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The Village, Karis

Of all the times he’d been here, it certainly felt very different this time.

Stepping off the hatch stairs of a touring skimmer, something like a flying RV, and carrying tiny little Mrar Rahl on his shoulder, Jason looked over the assembly of huts in the Parri village and couldn’t ignore that strange feeling.  He’d been here hundreds of times, and had never really looked at this place.  He knew what it looked like, knew where everything was, but he’d never really considered this village of 63 huts to have any meaning beyond it being where the Parri lived.  But since he’d be here for the next several days, up until he left for E Chaio, it incited him to consider the village as more than a collection of wood and thatch buildings.


The village was crescent shaped, sitting in a very gentle valley, following the curve of a low, sloping hill.  The shaman’s house was in the center of that crescent and near the inside edge, not far at all from the area where ships landed to visit.  And in keeping with what he knew of the shaman, her hut was no more grand than anyone else’s.  It was a little larger, due to her need to entertain guests, but it didn’t look out of place among the others.  The huts were not arranged in any discernable pattern, but the huts were spaced far enough apart for each one to give the village a feeling of openness.


This was where he would be staying for the next few days.  He was going to be here alone, or at least stay in the skimmer by himself, and others like Mrar, Miaari, and his family would be coming and going rather than staying with him.  And he was here now instead of five days ago because he was out of the hospital.  His arms were healed after four days of constant work by millions of medical spiders, and he was medically cleared for Mrar’s training.  The shaman had also declined to teach him anything while he was using his bionoid, because, she told him, the machine had no heart and thus he could not listen.  He’d tried to explain to her that he wasn’t there to train as a shaman, that he needed her help to be able to stand in front of the Board and not lash out at them and kill them, but she wouldn’t even do that.  So, he had spent the last five days preparing for the mission with Miaari and Kraal, memorizing everything he needed to know and learning as much about the Benga and the Board as he could, information collected by Kraal so he would be well armed for this mission.


He knew all 153 of their names. He knew their general mannerisms, and he knew much of their individual histories, how they had managed to rise to a seat on the Board. He knew which ones of them were militaristic and which were not.  He knew which ones were the most cruel, the most petty, the most spiteful, and that was going to be very important when he stood before them.  Though his mission was mainly a ruse to get him in the room with them, if he could get a peace treaty out of them without having to kill them, then he’d take a shot at it.  That meant he had to be ready to negotiate, and part of negotiation was knowing one’s adversary.

He’d be working more with Miaari and Kraal over the next seven days, but now he was shifting to the next phase of his preparation, and that was getting his ass out of there alive.  And that was why he was here, and why Mrar was with him.  For the next Terran week, Mrar would be training him in telekinetic applications that he could learn in that time frame that could save his life, and he’d be learning how to master his hatred of the Syndicate with the shaman so his prejudices didn’t contaminate the mission and get him killed.  But the shaman had it in her head that he was here to learn more about being a shaman, to delve deeper into their mysticism.  And he honestly wouldn’t mind learning more about it while he was here, but that wasn’t the primary objective of this.  He was here to more or less get psychiatric therapy from someone he trusted so he could let go of the hatred he held in his heart for those who had mentally scarred his adopted daughter, very much the reaction of an aggrieved father at the harming of his child.  The shaman was no psychiatrist, but she more than anyone else on Karis had an uncanny knack for making Jason see the world in a different way, to expand his horizons, and change the fundamental way he thought about things.  And if anyone on Karis could help him in the time he had, it was the Parri.


The shaman ambled towards him from the edge of the village, walking on all fours, then she stopped and rose up on her hind legs when she reached him, her head going from his chest level to well above his own, and it reminded him again how large Parri were.  They weren’t just tall when standing erect, they were burly, stocky, heavily built, and they were physically exceptionally powerful.  Add in the large, nasty retractable claws on their hands and feet, and they were also very well armed, though they were no threat to anyone.  Despite being so large and powerful and imposing, the Parri were the most gentle, peaceful race that Jason had ever known, even more so than the Imbiri.  “It is good to see you again, Jason Karinne,” she said in her gentle, rich voice, reaching her large paws out and taking his hands, smiling down at him.  “And I see you have brought a guest.  Welcome to you, tiny one.”


“Shaman, this is Mrar Rahl,” Jason answered, motioning at the small Pai on his shoulder.  “She’s of a species called the Pai.  You’ll have to excuse her, but she doesn’t speak Faey.  Would it offend you if she sends to you?”


“Of course not, Jason Karinne, though we cannot answer in return.”


“Her interface can translate what you say, she just doesn’t like using it to speak for her.  She thinks it’s not precise enough in translating the intent of her thoughts.”


It’s not, she affirmed, sending so that a non-telepath could understand her.  I’m honored to meet you, Mistress shaman.  Jason has a very high opinion of you and your people.

“He has spoken quite highly of your people as well, Mrar Rahl.  He is quite impressed by your intelligence and adventurous temperament.”


“Mrar is a Pai Master, shaman.  Her people are the most skilled telekinetics in the entire galaxy.  She’s going to teach me while I’m here, prepare me for my task.”


Jason explained what he has to do, and I’m confident I can teach him several applications that will protect him.  I’m not about to lose my favorite student, she smiled over at him, her eyes playful as she patted the back of his neck.


