watching when five of the eight command ships jumped into the system towing a gigantic orbital station.  It was a Koui cargo terminal that the Overmaster donated to the effort, and that station would be critical to their plan to evacuate the Dreamers within the time limit.  The other two pieces of that plan arrived barely minutes later, as two of the other four command ships jumped in towing a Stargate, which they would link to a sister gate at Tir Tairngire.  The other two arrived moments after that, towing the newly built and commissioned Nexus Two.  Like Nexus One, it was built rather hastily inside the same class of refitted Potra cargo station, so it exactly resembled its prototype elder sibling, including having the exposed plasma feeds from the outer ring into the core, which would make it quite a spectacle when it was operating with those six streams of high-energy double metaphased plasma flowing from the outer ring into the core through open space.

“A nexus bridge?” Dahnai asked as she joined the two of them by the helm, looking at the hologram.


“The bridge is a key component of Jrz’kii’s evacuation plan.”


“How?  Moving Dreamers four minutes out of every twelve?”


“No, I told Myleena to find a way to link Nexus Two and Nexus One together so we have a stable bridge, similar to a Stargate,” he answered.  “It took her and Emia about three days to figure out.  We’re going to use it as a Stargate for the operation.  The freighters will move some Dreamers, but they’re mostly for their stuff.  Most of them are going to move to the new planet using the bridge.  Personnel transports will deliver them to Nexus Two, they’ll cross over to Nexus One, then another transport will take them to their new home.”


Dahnai’s eyes widened.  “That’s brilliant!” she blurted.

“We’d never pull this off in time if not for the bridges,” he said modestly.


“What about the other side?”


“On Tir Tairngire?  I have an army of Makati building new villages for them,” he answered.  “Every village on the moon was scanned, and the Makati are building exact replicas of them on Tir Tairngire.  As soon as a replica village is built, the residents of the original will be moved to it.  So, a Dreamer will pack up, get taken to Nexus Two, bridge over to Nexus One, get on another transport, and be delivered to a village built to resemble their old one.  Jerrim and Bunvar think that will help them with the transition, to have something familiar waiting for them over there.  I think they’re right.”


She gave him a long look.  “I forget how damn smart you are sometimes.”


“Don’t look at me, I’m just a Titan jockey.  I have a staff to do the smart stuff,” he replied, which made her laugh.


“Says the guy that invented the bridge.”


“Actually, Emia did.  I just used it in a way she didn’t originally intend,” he corrected modestly.


“So, exactly how did you get those gigantic things over here?” Dahnai asked, looking over at him.  “They’re way too big to fit through a Stargate.”


“Your Stargates, not mine,” he scoffed in reply.  “You forgot about Gate Paragon, didn’t you?”


She gave a sudden laugh.  “You moved it!”


“We have it sitting on the edge of the Prakka system right now, so it doesn’t interfere with the Stargate at 21-F, and the fact that those are here means it’s linked with the sister gate at Skirasis,” he replied.


“I totally forgot about those things!” she admitted.


“And you call yourself an Empress,” he teased, earning him a whack.


“All personnel to jump restraints.  Gate passage in six minutes,” a voice called over the ship’s PA system.  “All personnel to jump restraints.”

“Begin gate passage protocols!” Marayi barked, her voice audible across the bridge.  “Olara, have all sections report readiness to comm nine.  Noble ladies and gentlemen, if you would kindly find a chair in the com-con and secure your jump restraints?” she asked in a respectful voice.


Once they were through the Stargate, the procession made its way to the landing bay, where a large contingent of corvettes, gunboats, fighters, and exomechs were assembled to take them down to the surface.  They wouldn’t be riding in a corvette, they’d be in a KT-120 military executive dropship, one of the luxury models that was heavily armed, built to ferry around VIPs and flag level officers…well, the others would be.  Jason detoured over to the end of the bay with Aria, put on his helmet, and the two of them rose up into the cockpits of his Titan, him in the pilot’s cockpit and his daughter up in the head cockpit.  It was one of six standing in a row, their heads nearly scraping the top of the landing bay, sitting in anchored bays designed to carry them.  The Ori Ai was designed to be able to carry Titans, and had bay spaces for 20 of them.  The other five belonged to his guards, and they entered them and brought them online as Jason stepped his rig out of its anchors.  Usually, Aya would go nuts with him riding in a rig rather than in a heavily armored dropship, but when it came to a Titan, he was probably safer in his mecha than he was in the dropship.  He’d proven over the last couple of takirs that he belonged in a Titan.  You ready up there, little treasure? he asked as he picked up his disruptor and carefully slung it over his back.  There wasn’t enough space over his Titan’s head to lift his arm very far up over his head.


Locked in and ready, Pam! Aria replied in excitement.


I’ll turn on the head’s up displays so you can see what I see, hold on a second.  Ready, Aya?


We’re all ready, Jason, she answered as his five guards stepped out of their bays.


Alright, let’s lead the others down to the surface.


[You didn’t tell me you brought your mecha,] Dahnai accused from the dropship.


[You sit in there and endure all that boring chatter.  I’m going to get down in style,] he teased in reply.


[Yeah, everyone in here heard that, babes,] she warned.


[So?  Does that make it any less true?  Odds are, they find it just as boring as I do,] he challenged, which made her laugh despite herself.


Jason and his guards were part of the escort formation bringing the rulers down, coming down far from the city they’d attacked just yesterday.  They were coming down in the tropical belt along the south coast of the largest continent on the moon, the land below them green and crosshatched with farms and fields.  And not a tree anywhere in sight.  Not a tree anywhere on the moon.

They landed outside a large village that sat on a hill overlooking the ocean, something that looked like a set out of a fantasy movie like Lord of the Rings, except for the ten dropships and skimmers parked along the edges of the village.  The low rolling hills, covered in vibrant grass and farm fields, could almost be the Shire from the Hobbit, except for the fact that the village was built above ground and not burrows dug into the hillsides.  Because there was no such thing as wood on this moon, their huts and buildings were built of stone beams quarried from the ground and covered in a flax-like material like thatch that was woven together almost like cloth and then secured to the stone supports, making their huts look almost medieval, like a peasant village from Terra’s middle ages.  There were several Dreamers standing near the ships when they landed, dressed in those skin-covering robe-like garments with the pants and shirts on under them, wearing wide straw hats to protect against the sun.  This was a world where no shade existed except what was created, so the Dreamers had developed attire designed to protect against the sun. Jason opened the cockpit and stepped out, then he floated down to the ground with Aria right behind him.  A Kimdori came out of the largest hut along with three Dreamers and approached them, and when he took off his helmet to greet the Kimdori whom he didn’t know, the two men and woman she was leading gasped loudly and gave sudden, hasty bows.  “It’s true,” the woman said in her native language, daring to stagger towards him, putting her hands on the Phoenix relief on his armored chest.  “The Phoenix has come.  After so many years of waiting, the Phoenix has come.”  Tears started streaming down her cheeks as she looked up at him with total adulation, then she put a trembling hand on his face.  “Have you come to take us to Tir Tairngire?  Is the Promised Land waiting for us?”