“Samin would cry if he heard you say that, Mrar,” Jason said, which made her laugh.


Samin’s a great student, Jason, but he’s too serious.  You’re much more fun, she sent, her thought slightly mischievous.


“You are such a scamp, Mrar,” he teased, which made the shaman smile.


The shaman took the time to get to know Mrar as they sat around the firepit in her hut and enjoyed tea, then they got down to business.  The shaman and Mrar haggled a bit over how they’d split up Jason’s day, which was a bit of an amusing spectacle that showed off the hidden personality of the shaman and Mrar’s rather fearless nature.  The shaman was incredibly wise and intelligent, but she was also a female that knew how to laugh, didn’t take herself too seriously, and she seemed honestly taken with the outspoken little Pai.  Mrar too had a funny side lurking under that fur and imperious countenance, though she was usually all business when it came to training.  Jason had suspected that Mrar and the shaman would get along, and he was happy to see himself proven correct.


After Jason’s life for the next seven days was carved up like a Thanksgiving turkey between the two of them, he left the hut with the shaman as Mrar went to explore the village.  They walked together out of the village, out among the oye trees, and Jason found it a bit amusing that the birds hunting for food on the ground around the trees didn’t fly away from either of them, seemed utterly unafraid of both of them.   They reached an exposed root of a tree and the shaman stopped them and sat down in the conventional way on the root, then reached out her paw-like hand.  One of the foraging birds landed on her outreached finger, and she gave it a gentle smile and stroked the feathers on its head with a thick finger.  “You seek to shed the hatred in your heart for those who have done you harm, Jason Karinne.  That is a proper thing, and something that all shaman must do before they can walk further down the path,” she said, petting the bird, then it gave a chirp of thanks and took off, going back to its foraging.


“It really has nothing to do with me learning more about your ways, shaman, though I’ll be happy to learn more while I’m here,” he answered honestly, sitting down beside her.  “The loveless ones employ precognates that can look into the potential future, and if I walk into that room with my emotions blinding me to my task, they’ll see great and immediate danger in my presence.  That will most likely get me killed.  So I have to be able to walk into that room and look the loveless ones in the eyes and not lash out at them for what they’ve done to my daughter.  And for that, I need you,” he said, looking over at her and putting a hand on her shoulder.  “If anyone can help me get a leash on my emotions and get me out of that room alive, it’s you. Mrar is going to teach me telekinetic techniques that will protect me and help me escape if I’m trapped, and you’ll teach me how to keep hold of my emotions so I don’t do anything rash, or stupid,”

“Then you must learn how to forgive, Jason Karinne,” she told him evenly.  “To forgive is both the most difficult and most noble thing that one can do.  It is the hardest thing in the world to forgive harm to one’s dearest ones.”


“I’m…not sure I’ll ever be able to do that, shaman,” he answered honestly, looking down at the ground, seeing tree ants walking back and forth in a line near his feet.  “You yourself said that the loveless ones must be opposed.  To forgive them is not opposing them.”


“An astute argument of logic, Jason Karinne.  But affairs of the heart are rarely as logical as the mind would wish them to be,” she told him.


“I don’t necessarily need to forgive them to be able to walk into the room and not kill them,” he challenged.


“Yes, Jason Karinne.  You do,” she returned.  “To show mercy is in itself a form of forgiveness.  You do not have to love them, for they do not have it within themselves the capability to return that love.  Nor does it mean that you have to forget their past deeds, or not stand in challenge to the acts they may commit in the future.  But you do have to forgive them the trespasses they have visited upon you and those dear to you.  You must give them a choice, Jason Karinne, and allow them to decide their own path.  And if that path leads them to their own destruction, then so be it.  But the choice itself is what matters, Jason Karinne, and that choice must be offered with forgiveness.”


“I…I think I understand what you mean,” he said, looking at one of the birds when it hopped up on the root, then up onto his leg.  It was about the size of a small egret, a fairly large bird to live inland, but it clearly wasn’t a water bird, for its beak wasn’t long or pointed.  It was a beak meant for nuts, berries, and small insects.  It had soft tan plumage with a dark brown head, and had two white bands of feathers in its wings and in it tail, like the mockingbirds he’d seen when they were in Chesapeake.  His gestalt informed him that the bird was known as a scratcher bird, named so due to its habit of digging into the ground for seeds, insects, and edible roots.  It was native to Exeven, and had been introduced into the Karis ecosystem two years ago, to great success.  He reached down and scratched the bird at the base of its neck, behind its head, and it leaned down and let him.  Its feathers were surprisingly soft.  “We Terrans have a saying, to let someone hang themselves with their own rope.”

“An apt metaphor,” she agreed.  “All you need do, Jason Karinne, is show mercy.  And if you feel that it is beyond you, then I am always here to talk,” she smiled, looking over at him as he continued to scratch the bird’s shoulders and neck.  “But there are some things I can teach you that might help you, Jason Karinne, to bring you peace and serenity and allow you to master your emotions.  The first and most important of them is to learn how to listen.”


“Still scheming to teach me that, eh?”