“That’s why I’m here,” he assured her in her language, putting his hands on her shoulders and smiling down at her.  “We’re here to talk to you about moving the Dreamers to Tir Tairngire.”

She threw herself against him, clutching to his armor tightly, which made him feel both a little awkward and a lot of empathy.  For centuries, her people had been abused and tormented by the Benga, and now it was over.  He put a gauntleted hand on her back and patted it, then kept his arm around her as the Kimdori stepped up.  “How many village Elders did you gather?”


“Nearly a hundred,” the small, wiry male with soft red fur answered.  “Sixteen wait in the main meeting hall, and the others are on the way in dropships.  This is Malat Arlo, Elder of this village, your Grace,” he introduced, motioning to the taller of the two Dreamers.  “This is Belat Pard, Elder of the village closest to this one, and she is Deila Grot, Elder of the village on the far side of Delat’s.”


“It’s nice to meet you,” Jason said.  “I’m Jason Karinne, Grand Duke of the House of Karinne.  And this is Aria,” he said, motioning towards his adopted daughter.  “We rescued her from a Benga ship, and she’s the reason we’re here.”


“Hello,” Aria said, a bit shyly, looking at the two Dreamer men, who shared her skin color.


“Welcome, Little Kaima,” one of the men, Malat, replied with a smile.  In their language, a kaima was a small bird, like a sparrow.


The other rulers reached them, and the Kimdori introduced them to the Elders.  Jason found it a bit interesting that the Elders didn’t use their names, they used their Dreamer titles, which in Dahnai’s case made her quite happy.  She liked her Valkyrie title.  It was the first time he’d heard a few of those titles, and a couple made his eyes raise a little.  It was no stretch to call Shakizarr the Hunter, but it was a bit of a surprise to hear Malat call Enva the Hammer…that was quite a misnomer on several levels for the ethereally beautiful and gracious Sha’i-ree.  And in Enva’s case, she looked slightly offended by it.

The fawning only got worse when they were escorted into the main meeting hall, a large circular building in the center of the village that reminded Jason vaguely of a circus tent, and met the other Elders.  Deila was still clinging to him almost adoringly.  Some of the Elders cried when he was introduced, and they all stared at him like he was some kind of miracle.  And with each new Elder that arrived, he went through that all over again.


When the last of the Elders arrived, Jason stepped before their seats and addressed them.  “As many of you suspect, we’re here to fulfill one of the oldest prophecies in your writings,” he said, which caused some excited sounds and a few squeals of delight.  “We’ve driven the Syndicate off the moon, and now we’re going to take the Dreamers to Tir Tairngire.  The Promised Land,” he declared.  “What we’re here to do is tell you our plan and secure your cooperation to spread the word to the other Dreamer villages.  What we ask of you, friends, is to go to the villages on other continents and tell their Elders that the time has come, and to prepare their people for the exodus.  The Dreamers there may be suspicious of the agents we send to spread the word, but we feel that if one of you are with them, you can confirm who we are and help speed things up.  We’re on a very tight schedule here, friends,” he warned.  “The Syndicate’s main fleet is on the way, and we don’t want to have to fight them.  So we want all the Dreamers and their possessions moved off this moon in five and a half makra.  It’s going to be a bit hectic, but my logistics experts believe it can be done.  When the Syndicate reaches the moon, we want them to find nothing but empty villages.”

“Your idea has merit, noble Phoenix, but is unnecessary,” one of them said, standing as he spoke.  “You are the Phoenix.  We have waited for you for hundreds of years, and your arrival means that our long suffering is ended.  All you need do is tell the Dreamers to move, and we will move.  Our ancient writings make it clear, you will lead us to the Promised Land and herald a golden age of peace and prosperity for our people.”


“I’m sure it could be that easy, but there’s only one of me, esteemed Elder, and I can’t visit every village.  It would take too much time.”


“We’re not averse to the usefulness of technology, noble Phoenix,” another said.  “And there is not an Elder alive that would not recognize you on sight.  It is written that the Phoenix will send silver globes that will twist his likeness into the very air itself to proclaim his arrival, and will herald the beginning of the Golden Age by calling the Dreamers to the Promised Land,” he intoned, almost sonorously.


“A camera pod projecting a hologram?” Dahnai said from the side, her face puzzled.


“That would look like the air twisting into a visage,” Enva agreed.  “And CCM camera pods are silver orbs.”

“Just send your silver globes, noble Phoenix, and have them proclaim your arrival with your likeness and message, and our people will obey,” the Elder told him.


“Alright,” Jason said after a moment’s thought.  “Then I guess that’ll make it easy if I tell the Dreamers to start packing and wait for the arrival of my people, who will get them ready to move to their new home.  But it’s still good that you’re here, my friends, because you can help me craft a message that explains everything and prepares them for what’s to come and keep it relatively brief.  You know your people, so you’ll know the best way for me to talk to them.”


“We would be honored to be of help to you,” he said humbly.  “But I must ask, no beg, one favor.  Can we see it?  Can we see Tir Tairngire?”


“Of course you can,” he smiled,  He out a finger to his interface, stepped back a few steps, then projected the largest hologram it could manage out in front of him, which made it about his own height.  It was an image of the moon Tir Tairngire, a blue and green jewel floating in a black sky, with the blue gas giant behind it and in the upper left corner of the hologram.  “This is Tir Tairngire,” he told them.  “We found a place that closely resembles your own homeworld so it feels comfortable to you, but this new world does have some major differences, like very large plants with wide and hard stems we call trees.  There are no trees here, but there are trees on Tir Tairngire.”  The image zoomed in quickly, down to a construction site where Makati were building a village on the edge of a forest.  “I have my people building villages for you that are patterned after the villages here, so for your people, you’ll be arriving somewhere that seems familiar to where you left, but is also still very different.  The houses my people are building are much sturdier than yours and built of modern materials, and they’ll also have technology in them to make your lives easier.  They’ll only look similar to them on the outside.  These are only temporary places to live, Elders,” he warned.  “Just a place to feel comfortable as you learn about your new home and organize yourselves.  When you’re ready, my people will build for you new towns and cities in whatever style you most favor, and provide you with the technology the Syndicate has denied you.  But this is what your new home looks like,” he said, causing the image to pan out, then sweep over a large grassy prairie bordered by the forest, the land dominated by gentle, low hills, then it rose up to show the blue gas giant hanging in the sky.  “And what’s most important, Elders, this place is isolated.  This moon is far away from anyone that might want to do you harm.  It’s an entirely different galaxy.  Here, you will be safe, you will be free, and you will have complete control over who you allow to come to your home.  You will never again be forced to use your gifts against your will.  Never again will Benga soldiers steal your children and murder their families.  Never again will you have to hide who you are from those that would use you for their own gain.  The promise I made to Aria is the same promise I give to you,” he told them strongly.  “You will have control over your own destiny.  Once you’re on Tir Tairngire, you will be sovereign.  You will answer to no one, not even me, and be free to live however you wish.  We will be there if you want us, and the House of Karinne will always serve to protect you from those that would try to use you the way the Syndicate did, but we can do those things without ever setting foot on Tir Tairngire.”