She gave him an amused look.  “To learn to listen, Jason Karinne, you must have an open heart and calm mind.  I believe that your people call it meditation.  To listen, your thoughts must be quieted and your mind open to sounds your ears cannot hear.  If you engage the loveless ones with a serene mind, it will allow you to think and act with restraint and measure.”


“Now that I can understand, shaman,” he said animatedly.  “I learned something similar to that when I was much younger, when me and my father were learning Aikido.”

“Then with luck you will learn the basics of how to listen quickly,” she said with a gentle smile down at the bird perched on his thigh, reaching down and patting it on the head with a single finger.  “I see that your heart’s voice is growing much stronger,” she noted with approval in her voice.  “Another matter we will discuss while you are here.”


“I’m not sure what help it would be on a world like E Chaio,” he said with a grim tone, remembering how dead the planet was.  They’d built over the surface, leaving no life but that which they allowed to grow for aesthetics.  The only life left on the planet was the life in gardens and terrariums, which was only kept around because it made things look pretty.  He doubted there were any animals larger than mice left on the entire planet.

“A strong heart, filled with love, calls out in a much louder voice, Jason Karinne.  It is the strongest part of you, and what defines you as a shaman.  And you should never underestimate the worth of it.”

“Not everything has worth everywhere, shaman.  E Chaio is a dead world,” he told her.  “The Benga have killed everything to build their cities.  The entire planet’s land surface is covered over by artificial construction, choking the life out of the earth, and the seas have been poisoned to the point where they are a toxic soup.  Animals being able to hear my heart’s voice means little in a place where there are no animals left.”


“It is not just animals like that bird that can hear your heart, Jason Karinne.  Anyone can, at least those whose hearts are open to listen.  That is what brings those of this world to you and inspires their loyalty, because they can hear the truth of your heart and it brings them comfort and assurance.  But I fear the loveless ones would be closed to the message of your heart, because a heart that denies all love will be deaf to your heart’s message.  And I believe that with our limited time, we should attend to the matters at hand,” she said with a smile.  “I’m afraid I am taking him from you, small one.  Would you mind terribly?”

At that, the bird gave a deep-throated chirping call, then it hopped down and ambled away, going back to its foraging.  “To learn to listen, you must first learn to quiet your mind,” she told him.  “And this is what I feel will serve you best when you face the loveless ones, Jason Karinne.  A calm mind, serene in its workings and listening to the advice of its own heart, does not make rash or unwise decisions.  Your heart will guide you in your task, Jason Karinne, so you must learn to listen to it.  And to do that, you must quiet your mind.  So, we will practice listening, Jason Karinne.  First with your ears, and then with your heart.  A listening person does not speak, so to listen with your mind and heart, your mind must not be distracted by random thoughts.”


And so, his training began…though it wasn’t exactly the kind of training he expected.  For the morning and early afternoon, Jason took lessons in the art of meditation, the art of listening, which was actually a hell of a lot harder than most people realized it could ever be.  The idea of not thinking sounds easy enough until it was put into practice, and for a Generation, who often had a passive split or two going that was doing nothing but thinking, it was even harder.  Jason found the idea of concentrating on only one thing, and not thinking about what he was doing, to be much harder than he expected.  He’d practiced something akin to meditation when they took Aikido classes when they were stationed in Japan, but that was nowhere near the kind of meditation the shaman was trying to teach him. And it explained those many times he had wandered into her hut while she was doing it, how her mind seemed to just be turned off…it was a state of meditation so deep that all cognitive thought had been quelled, even the reflexive thoughts coming from the subconscious, leaving the mind almost completely open and empty.  That was something Jason could pull off for maybe two minutes, like how he’d evaded Jyslin way back when he first met her.  But he couldn’t do it anywhere near as long as she could.

The ultimate in listening.


After a simple lunch of barley soup and coarse grain bread from the village’s garden, Jason moved from one cat teacher to another.  Mrar had spent the morning in the village, getting to know the Parri and exploring their very simple lifestyle, and she sat with him by the firepit in the center of the village after they ate.  She stood beside him as he sat cross-legged on the ground, which still put his head over hers, her tail slashing behind her enough to thump against his side and back a few times.  “I’ve been considering what I can teach you in the time we have that’ll be the most useful,” she began.  “But most of them are offensive.  If what you’re interested in is defensive techniques, well, that limits the options a little bit.  Most defensive techniques take a bit longer to learn because you have to be much more careful.  It’s way easier to generate a stream of plasma than it is to defend against it.”


He nearly gawked.  “Do what?”


“Plasma,” she said, looking over at him.  “You know, the fourth state of matter?  You can create it with your gift. It’s not that hard,” she said dismissively.  “And believe me, a plasma stream gets results.”

“Are you serious?  How can you generate plasma in a place like this?” he protested.


“The air, silly,” she chided him.  “What is plasma you use in your power systems made of?  Hydrogen and helium.  Well, you can turn virtually any gas into a plasma without much effort.  You draw in the air around you, convert it into a plasma state, then project it out towards your target.  It’s something of a basic advanced technique, excuse the pun, one of the first things we learn when we start our Master training.”


He gave her a wild look.  The Pai could, in effect, duplicate the effect of a hot plasma weapon just with telekinesis?