Aria looked away from the hologram, wiping at her eye.  Dahnai reached over and put a comforting hand on the shoulder of her armor.

“After everything you’ve suffered, all the children you’ve lost, you deserve this promised land,” he finished, looking at the assembled Elders.


“It is as the dreams predicted,” one of them said.


“We are most grateful for what you are doing for us, noble Phoenix,” another said, “but to hide ourselves away from the rest of the universe is not our intent.  We will have our Promised Land, and from that place of safety we can learn about the outside world and find our place in it.”


“Then that is exactly what you will do,” Jason answered with a smile.  “We aren’t here to tell you what to do.  We’re here to help you in whatever you decide to do. The only way we’ll impose on you is to make you move from this moon to Tir Tairngire, because you’re not safe here.  But, I get the feeling that that’s exactly what you want to do,” he smiled.

“We have waited for generations to go to the Promised Land, so yes, we are very much eager to leave this place,” Malat agreed in a jovial voice.  “This is a time of great joy for us, noble visitors.  This is a moment when our most hopeful dreams have come true.  We are on the precipice of entering the Golden Age, and for one, I am grateful beyond words that I am alive to see it.  To know that very soon, I will stand upon the earth of Tir Tairngire and know that my hardship has ended…I cannot explain how that feels,” he said, tearing up.


“Then I think you should find out right now,” Jason said, looking back towards the Kimdori envoy.  “Is the Stargate at Tir Tairngire linked back to Karis?”


“It is, your Grace,” he answered with an approving nod.


“Then instead of showing you pictures of Tir Tairngire, let’s go there, esteemed Elders, so you can see it for yourself and bring back what you learn to your people,” Jason said, which made them gasp collectively.  “I want you to see it.  I want you to feel its wind on your face and the warmth of its sun on your shoulders. Then you can come home and tell the others that you walked on the Promised Land and prepare them for their own steps.”

“I think that’s a great idea,” Kreel agreed.  “Besides, I’d like to see it myself.”


The Elders almost stampeded them in their eagerness to go, and he had to calm them down a little bit, since they didn’t have a transport at the village big enough to carry all of them.  Jason had the Ori Ai send down a jumper, and while the rulers rode on the executive dropship, Jason again escorted them in his Titan, this time with Dahnai and Zaa in the head cockpit along with Aria.  But it wasn’t the Ori Ai sitting in orbit waiting for them, it was the both the Tianne and the Kinai, floating side by side in space with a formidable escort fleet surrounding them.  Both had finished their towing duties and were again on the board, and as they approached, Jason found out that the entire council was aboard the two flagships.  They’d gotten word that Jason was taking some Dreamers to Tir Tairngire, and they decided to invite themselves along.

After anchoring his Titan in a bay aboard the Tianne, he floated down and walked towards the KT-440 that had been brought in to bring up the Elders, a personnel transport that could carry 170 passengers, and could easily land in the main landing bay of a flagship.  Coma manifested a hologram by them and moved it along with them as they walked towards the others, as the rulers got off the dropship and the Elders disembarked from the transport.  This is getting a bit hectic, he noted to Aya as Kreel and Sk’Vrae led the others.  I’m surprised that the others are willing to trust their safety to your girls, Aya, but with so many of them in one place, things are getting spread thin.

I have Marines on the detail, she answered, pointing to two Karinne Marines standing guard by one of the hatches leading into the ship.  Most of the other rulers feel safe on a KMS ship without needing large details, Jason, because of your undeniable neutrality.  They trust you.  But I still keep a large enough detail to provide complete protection despite that.

It might be time for the captains of all the various royal guards to meet and have a long talk, Dahnai injected.  Set up a system like what we do when we meet on Terra, and use them for things like this in addition to guarding the UN compound.  I’m honored that the others will accept protection from my guards, but like you sent, I only have so many.


Well, Dahnai, the answer to that is to not be so much of a flaming atomic ass that people want to kill you, Kreel sent cheekily from across the bay.  That wasn’t the exact wording of his thought, but since he didn’t frame it, it allowed Jason to flavor his intent his own way, and it made him burst out into sudden almost uncontrollable laughter.  So did most of the other telepaths in the landing bay.


You just wait til I get over there, furball, Dahnai sent in an ugly mental tone, glaring at him from across the bay.  The guards won’t stop me from beating you up.

Kreel grabbed hold of Krirara’s arm and pushed her in front of him, using her as a proverbial shield, then staggered back when she elbowed him in the chest.


The very large fleet assembled to protect the entirety of the Confederate Council got moving with military precision once all their passengers were aboard, and Jason spent most of the trip explaining basic space travel to the Dreamers from a stateroom with a panoramic window, which was a bit cramped with all of them in there.  They knew the basics about hyperspace, but he expanded that with Stargate theory to explain how they were going to move to an entirely different galaxy in a matter of hours.

It took going through five Stargates, going from the Dreamer’s moon to Prakka to Terra to Karis and then on to Tir Tairngire, but they arrived about two hours later.  It wasn’t just the Dreamers who were nearly enthralled by the incredible view, the Milky Way galaxy hanging in the void out the window, the entire galaxy visible from that distance, and with the star, gas giant, and moon not visible since they were on the other side of the ship.  “Incredible,” Dahnai breathed, stepping up to him and curling her hand into his own, almost involuntarily.  “It’s so beautiful from out here.”


“It is at that.  I asked Palla to turn the ship so we’d get a good view of it.”  Thanks, Palla.  You can get us back on course now.


I was happy to, Jason . The gas giant and moon will come into view in a moment.

“And to think, we’ll look up at the sky and see such beauty every night,” Deila whispered as she stood on Jason’s other side.


“Half the time,” he corrected modestly.  “When your moon is oriented so the night sky is facing the galaxy, yes, you’ll see that.  But when it’s on the other side, you’ll see the stars in the Strands of Trelle and the other galaxies in our cosmic string, so far away they look like stars in the night sky.”

“What does Andromeda look like from here?” Dahnai asked curiously.


“A very big, bright star from this distance, the brightest single point of light in the night sky that’s not the Milky Way or a local celestial body.  We’re about the same distance from Andromeda here as we are from the Imperium,” he replied as the ship began to turn.  It came into view just a brief moment later.  “There,” he said, pointing at what looked like a very large, bright star in the sky, like the north star in the night sky back on Terra.  Since Tir Tairngire was in the middle band of the three Strands of Trelle, it wasn’t the closest to Andromeda….but even from that distance, Andromeda looked more the size of a close very bright star than a galaxy.  The star that was the center of the Tir Tairngire system wasn’t directly between the two galaxies, it was actually at an angle of about 89.78333333 degrees from the imaginary line formed if one drew the line between the centers of the two galaxies, if that angle was formed at the center of the Milky Way.  “Those stars there are the stars in the outer band of the Strands of Trelle, which is why they cluster up over there.  Those stars over there are from all three bands of the strands, since we’re looking at them from the side and inside edge of their arc.  Those stars over there aren’t stars, they’re the other galaxies in our cluster, as well as other galaxies in our supercluster.  The brighter ones are galaxies in our cluster, and the dim ones are other galaxies in the supercluster.”


“A sky full of stars that are actually galaxies,” Malat murmured.

“Well, from the ground, with the diffusion of light through the atmosphere, the sky will actually look mostly black, with only the stars in the Strands of Trelle and two or three galaxies in our cluster visible, like Andromeda, Ilviros, Sumlaki Axiom, and you may be able to see Cygnus Proxima Ascending.  That’s Cygnus right there,” he noted, pointing at another bright light in the sky.  “But you will see something pretty interesting when you’re properly aligned. There,” he said, pointing as a large field of stars rotated into view, an elliptical patch of stars that covered a large portion of the sky.  “That’s the Magnum Dwarf Stellar Supercluster, something of a miniature galaxy, the closest exo-galactic formation to our galaxy and not far from here, in a cosmic sense.  It’s close enough for us to see it as a collection of stars rather than a cosmic formation.  So, when Tir Tairngire is oriented the right way, you’ll have a sky at least a quarter full of stars.”


“Our Promised Land grows more and more interesting with every moment,” one of the Elders said.


When Tir Tairngire came into view, framed with the blue gas giant behind it as Palla had the navigator basically have the ship fly in a tight circle so they could see all the sights, Jason pointed it out to them.  The sight rotated out of sight as the ship’s bow pointed towards the moon, then the ship slowed to a stop a good distance from the planet-sized moon.  That made the Elders a bit antsy.  “We’re not boarding the transports yet.  The mass of this ship can affect the orbits of the moons around the gas giant, so the navigators are calculating our approach so that doesn’t happen,” he explained.  “Once they determine the proper approach vector, we’ll get moving again.  But we will be boarding in a short time, so we’re ready to leave as soon as we get into orbit.”


It didn’t take them long.  The ship got moving again a moment later, and Palla called from the bridge that they were cleared to board the transports.  The leaders of the Confederation boarded one KT-440 and the Elders boarded another one, but Jason, Dahnai, and Aria saddled up in his Titan along with his guards.  The Tianne’s Titan company, the 222nd Marine Exomech company that their commander had named the Broadswords, were also in the bay, standing in a formation in front of the two personnel transports to serve as escort for the council and the Elders.

We’ll be leaving as soon as our tactical officers declare it safe for us to launch and our fighter and fast attack ship escorts are in position to protect us on the way down, Jason warned the Elders as he stepped his Titan out of its bay, slinging his disruptor over his back.


Is there that much danger here, noble Phoenix? Malat asked.


There’s no danger at all, but understand that the members of the council that you met earlier are the rulers of their respective empires, so their protection is paramount, he answered.  It’s extremely rare for all of them to gather in one place like this, and with all of them being on the same transport, it’s fairly clear that that ship is going to be kept very safe.

Understandable, but not all of them are living things.  More than half of them are…something else.


Those are bionoids, Elder, they’re machines that the leaders that resemble them use to see and hear what goes on without actually being here, he answered.  I’ll explain what those are later.


Ah, so you know of them, he sent in relief.  We were unsure to warn you.  We didn’t know if you knew that so many of them weren’t living things.


We built them, Elder Malat, Jason sent impishly.  So yes, I know about them.

A very large escort of fighters, fast attack craft, exomechs, and the smallest CCM line vessels, Sha’i-ree pursuit class destroyers, KMS frigates, and Skaa tactical frigates followed them down to the moon’s surface.  Jason had trouble keeping his eyes on their entry vector, because he had the strangest feeling that he should be going in another direction, a nearly instinctive impulse that nearly made him change course several times during the descent.  But he focused on the controlled descent and stayed with the escort, which aimed them at a replica village that the Makati were in the last stages of building.  They had all the buildings up and the infrastructure installed, and now they were just doing the landscaping and a tiny bit of ground terraforming, smoothing out a hill behind the village that they’d partially dug out to make it look natural.  They landed on a wide, relatively flat plain near the village that had clearly also been terraformed, flattening the land and placing topsoil over it to create ideal farmland.  The village was surrounded by very low hills covered in grass with large lone trees with yellow leaves dotting the grassy prairie, and a forest was about ten kathra to the west, the line of trees visible from the village.

The reactions of the Elders as they got off their transport and walked towards the village were quite moving.  Many of them looked around in wonder, and some of them had tears in their eyes.  One of them, one of the older Elder women, fell to her knees and ran her fingers through the grass at the edge of the village, then buried her face in her hands and began to weep. Jason knelt beside her and comforted her, his arm around her and talking to her in a soothing, reassuring voice.


Malat best described his emotions as he walked past Jason and the sobbing Elder, walking slowly, almost in a daze as he looked at the forest to the west.  “Home,” he breathed.  “After generations of waiting, we are home.”


Jason helped the aged Elder woman back to her feet, keeping his arm around her.  “This is your home, Malat,” Jason told him strongly.  “This is your Promised Land, and it belongs to you and to your descendents.  And this is one of the temporary villages my people are building for you, a place that will feel familiar as you adjust to your new lives here.  And when you’re ready, they’ll build you new towns, new cities, in any manner you wish.”

“It is more than I ever hoped it could be,” Malat said reverently, turning in a slow circle and taking in the distant horizon.  “The writings that describe the Promised Land do not do it justice.  Such beauty,” he breathed, a single tear sliding down his cheek.


Jason took off his gauntlet and wiped at the tears on the Elder woman’s face with a gentle smile.  “There’s no reason to cry, honored Elder,” he soothed.


“These are tears of joy, noble Phoenix,” she told him in a shaky voice, putting her hand on his face.  “You have delivered us to the Promised Land as the dreams told us.  I stand upon the holy soil of Tir Tairngire.  I could die right now and know that my life ended complete.”


“I’d prefer you didn’t do that,” he told her with gentle mirth, patting her cheek.


The Makati foreman showed them around, his voice a bit nervous from addressing the entire Confederate Council, showing them the houses he’d built and explaining the building process a bit too in-depth for a ruler to really understand, then showed them holos of the village on the Dreamer moon that was the model for it.  “We’re building them using the layouts of the original villages as templates,” he explained, speaking Faey as Ryn sent to the Dreamers as translation, since they didn’t speak Faey yet..  “To give the Dreamers a sense of continuity.  We can’t make them exactly identical due to infrastructure needs, but we can make them close enough to hopefully let the Dreamers feel at home here.”