“I haven’t shown you everything, Jason,” she said with a fanged grin.  “We decided not to teach the really dangerous stuff to you until we got a better idea of your capabilities, for obvious reasons.”  He just shook his head, which made her laugh.  “But there’s one thing I think you can learn in the time we have that will be very useful, Jason.  It’s not going to be easy, but it’s something I’m certain you can do, and I think it’s the perfect complement to what you already know.  Your skill in telepathy thanks to that guard of yours will let you deal with them on the mindscape without issue, and your ability to warp space will keep them from shooting at you.  What I’m going to teach you should let you get out of any room or dungeon they stick you in, so they can’t imprison you.”


“What is that?”


“Quantum phasing,” she replied, and his eyes just lit up. He’d completely forgotten about that!  The Pai could telekinetically alter their quantum phase, which made them unable to interact with anything not in the same quantum phase!  It turned them into ghosts, allowed them to pass through solid matter, because the matter didn’t match their phase!  Samin had told them they could do it, but he hadn’t really considered learning it himself until that moment!


“Holy shit, seriously?  You think I could learn something like that?”


“You and Samin and a few others, definitely.  Most of the others…maybe in a few years, when I’ve had time to train them properly,” she said speculatively.  “It’s not gonna be easy, but if there’s one thing I can teach you that’ll give you the best chance to walk out of that building alive, that’s it.  The only way they can stop you is with a multiphased shield, something that can match your quantum state.  You just have to be careful if they use phased energy as a power source, you may run into their power lines in the walls when you walk through, and that can affect you.  So my suggestion is you don’t get exotic.  Only use it to go through doors, windows, things that you know don’t hold anything inside them you can’t see that might zap you.”

“Teach on, Mrar,” he said eagerly.


“This won’t be easy, Jason.  This is an advanced ability, even for us.  I wouldn’t even be teaching it to you if we weren’t in this situation,” she warned.  “And this can kill you if you’re not careful.  If you unphase inside a solid object, the least bad thing that can happen is that you lose whatever’s stuck in the wall.”


“What’s the worst that can happen?”


“Blowing up with the force of a thermite grenade,” she replied with a straight face.  “If atomic particles happen to enter the same phase occupying the same space, they annihilate each other as if it was a matter-antimatter reaction, releasing their energy into space.  If enough of them do it at the same time,  boom.”


“E equals M C squared,” he muttered.


She nodded.  “The mass converts to energy, and it doesn’t take much matter to create enough energy to blow up the room.”


“Truth,” he breathed, then gave her a long look.  “How do you deal with air?  Don’t the air molecules move through the body while in a quantum phase?”


“I’ll explain the mechanics of it later,” she told him.  “For now, we’ll focus on the basic overview and what you’ll need to know to use this technique.  It’s way more advanced than anything I’ve taught you yet, but some of the things I’ve taught you will apply here.  Those are basic skills you build on to perform the more advanced techniques.  Right now, I just want to teach you enough for you to do it without blowing up a building if you do it wrong.  We’ll refine things and I’ll teach you all the various applications of it when you come back.  But we won’t be dawdling, because there’s something else I want to teach you that might be almost as useful.  But if I only have time to teach one, I want you to learn quantum phasing.  If you learn that fast enough, I’ll teach you one other technique I think may help you.  Temporal shifting.”


“Temporal—time?  You mean you can manipulate time?” he gasped.


“What is time, Jason?  It’s the movement of matter on a vector through the curvature of space,” she said dismissively.  “And you already know how to manipulate space, through defensive warping and generating Torsion.  You’re just doing it the other way, which isn’t nearly as easy.  Space is by its nature curved, so it’s not that hard to curve it harder.  But it’s an entirely different matter to flatten it out, and do it to the space you’re occupying without killing yourself.  Both applications create time dilation, but Torsion’s dilation is contained inside the effect.  What I’m going to teach you is how to affect temporal flow on yourself, in effect speeding you up in relation to those outside the effect.  If you’re moving at a temporal speed five times faster than everyone else, they’ll have a hell of a time keeping up with you.”


He gave a her a look of complete astonishment, then shook his head.  “Remind me to never, ever get into a war with the Pai, Mrar.”


She gave him a sly grin.  “Now you know why the Muri are so nice to us despite us being so much smaller,” she said dryly, which made him laugh helplessly.


“Seriously.  How did you learn to do this?”

“The same way anyone does.  Trial, error, and more than a few fatalities along the way,” she said seriously.  “Masters died exploring their power, Jason. That’s why we’re very careful about who we teach and what we teach them.  Very few Pai are selected to undertake this kind of training, even among those with the raw power to use the techniques, because it can easily kill both themselves and a lot of people around them.  But I will say this.  There are a respectable number of Generations that could learn everything I know, who have the discipline as well as the ability, and you’re one of them.  I’m not about to teach anyone something that I don’t think they have the discipline and maturity to use…or know when not to use it.”

“Well, that explains a hell of a lot,” he said soberly.  “Some of the Generations are a bit miffed at you that you won’t teach them things you teach others.  Now I know why.”


“Having power is one thing.  Using it responsibly is another,” she said simply.


“Aright then, teacher, let’s start,” he prompted.  “Exactly how do I go about shifting myself into a quantum phase?”


“Not easily,” she replied, sitting down beside him.  “This isn’t kitten play, Jason.  This is way harder than what I’ve already taught you, but we don’t have time for me to work you up to it.  I wouldn’t even attempt it if you didn’t know so much about quantum mechanics already, and that’s gonna matter.  Your education as an engineer is going to help you with this.”


“I’m glad it’s good for something other than inventing stuff that explodes.  Both intentionally and accidentally,” he drawled.


She chuckled.  “Let’s not do that here.  Alright, step one.  Learning how to reach into the quantum realm,” she said professionally.
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“Slowly, Jason,” Mrar said.  She was sitting on a log by the firepit, and half the Parri village was watching as he stood in the clearing between it and the shaman’s hut.  He was wearing a workout tank top, a pair of memory fabric exercise shorts that hugged his skin without feeling tight or constricting.  “Remember the first rule.”

“Don’t fall in,” he said in a distracted voice as he prepared himself for this.  Over the last eight days, he had learned far more about quantum mechanics than he believed, because he had reached into them with his own mind and seen them from the inside…and that experience had nearly driven him to the brink of madness.  Quantum mechanics were best described as a jumble of paradoxes that all cancelled each other out to create something that a rational mind could understand in terms of effect, but not cause.  How they worked was beyond mortal man, but after studying them long enough, mankind had learned to predict some of their more stable aspects.


And this was one of them.  The first step to this technique was to encapsulate himself in a bubble of staged space as close to his body as he could make it, like an airskin shield just tikra from his skin, and that would form the boundary of the phase shift.  Because he couldn’t interact with anything in that state, not even air, he had to bring air with him when he did this.  If he didn’t, his lungs would collapse and he’d suffer the effects of depressurization because he’d effectively be in a vacuum, and would die both very quickly and very painfully.  Air was not a multiphasic material, so if he shifted into a quantum state, he’d be shifting into a state that had no air pressure…a vacuum.  So, to protect from depressurization, he had to shift a volume of air around him and hold it together within a telekinetic bubble while he was in that state.  The downside was that air was very hard to shift into a quantum phase due to its light density, so he had to take as little with it with him as possible, just enough to prevent decompression.  That meant that the time limit for this technique was effectively how long he could hold his breath, plus maybe about a minute of additional air carried with him when he shifted phase.

And that was just the first pitfall.  The second was gravity, the only unphased or non-interphasic natural force in the universe that could affect him while he was shifted into a quantum state.  He had to maintain a border between the bottom of the bubble, which had to be directly against the bottom of his shoes, or feet if he was barefoot like he was now, and the outside world, or gravity would draw him down into the planet…where he would die once his air ran out or he exhausted himself and he returned to normal, subsequently materializing inside solid rock.  This was the trickiest part of the whole thing for him, truth be told, because he had to allow the two misphased materials to interact, but not enough to prevent one from moving through the other.  There was a delicate balance in it, and that balance shifted depending on the composition and density of the material under his bubble.  The greater the density, the easier it was to hold the border, which made it very useful for when he was standing on a floor.  But just like Shadowcat from the X-Men, he could walk on air by adjusting that border to allow it to interact with something like air, with very little density.  It was just bloody fucking hard.

That was why the border had to be against his feet or boots, because he needed the density of his body’s molecular structure to interact with the density of the material upon which he wanted to stand, forming the barrier between the two phases that was resistant enough to hold him against gravity.


He formed the bubble around himself, right against his skin, and then reached into the very fabric of quantum reality and skewed it within the bubble, which caused him to feel that brief disorientation he knew meant that he had just pulled himself out of the base phase state of the universe.  He looked at Mrar and the shaman and wasted little time, turning and stepping forward, which caused him to walk directly through a large wooden pillar that had been set up beside him, carefully managing the border so his feet could pass through but didn’t allow them to pass through the ground when he stepped through and put his foot back down.  As soon as he was well through, making sure by looking back, he very carefully relaxed his power in a way that caused the air he was occupying to get pushed out of his phased space, forming a momentary vacuum and a light pop sound of rapidly displaced air that he could hear because he was in the same phase as the displaced air.  He immediately blew out his breath explosively and leaned over, his hands on his knees, panting for breath as his head began to pound.  Doing that caused almost instant migraine-level headaches, but the good part was that they only lasted a few seconds.

“Very good, Jason.  You did everything right,” Mrar said approvingly.  “The headaches will eventually stop once you get enough practice.”


“It almost doesn’t make it worth it,” he said seriously, wincing as it felt like his head was going to explode, then he stood back up and felt blood seep down his lip.  He’d lost so much blood over the last eight days, he was surprised that he hadn’t been hospitalized for anemia.


“It will be if they lock you in a cage,” she told him.  “Now deal with the pillar.”


“How?”


“However you think will remove it as an obstacle,” she answered, standing up.  She raised a shield of pure telekinetic force around her and the shaman, protecting them if his concept of dealing with the pillar turned out to be dramatic.