“I would feel at home here if you put us in a cave, small red one,” one of the Elders said.


“We’d prefer you to have something nicer than a cave, Elder,” he replied after he got the translation.  “These huts will do for the short term, but they’re not meant to be permanent.  Once the Dreamers decide on how they want to do things, what materials to use and what style they want for their communities and towns and cities, we’ll build it for them.”

“I’m sure the Dreamers will enjoy being able to build something that is theirs, after so long of forced to build only what they could,” Enva mused.


The Makati showed them around the rest of the village, then the Elders and the rulers spread out to explore the village and look around.  But Jason wandered off from the main host, almost by instinct, walking up onto the top of the low hill behind the village and kneeling down.  He put his hand down on the grass, and it just felt…right.  The air here, the grass, the sun, the land, it all felt…felt both strange and hauntingly familiar at the same time.  It spoke to him.


He felt something hot on his shoulder, then put his hand over it…and realized he had his hand over his jaingi.  This place…could that be why it felt so…welcoming?


No, not this place.  What he was looking for, the place that was calling to him, it was to the southwest.  He could feel it, tugging at his heart the way the spot where he planted the seed of the oye tree did when the shaman sent him out on that little task.  His heart was being pulled in a definite direction, and it was being called by a place.


There was a place here that he needed to see.  There was somewhere here he needed to be.


And there was someone that needed to see it with him.


[Cybi,] he called all the way back to Karis.  [Have the Parri shaman put on a ship and brought to Tir Tairngire.  Tell her it’s terribly important that she come here.  Have them bring her down to wherever I am when she gets here.]


[I’ll see to it, Jason.  Mind if I come along?]


[You’re more than welcome.]

He started back for his Titan, putting his gauntlet back on.  Aya, saddle up.  Everyone else, stay here and keep watch over the Council.


What are you about, Jason?


There’s somewhere we need to go, Aya.  Something we need to see, and I don’t want an entourage.  You’re more than enough protection, given there’s nothing on this moon that’s a threat.


Are you leaving me here, Pam? Aria protested.


Of course not, my little treasure.  If you want to come, go to the Titan.


You’re not leaving me behind either, buster, Dahnai barked.  If Aria goes, I go.  I’m family after all.

With his two passengers, Jason and Aya lifted off from the village, and Jason turned his mecha in the direction his instincts were telling him to go.  Southwest.  They flew for nearly half an hour at a fair clip, as Aria and Dahnai passed the time asking questions he didn’t answer and played with the spinners.  When they reached the coastline, Jason suddenly veered to the west, forcing Aya to hurry to catch up, then he slowed to a stop over a small meadow at the top of a gentle ridge, in a hardwood forest that grew right up to the edge of the ocean, the coast irregular and rocky with large waves crashing into the stones.  Mountains hemmed in the forest to the north, high peaks with snow capping their tops, creating quite a breathtaking vista.


This was the place.


Jason descended straight down in his Titan, then landed it at the edge of the meadow.  He opened the cockpit and dropped down, then took off his gauntlets, dropped them on the ground as he walked forward, then stopped and knelt down.  As soon as he put his fingers on the deep green, soft grass, almost like living velvet, he knew this was the place.  This place…meant something.  It was important.


Aria and Dahnai came up to him, and his daughter put a hand on his shoulder.  “Pam?” she asked curiously.


“This place,” he said in a distant voice.  “It means something.  I need the shaman.  She can tell me what it means.”


“What what means?”


“It’s that Parri mysticism they infected him with,” Dahnai said, a bit sourly.  Aya joined them shortly after that, her helmet off and looking around curiously.

“I can…feel something,” he said, ignoring his amu.  “This place has meaning.  Purpose.  It matters.  But I don’t know why. Or how.”


“Well, it’s a really pretty spot,” Aria said, looking around.


“That’s not what he means, Aria.  It’s—holy Trelle!” she gasped, looking to the side.


Jason looked that way as well, and saw several absolutely massive shapes slink out of the forest.  They were canine, their fur ghostly white, but they were easily ten shakra tall, like giant wolves.  Their eyes were a deep, deep blue and nearly glowed in the sunlight, and the five of them advanced towards them slowly yet inexorably.  Aya extended her pulse cannon and raised her arm, but Jason put his hand over her wrist and pushed down.  “It’s alright,” he told her in a calm voice.  He stepped in front of the women and let the five giant canines pad up to them, and the largest, the leader of the small pack, stopped with his head almost looming over Jason.  He raised his arm slowly and held up his unarmored hand, and the giant wolf-like creature brought his nose down and sniffed at his hand curiously.  “This place called me,” he told the giant wolf.   “I don’t know why I’m supposed to be here.”


The wolf looked down at him, its large blue eyes blinking slowly.


Are they safe? Aria sent fearfully.


Jason can communicate with animals, Aria, Aya reminded her.  Most animals aren’t  aggressive towards him.  But stay behind him and keep your helmet on.  As long as you’re fully armored, they can’t hurt you..

The five massive canines regarded them, then the lead turned away and started back towards the trees.  Well, that was a bit nervous, Dahnai admitted as the others followed.


A dropship came down smoothly and landed, and to Jason’s relief, the Parri shaman was visible behind the hatch when it opened.  Cybi’s bionoid followed her out as she came down the steps, her eyes curious as the Parri waddled forward on her back legs, looking around.  “Jason Karinne,” she said, her voice low and reverent.

“What does it mean, shaman?” he asked without explaining.  But he didn’t need to explain, not to her.


She ambled forward on her back legs, which wasn’t very graceful for her, until she reached him, and they both stared off into the distance in silence.  The three ladies and Cybi stood behind them in quiet anticipation.  “Can your heart hear it?”


“I…don’t hear anything.  But I feel…I feel,” he breathed, then the two of them were silent for a very long moment.  “My god,” he finally said, his voice stunned.


“Your heart is learning to listen,” the shaman said simply, looking down at him with a proud expression.  “If you could use your iron bird to let me speak with the village, I’ll have it brought.”


“What brought?” Dahnai asked.


“The trees,” Jason said, his voice nearly a whisper.  “The oye trees.  They’ll grow here.  We need a sapling, or a seed.”


“And the first will be planted here,” the shaman confirmed, pointing at the ground.  “The first of many to come.  The trees will grow here without needing tending, Dahnai Merrane.  The love of this world will make them flourish.  In but years, oye trees will spread across this world and fill it with fruit, flower, and joy.   And this makes three,” she said in a serene murmur.  “Three worlds where our trees will grow.  It fills me with hope, Jason Karinne, that the light of love we labor to spread through the darkness is starting to take hold.”


“Will you need a village?” Jason asked.