For that, he resorted to something she’d already taught him, something he cheekily named the Gambit Attack.  He lunged expertly up to the pillar, then struck it with the open palm of his hand, striking it at an upward angle.  His power flooded into the pillar as pure kinetic energy, and that invested energy caused the pillar to suddenly blast off into the air, along with a sudden wash of air flowing back away from him, whipping at his hair like he was standing in a gale.   It soared all the way out over the village and landed beside his skimmer, a smoking, charred hole where his hand had made contact where the transfer of energy had taken place.  It was amusingly close to Gambit’s mutant power from the X-Men comics, the ability to charge kinetic energy into an object.  Gambit did it to outside objects, but the technique Mrar taught him did it to his own hand, which then transferred that kinetic energy to whatever he touched.  The end effect was exactly what happened.  Whatever he touched suddenly had all that kinetic energy, and it had a vector because of the movement of his arm, and that caused the object to get blasted away from him on that vector.  It was like his hand was a gun and the object he touched was a bullet, and it could be used to devastating effect if one was clever.  It turned virtually anything into a potentially lethal projectile, even something as innocuous as a piece of paper…or a playing card.


Mrar could send an object weighing a benkonn flying nearly a hundred shakra when she used that technique with her full power.  That was an object weighing nearly a metric ton flying about 33 meters.  That was just, just insane.

“Shield,” she called, and he complied by forming a telekinetic shield exactly like hers, a curved arc of pure telekinetic energy that formed a protective physical barrier.  “Fire,” she called, and he raised his hands and invested the air around them with intense energy, which caused the air to ignite and burst into flame. He protected his hands from the heat with another trick Mrar taught him, absorbing the thermal energy and redirecting it into the fire, in effect building the heat with more heat, which lessened the effort he had to invest into it and made it exceptionally efficient.  “Ice,” she called, and he complied by using that selfsame trick in a large area, draining the air around him of its heat by quelling the motion of the molecules within the area of effect…and that motion was what heat really was.  Mist began to form within the effect from the water vapor in the air, and the grass around his feet began to frost over.  “Radiance,” she called, then she and the shaman shielded their eyes and looked away.  Jason closed his eyes himself as he drew in all light around him, turning the area dim, and then a burst of brilliant, blinding light erupted from his hands, which were the focus, which would temporarily blind and disorient enemies that weren’t wearing visors or other eye protection.  That trick probably wouldn’t do much to the guards he expected in the Board’s chamber, but it would work on the Board itself.  “Laser,” she ordered, and he reoriented his power, drawing in all light around him, then focused it into a coherent beam and projected it at the ground in front of him, which caused the grass to catch fire and the ground under it to sizzle and burn as the coherent light beam ate into it.  When the beam ended, a puddle of molten slag was in the bottom of the shallow depression left behind, which was the melted result of what the beam couldn’t vaporize.  “Vortex,” she ordered, and he turned and thrust his open palm away from him.  He affected the air all around him with his power, drawing it in and then giving it motion and velocity, forming a tightly compact rotating vortex, like a sideways tornado, that lashed away from his hand..  “Scythe,” she demanded, pointing at another wooden post set close to him.  He took command of the air with his power and formed its molecules into a line, like a monomolecular blade, and then lashed it at the post with impressive force.  The blade of air sliced right through the log with ease, and the top of it slid off the base and dropped to the ground.  “Flip it,” she ordered, which made him take a step back and furrow his brow in intense concentration, for she ordered him to do something very, very hard.  He affected the space around the piece of cut post and then reversed gravity within it, causing it to “fall” up into the air a good thirty shakra.  “Crush!” she ordered, and he reached out a hand and then closed it into a fist to help him concentrate.  His power surrounded the piece of log, reached deeply into it, and then he affected the space within its molecular structure, compressing it.  That caused the matter within the space to collapse into the effect, radically increasing the density as all the mass was crushed into a small space.  It mangled the object beyond recognition, but it did the job.  It also caused it to spontaneously combust as all the energy of the object was compressed into a much smaller space, drastically raising its temperature.

All of those except the phasing were things she’d already taught him, and to use it like that, not in a training session but in preparation to defend himself against a room full of enemies, it reminded him once again just how truly powerful the Pai Masters were.  They were roughly equivalent in raw unboosted power to the Generations when taken on the average, but it was their skill with telekinesis put the Generations to absolute shame.  What they could do…it almost seemed like magic.

But it wasn’t magic.  It was all telekinesis, just employed in ways that Jason had never considered until Mrar started teaching him.


And she’d barely taught him a tenth of what she knew.


He…he wasn’t sure if he wanted to know.  To learn those kinds of applications, backed up with the power of a gestalt, it might make the Generations forget who they were.  That kind of power could be a drug, an enticement to abandon the strict code of morality they all obeyed, turning into everything Jason feared they might be.


Monsters.


It was why the Pai didn’t teach those kinds of techniques to just anyone.  The Masters weren’t just powerful in their talent, they were also highly disciplined and had towering moral standards.  They knew what that kind of power could do, so they kept it out of the hands of those who could not use it responsibly.  To become a Master, a Pai had to first pass a deep telepathic screening that went all the way down into the depths of the psyche to ensure that the candidate wouldn’t be seduced by their power and turn into something the Masters would then have to stop.

And that was just one reason why he admired the Pai so much.

Panting, hands on his knees to recover from the effort, and his nose bleeding liberally, he looked over at the two female felines and saw expressions of confidence on them.  “You have progressed far in just a few days, Jason Karinne,” the shaman told him with a gentle smile.


“I think I’m ready,” he said, standing back up and wiping at the blood on his upper lip.  “I better be, the conference is tomorrow,” he amended in a level tone.


You’re ready, Jason, Mrar agreed, sending so the shaman could understand her.  I wish I’d had the time to teach you how to accelerate your personal time frame, but we can’t always get what we want.  Between that and phasing, I felt learning phasing was the more important of the two.

“I agree with you,” he nodded.  “You’re right.  If they lock me in a cage, you gave me a way to get out that won’t trip every alarm in the place.  That might buy me the time I need to escape.  But you are gonna finish teaching me that time trick when I get back.”


I have to, you can’t go around only being half-taught.  You may get adventurous, and then we’ll all be attending your funeral, she sent seriously.


“I think we all want to avoid that,” he said as he felt up to using his power again.  He brought over a cloth, and wiped the blood from his lip, jaw and neck, from where it flowed down past his mouth.  “I’m fairly confident I can handle anything the Benga throw at me physically.  Thanks to Ryn, they’re not gonna dominate me telepathically,” he declared.

“The question remains, Jason Karinne.  Can you look them in the eyes and forgive?” the shaman asked.


“I can look them in the eyes and give them the chance to hang themselves,” he answered evenly.  “That’s about as close to forgiveness as I’m going to get.  But if you’re asking me if I can negotiate with them, if I can walk out of that room with them still alive…yes.  I feel I can,” he answered, walking over to them.  “I’ll be thinking of the billions of people who will die if I lose my temper. That on top of the mental focusing techniques you taught me should keep me from doing anything stupid.  I made this crucible for myself out of a childish need to punish them for what they did to Aria, to watch them burn with my own eyes,” he admitted.  “Now I have to walk through the fire I set out of hatred without getting burned myself.”


“Understanding that truth goes a long way to achieving your goal, Jason Karinne,” the Parri told him seriously.  “You are far less likely to fall into a hole when you can see it in your path.”  She stood up and looked down at him, putting her large hand-paws on his shoulders.  “You can see the path before you, and you will walk it with calm and caution, Jason Karinne.  And if you find yourself in doubt, unsure, remember that even on a world like E Chaio, there are those that believe in you  Let the gentle illumination of their hearts bathe yours in love and reassurance, Jason Karinne.”  She reached out a hand, and a Terran finch landed on her thick, stubby finger.  She presented the tiny bird to him, and it hopped off her finger and onto his shoulder.

“Why do I suddenly feel like a Disney princess,” he quipped as the tiny bird shifted on his shoulder, he could feel its tiny claws digging a tiny bit into his bare shoulder.


She gave him a small smile.  “Even in a world as scarred as E Chaio, there is life, Jason Karinne.  And where there is life, there is love.  Do not ignore the hidden life, who will come to your call if you have need of them.  The lurkers below, the skulkers in the small spaces, the hidden scavengers, they will hear the call of your heart and come to you.  A mouse may be tiny and harmless, but a vast army of mice, united in a common purpose, is a force that even a lion must respect.”


“I understand,” he said gravely, then he reached up and took very gentle hold of the tiny bird, bringing it down to where he could see.  “But not you, little warrior.  You’re going to stay here and protect the village from the scourge of uneaten seeds,” he told the tiny bird, which gave a piping little chirp and flew off.  “With your permission, shaman, I’m going to return to Karsa.  I’m sure Miaari has a lot more information for me about tomorrow, and I need to get Mrar back home before Samin murders me for taking so much of his lesson time away.”


I’ll take that ride.  Tea tomorrow, shaman?

“I will have it ready, Mrar Rahl,” she replied with a smile down at the diminutive female.  Mrar’s head topped out at Jason’s mid-thigh, and curiously enough, that’s about where she came up to the shaman’s leg as well.  But, since the Parri had a much longer torso than Jason did, had shorter legs by proportion than a human, it still put her head over his.


And that was it.  Eight days of meditation training with the Parri to give him the mental discipline to face the Board without killing them and telekinetic training with Mrar was done, and he felt prepared for tomorrow’s confrontation.  All he needed now was the last minute changes Miaari and Kraal would have for him, and he’d be completely ready.  All he’d have to do was wait for tomorrow.


But…tomorrow was going to change things, at least to him, in a small but significant way.  Tomorrow, a Generation was going to use their power not to defend Karis, not to protect, but to attack.  He had absolutely no doubt that the conference was going to devolve into a fight, him against the guards and their automated defenses, and they would see what Jason did not want the world outside Karis to know.  They would see exactly what a Generation could do.  And with the tactical gestalt built into his arms, they’d see far more than what he would usually be capable of doing unboosted.

They would see a Generation as a weapon, the one way Jason did not want anyone to ever think of his race.


They boarded the skimmer, his home for the last eight days, and after Mrar removed a baseball glove from the co-pilot’s seat and climbed up into it, Aria’s glove, the skimmer lifted off and turned towards Karsa, which was to the east-southeast of the village and all but on the other side of the continent, about 2,100 kathra away.  The skimmer was littered with both his clothes and some of the things the kids and the girls had left there when visiting him during his training session, so it very much looked like it was a little bit too “lived in.”  Jason was usually compulsively neat, but the training had been both mentally and physically exhausting to the point where he’d made a bit of mess in the skimmer over the last few days, too tired to clean up after himself and without Ayama or Surin or Seido to come along behind him and tidy up.  But, the time had been good for him, in more ways than one.  He felt ready for this now.  He felt that he could stand in the same room with the Board and not burn them to ash in furious retribution for what they’d done to his adopted daughter.  He felt ready to take on their guards when they tried to prevent him from leaving the building, and he knew exactly where to go and what to do to escape, since he would be arriving on a Syndicate shuttle and thus would have no ship to get him home.