“No.  The tree will flourish with no need for tending, sustained by the love of this world alone,” she answered.  “In this place, this special place, it will mature, flower, and produce seed.  The birds will carry the seeds across the land, and soon thereafter, more trees will take root and begin to grow.  But in time, Jason Karinne, some number of us will want to come here,” she told him.  “A world where our trees will grow is a world where we would wish to dwell.”

“I’ll discuss it with the Dreamers,” he told her.  “This is their world.  But I don’t think they’ll say no.  I think they’d enjoy the company of the Parri, shaman.”


“Lady Cybi, if you would help me get in touch with the village using the talking box?” she asked, turning to look back at the four of them.


“Of course, shaman,” she smiled, motioning towards the dropship.


“But, things are unseemly,” she said, glancing around.  “There are those missing who needs be here when the seed is planted.”


“Who is that?” Dahnai asked.


“Jason Karinne knows, Dahnai Merrane.”


“Jayce,” Dahnai prompted, her voice carrying something of an impatient edge as Cybi led the Parri back into the dropship, returning on all fours to go faster. She stopped to nuzzle Aria, which made the young Dreamer giggle despite herself.


“The Dreamers need to be here,” he said musingly, his voice serene and distant.  “The Elders need to be here.  This is their world, and the trees that grow here will be their trees.  They need to be here to see the first of them planted.  Aya,” he prompted.


You know the Council will demand to come as well.

“Let them,” he replied.  “It won’t hurt to let them witness the planting, but it will hurt if the Dreamers aren’t here.  Aria.”


“Yes, Pam?”


“You will plant the seed,” he told her, turning and looking at her.  “You belong to both this world and Karis, so you should be the one to plant the seed.  A seed of Karis being planted in a new world requires a hand that can lay claim to both as her birthright.”


“Is it hard?”


“Not at all,” he replied with a smile.


I’ll call back to the village, Aya reported, then put a finger to her interface. How do I explain this?

“Just be honest.  Tell them we’re planting an oye tree, it has to be planted here, and everyone needs to come.”

Jason walked slowly around the small meadow as he waited for confirmation, his mind filled with a wordless song.  He wasn’t sure what it was, he wasn’t sure where it was coming from, but he was absolutely convinced that he was hearing it, and that he was starting to make sense of the wordless melody.  It didn’t convey words, or even thought, it conveyed emotion, complex and layered and intricate, a song of feelings that would do the most skilled Colonist empath proud in both its complexity and subtlety.

It was like…this land, this world, was welcoming the Dreamers into its fold.  As if it had been waiting for them, nearly as long as the Dreamers had waited for Jason to come and bring them.  This was their home, and the soul of this world itself was confirming that they belonged here.


This was Tir Tairngire.  This was the Promised Land, and it belonged to the Dreamers just as much as the Dreamers belonged to this world.  It was their home, it was their heart, and it was their soul.  He knelt down and ran his fingers through the grass, lost in the reverie that only his ears could hear.


Aria stepped up to him, looking over at him.  With him kneeling, she was a little taller than he was.  “Pam?” she asked in concern.


It’s alright, my little treasure, he assured her.  I told you once before that I have a special relationship with the Parri.  That I believe in their mysticism, because I’ve experienced it first hand.  Well, you’re seeing one way it works.


I think it’s kinda neat.  What’s it like? What can you hear?


It’s hard to explain.  It’s like…this world is singing to me, Aria, but not in words.  It does it in emotions.  I don’t understand barely any of what I’m hearing, but there are a few parts I can make out. And what I hear the loudest is that this world belongs to your people, he told her.  And it has nothing to do with logic or reason or protection or safety.  The Dreamers belong here.  This world considers them to be its people, and it wants them here just as much as they want to be here.  This world is overjoyed that its people are finally coming home.  This is truly their Promised Land, far more than I ever knew, he mused with a wry audible little chuckle.

Wow, really?  Planets talk?


This one does.  I don’t know about the others, he answered honestly.


Does Karis?


The Parri say that it does, but I’ve never heard it.  Someday, maybe I will.  I think I’d like that, because Karis is my promised land.  I’d love to hear what Karis has to say about all the work we’ve done to restore it after it was destroyed in the Third Civil War.

I think it would like the way things are turning out.  Karis is a beautiful place.  I don’t want to live anywhere else.

He gave her a loving smile, then put an arm around her armored waist.  You and my other kids are what make Karis the best place in the world, Aria, he told her.

About half an hour later, everyone arrived at once.  A second dropship came down from orbit and landed by the first, and barely seconds later, the transports holding the Elders and the Council came over the treeline to the east and began to slow.  A young Parri with just a couple of jaingi waddled out carrying a clay pot holding well-watered dirt, and Jason and the shaman met him as soon as he managed to navigate the stairs on his hind legs.  “It’ll be a little easier for me to carry it,” Jason told him with a smile.


“Many thanks, Jason Karinne,” he replied with a nod.  “Did I bring the proper seed, shaman?”

“You chose correctly, my young apprentice,” she replied with a satisfied nod.  “Well done.”


He gave her a bright look of gratitude.


The Elders and the rulers filed over as they got off the transports, meeting Jason and the others as they carried the clay pot up the hill, Aria looking quite eager as she carried along the hand spade that was also brought.  “This is quite a lovely place,” one of the Elders said, one of their older women, her brown faced lined by years of toil out in the fields.  “We are to plant a tree here, noble Phoenix?”


“A very special kind of tree, Elder,” Jason answered her.  “Which will only grow on two other worlds in the entire galaxy.  They’re called oye trees.”


“Trust me, you want them here,” Dahnai told the woman.  “The fruits they produce are the most delicious you’ll ever eat.”


“Did I hear that right, Jason?  It’s an oye tree?” Krirara asked curiously.


“They’ll grow here, Krirara,” Jason answered with a nod.  “So this isn’t just some impromptu tree planting ceremony.  This matters.”


“Does that not mean that this world is filled with love, peace, and harmony?  Is that not the only place that oye trees will grow?”


“If you believe that kind of thing,” Dahnai answered her.


Krirara’s words had a profound effect on the Dreamers.  They looked at the tiny clay vessel as if they’d realized something, then Jason remembered that they were precognates.  No doubt they had a prediction about the tree, but hadn’t understood exactly what it meant until that moment, or didn’t know that a prediction was tied to the tree until that moment.


“And the world will open its arms and welcome us to the Promised Land by the hand of the Little Sparrow,” one of them said in a sonorous tone, looking at the spade in Aria’s hand.  “She who carries the seed.”


“The passage was literal,” another noted reverently.  “The seed of this tree is the seed from the passage.”


Jason knelt down, and Aria followed suit, holding the small spade with an eager expression.  He touched the grass at the very top of the small, gentle hill, and she set to work digging a small hole.  When it was deep enough, he offered her the pot.  “Take the seed, little treasure, and put it in the hole, then dump the dirt on top of it.  Take off your gauntlet first,” he warned.  “It has to touch your bare skin.”


“Alright.”  She followed his instructions, taking off her gauntlet and then taking hold of the tiny seed.  She placed it carefully at the bottom of the hole, then took the small clay pot and dumped the dirt on top of it.  She patted it down, then gave him a smile.


Much to the surprise of everyone there, the Dreamers suddenly broke into song, and it was hauntingly beautiful.  Like Faey, their language was musical, but it was far more musical than the Faey language when set to music and sung with tempo.  The words flowed into one another along with the melody and harmony, producing a music more complex and complete than a full orchestra.


Long days of toil and sorrow


As we wait for the coming of the Phoenix.


Heartache and despair


As we wait for the coming of the Phoenix.


Abide, Children of the Dream


Persevere, Children of the Dream


The sky will burn in holy fire


Heralding the coming of the Phoenix.


Rejoice, rejoice, Children of the Dream


Sing of days unburdened.


The Promised Land awaits us


With the coming of the Phoenix.


We go to Tir Tairngire


We will walk on holy ground.


Rejoice, rejoice, Dreamers


The coming of the Phoenix.

A land of safety and joy


A land of protection and peace

A land of music and laughter


Tir Tairngire awaits us.


We go to Tir Tairngire


We will walk on holy ground.


Rejoice, rejoice, Dreamers


The Phoenix brings us home.

The entire council was dead quiet.  The last notes of the amazing melody of the song echoed off the distant mountains, as Jason stood up with Aria and turned to face the gathered rulers.  They may not have understood the words, but they understood the purity of the emotion rippling through the song.  Seconds later, an answer came from the forest, in the howls of the large canines that was pitch perfect with the final note of the song, almost as if the wolves were voicing the soul of this world as it answered the plea of their song and called them home.

There was little to do after that.  The Council returned to the Tianne, the Dreamers were taken back to their moon to spread the word, but Jason stayed in the meadow with his guards, Aria, Dahnai, Cybi, and the shaman for a while, Dahnai, Cybi, and Aria walking along the rocky coast as Jason and the shaman walked across the far side of the meadow.  They walked in silence for quite a while, walking nearly three times around the border of the meadow, until the shaman reared up onto her hind legs and slowed to a stop next to one of the hardwood trees that grew between the meadow and the mountains to the north.  She ran her hand up the smooth tan bark of the tree, with leaves that vaguely reminded Jason of elm leaves but were three times the size, leaves shaped like elm leaves but were the size of magnolia leaves.  “There is much here, Jason Karinne,” she told him.  “This world speaks in a powerful voice.”

“Why haven’t I heard Karis like this?”


“The soul of Karis still recovers, Jason Karinne.  Its voice is not yet strong enough for you to hear,” she answered.  “But in time, as you learn to listen and the soul of Karis gains strength, you will.  Time and patience will bring it about.”  She turned to face him, then put a hand on his shoulder.  “But it proves that you have learned to listen to the voice of the soul, Jason Karinne.  You have taken another step down the path before you.  Steadily do you progress down the path of the shaman, Jason Karinne.  I am proud of you.”

She put her finger to the shoulder of his armor, and she began to draw the design of a jaingi.  Her stubby fingertip discolored the black armor, turning it ghostly white as she swiftly and expertly drew a flowing, looping design across his shoulder.  He knew without even looking that the same design was being drawn into the skin under the armor, and that it was permanent.  “The voice of the soul is a silent whisper to those who have not learned to listen with their hearts, Jason Karinne, but to those who can hear, it is a song.  A music of emotion and feelings that shimmer across the void, as soul calls soul to assuage the loneliness that touches us all.  Our souls call out to each other for companionship and support, Jason Karinne, and those that call out in love are the loudest.”  She stepped behind him, and his sensor mesh let him feel it as her finger traced off his shoulder and over his upper back, sliding and swirling and curling as she drew an even larger jaingi across his shoulders and shoulder blades, tracing all the way down to his waist and then coming back up in a roughly triangular motion.  “The Dreamers call you the Phoenix, which I believe is a bird of great mystical power. It is only fitting that the Phoenix be granted his wings.”  She finished up by sliding her finger to his original jaingi, joining it to whatever she did to his back.  “It is a fitting title, Jason Karinne.”


He used the camera in his helmet to see what she did to him, using his telekinesis to float the helmet behind him and look through its camera.  She drew the Legion Phoenix across his back, but its lines were jaingi, as were the lines within that gave the drawing detail and depth, creating a jaingi that, when taken in all at once, appeared to be something different.  It looked a tiny bit distorted due to the housing on the back of his armor, but when he zoomed out it looked proper.  The wingtips of the relief joined with the two proper jaingi on his shoulders, forming a single large jaingi.


He hoped that Jyslin wasn’t too upset that she’d done that to him.  He knew it went down into his skin, and he also knew that not only was it permanent, but he wouldn’t have it removed anyway.  The jaingi was a part of him, and to remove it was to remove a part of himself.

“Continue to listen, Jason Karinne, and perhaps very soon, the song of the soul of Karis will reveal itself to you,” she told him with a gentle smile.  “But know that the soul of Karis loves you.  You are his dutiful son, bringing soothing relief to his many wounds and bringing love back to resonate in his soul.  He recovers, Jason Karinne, and hopefully, very soon, he will be strong enough for you to hear him.”

“I hope so.  No matter what else may happen to get in the way, restoring Karis is still my primary goal.  It is what I was meant to do, and I will see it through to the end.  My work won’t be done until the day the oye trees will grow and spread without tending.  I will pass on to Rann and my children the world that was meant to be theirs,” he declared resolutely.


“You have come far, Jason Karinne, but there is still quite a ways to go.”


“Someday I hope to see the end of that path, shaman.”


“You will, Jason Karinne, but know that the journey never truly ends.  The end of one path is naught but the beginning of the next.  That is the meaning of life.”


He gave a chuckle as they turned back for the dropship and Titan.  “And to think, all this time, all billions of wondering souls has to do was come ask you,” he told her lightly.


“All answers are simple ones, Jason Karinne, no matter how complex the question might seem.”


It didn’t look bad at all.


Barely two hours later, Jason was standing in front of a mirror in his bedroom, his armor was off and regarding his image in a hologram projected beside the mirror from the camera pod hovering behind him.  As he suspected, the Legion Phoenix that the shaman drew on his back looked much better on his back than it did on his armor, due to the flared housing on the back holding the grav engines and other equipment.  It was a perfect drawing of the Legion Phoenix used in the house crest, but its lines weren’t entirely straight.  A third jaingi was cleverly embedded into that image, was made up to be a part of it, but his eyes could see it lurking within.  The jaingi itself didn’t look that bad, pale white lines crisscrossing his tanned skin, which made it somewhat subtle.  The wingtips of the bird connected to the jaingi on both of his shoulders, and the beak of the bird’s upward tilted beak went up the back of his neck, ending just below his hairline.

Jyslin might have something to say about that, Aya remarked dryly from across the room.


Well, she’d better get used to it, Jason answered, raising his arms and seeing how the movement of the muscles in his back changed the way it looked.  And he was a bit surprised to see so much muscle back there.  He’d really gotten into shape since deciding to become a rigger, had lost his paunch and regained both his muscle tone and some of the bulk he used to have when he played football.  He didn’t look like a guy that spent most of his time sitting at a desk.  He looked like the athlete he used to be…like a soldier.  I like it.


It does look nice, but you know how Jyslin feels about tattoos.


This isn’t a tattoo.


What?  Did you get a tattoo? Jyslin sent from the practice facility.  Given it was only about 45 kathra away, that put him more than in range of her with her increased power since becoming a Generation, even when he wasn’t sending with much strength.  The bond they shared gave her a light touch on him at all times, able to hear his open sending from just about anywhere within her range no matter how strong his sending was.


No, I didn’t get a tattoo, he answered.  Access camera pod six, you can see it.

Sec.  There was a long pause.  Alright, that looks pretty cool.  Did the Parri do it?


Yes, it’s a jaingi, he affirmed.  I had something of a mystical episode on Tir Tairngire.  I’ll tell you all about it when you get home.


How did you end up there?


I took the Elders to see their new home, so they could tell the other Dreamers about it, he replied.  The whole thing went rather well.  I addressed the entire Dreamer race using camera pods in their villages and a hologram about half an hour ago, and the operation to move them will start in earnest tomorrow.  I think the first village gets moved tomorrow afternoon our time.  I just got home a few minutes ago.  That reminds me, I need to talk to Red Horn.


Why?


Because they’re going to build us a vacation house on Tir Tairngire, he replied, sending her a memory of the meadow where they planted the seed.  They’re gonna build us a nice house down at the shoreline overlooking the ocean.  I fully intend to spend a weekend a month there.  It’s such a lovely place, Jys, you have to see it with your own eyes.

It does look beautiful.


It’s more than that.  You have to go there in person, to feel it.  I haven’t felt so at peace anywhere since I came to Karis, back when it was just us and the strip girls.  That vacation house will be the perfect place for me to go whenever I feel frazzled and need a few days of peace and quiet.

Don’t finalize anything til I get home, I want to help with the design, she said.  More to the point, I want to make sure you put what I want in the house.


No, we will not be installing a pleasure palace for you to house your harem, he chided, which made her send back pure amusement.


I’m not the one with 22 kids, baby, she challenged.


You would be if you tried harder.


You’re delving into the realm of the physically impossible.


A determined woman defies all to accomplish her goal, he retorted playfully.


I’m game if you are, baby, she sent with a twist of lust slithering through her thought.


Then get home so we can start rewriting Songa’s biology books, he told her.


I’ll be home in about an hour.  Ask Ayama and Seido to start dinner so it’s ready when I get there, I’m hungry.


I’ll tell them.  Let me get some paperwork done before you get home, baby.


Sure, I need to finish these profit projections for the IBL. They gotta make sure we’re making money, she sent sourly.


More like you can rub our profits in their faces.  All that stink they raised over us not allowing away fans to travel to Karis, and our gate profits are the highest in the IBL.

That’s because we have one of the biggest stadiums in the IBL.


And we sell it out every game, both home and away, he noted.


Trelle, I still want to kiss Myli for inventing that stadium holoprojection system, she sent with admiration in her thought.  Anyway, see you when I get home.

Sure thing, love.  See you soon..  He turned this way and that and studied both his reflection and the hologram of his back, and he again admired the jaingi both in its lines and how it moved when he moved, making it nearly seem alive.  And he again had to admire himself a tiny bit, quite satisfied with the result of all that work in the gym.  He seriously looked like he was a safety on the Michigan football team once again, just with a much older face.

Amazing what a little thing like taking his vow to defend his planet and his people literally could do for a man’s motivation…and his abdominals.

Well, time to get back to work, I suppose, he sent evenly.  Any word from Zaa about Kraal’s report?


Nothing yet, Aya answered.  She had access to that information.  But I’m sure the Syndicate’s rulers are quite unhappy at the moment.


No doubt, he agreed.  Kraal will tell us just how unhappy they are when he gets that report ready.  What word on the guard academy?


Red Horn broke ground on it two days ago.  In about a month, it’ll be ready.


Good deal.  Find enough candidates for the first class yet?


A few, she replied.  At least ones that meet the requirements and passed the screening.  If these last two girls pass their final screening, we’ll have four in the first class.  We’ll see what they’re made of when they start the training.  That was no idle remark.  The training to become an Imperial Guard was some of the roughest in the galaxy, testing a candidate’s intelligence, discipline, determination, courage, and fortitude.  The requirements to get in were some of the most stringent in the Imperium, and among those rare few, a good three quarters of them didn’t make it through the training.  And the training regimen that Aya had devised for the new Dukal Guard was virtually the same as Imperial training, mainly so the Imperial Guard would have reason to trust the Dukal Guard and call on them when they needed extra help.  Given that Aya only had one planet of potential candidates, that meant that there may only be around four or five qualified candidates in the first training class.  And there would never be as many Dukal Guard as there were Imperial Guard, but that was fine with Jason.  If he could field a corps of thirty trained guards, he’d be happy, where there were about a thousand Imperial Guard, defending Dahnai’s assorted properties and holdings across the Imperium, including the Summer Palace on Karis.

An empire of over eighty star systems, and the Imperial Guard only numbered a thousand…and not because they didn’t accept qualified candidates.  That more than anything demonstrated just how elite they were, why even the rulers of other empires highly respected the Imperial Guard, and why Jason still considered himself lucky beyond words that he had 45 of them dispatched to protect him and his family.  Those 45 women were quite literally the best the Imperium had to offer, and he trusted them not only with his life, but the lives of his family and children.  Aya drove him crazy sometimes, but he would never, ever, put his nose up at her devotion to protect him and his children.


Four?  More than I expected.


One of them is a Shio, she told him, her thought a little condescending.


Don’t get racist on me now, Aya, he teased.  If it’s who I think it is, she has a good chance of passing.


Let me guess, Akello Brightshine?


Yup.


You’re right.  But you’re still a sexist.


I doubt any man could complete the training.  They’re too easily distracted, she sent cuttingly, but with a subtle undercurrent of humor.


You keep thinking that, woman, because someday you’re gonna be unpleasantly surprised.


You prove my point every day, she shot back.  You’re the strongest and most disciplined man I know, yet even you can’t help but chase the butterflies.  I think there’s just something fundamentally different about a man’s brain that makes it impossible for them to focus on anything for very long.

He turned and gave her a cool look, and she smiled ever so slightly in reply.  I think the panel in your barracks office is beeping, Aya, he sent caustically.

I’m sure it is, she replied.