That was part of the arrangements made.  Jason would transfer from a KPS J-980 jump-capable civilian passenger ship to a Syndicate civilian transport at a pre-arranged meeting point at the edge of the E Chaio star system and come in the rest of the way to the planet under sub-light, which would be a six hour journey…and that in itself was part of their plan, putting him on a transport for six hours with high-calibre telepaths and seeing what they could learn from him as he battled the boredom of a tedious journey.  The transfer would not involve any military vessels, though that didn’t mean that much given that a fleet of Karinne warships could be there in about six seconds if necessary.  From their point of view, he would be coming alone, unprotected, and completely at their mercy, and they’d believe it to be the trap it was if not for the Oracles.  Jason’s intent wasn’t to attack the Board, his intent was to broker a peace agreement, and in the snapshot of time in which the question was posed to the Oracles, that was all they saw.  And so long as Jason’s intent did not change, they would not see him as a threat. The only threat they would see would be in if the Board made the mistake of attacking him…that was when he became a threat.  So long as he was not attacked, he was no threat.  And even though he was delivering a payload of deadly spiders, they also posed no threat because it was not the intent of the Karinnes to use them.  By holding onto that intent as long as possible, it presented a snapshot of time where the meeting had no deadly consequences for the Board unless they made the error of trying to kill him…which they would not try to do face to face with him.  They’d pretend to negotiate, and when the time came for Jason to leave, that was when they’d make their move.  They’d take him prisoner and then no doubt the Board would have him executed in some very slow and exceptionally painful manner for their viewing pleasure.  After all, he was coming in one of their ships, so he had no way to get home without them.

There was just one hole in the plan, on which they had to gamble a bit, and that was that the end result of the entire plan would result in the deaths of the Board.  And there was no way they could hide that.  They were gambling that the Board wouldn’t ask the right question, wouldn’t phrase it in a way that would reveal that truth, and that the Oracles, seeing their own freedom in the plan, would either outright lie or omit enough to hide the truth from them.


Then again, the Oracles themselves probably had a whole lot on their minds at the moment.  In about two hours, the CCM was going to attack V3ΔE-31, and a series of tightly coordinated special ops missions launched from all five Nexus stations and from frigates carrying strike teams that would use CMS to get into position without detection would be undertaken to free or kill every single remaining Oracle, including the three on E Chaio.  Kraal’s people had found all of them, tracked down their locations, and in just two hours, the operation would begin to free them.  All 118 of them.  So, the negotiation for peace was going to be taking place either during an active battle or immediately following it, depending on how much resistance the CCM encountered, and immediately after the Syndicate had lost all of their active Oracles.  The battle itself was also nothing but a diversion to let them get the rest of the Dreamers off the planet, and it satisfied the main reason they were in Andromeda, to recover the Dreamers and deprive the Syndicate of the Oracles.  Once those objectives were completed, the CCM and the Karinnes would have no reason to remain, and that would allow them to bargain in good faith.

The loss of the Oracles would probably make the Board even more furious, and Jason was just hoping that their fury made them predictable.  That would make it easier for him to make it home alive.


What bothered Jason the most about the whole thing was that he wouldn’t be going in with the Storm Riders.  Even if he was a reservist, he was still a member of the company, and it felt wrong for them to go into battle without him.  The 40 active duty and 9 other reserve members were his brothers and sisters, all but a part of his family, and it felt wrong for them to go into battle, to put themselves at risk, without him there with them, fighting shoulder to shoulder with them and doing everything in his power to make sure they all made it back in one piece.


And there would be lives at risk.  Once again, the Storm Riders were partnering with the best mindstrikers in the Imperial Marines, the mindstrikers that had gone in with them at Atrovet.  While the Storm Riders were going in merged remotely, the Marines in the upper cockpit would most certainly be putting their lives on the line so they could bring their telepathic skills to the battlefield.


He was honestly worried for Kei.  He trusted the other Storm Riders, but Kei…she was his partner.  They’d become close friends during the training exercises leading up to the battle, and he kept in touch with her…even gave her right of passage privileges to Karis.  That was because she’d become a part of Jyslin’s pack of girlfriends, like Mikano, and it was hard to go out and have fun when she wasn’t on planet.


He almost had to chuckle at that thought.  He was a man who cherished peace above all things, but was, admittedly, one of the more dangerous soldiers in the KMS.  He was a member of one of the elite mecha companies, considered the fourth most elite in the pecking order, and he didn’t earn that position due to his status as the Grand Duke.  Tara would have never taken him if he couldn’t fight, and he’d been trained by the best riggers in the entire fucking galaxy.  He was a man of peace that could fight, and would fight, but only fought so he could return to the peace he craved.


Like Daniel said in Karate Kid, he learned to fight so he wouldn’t have to fight.


He landed on the pad behind the house about an hour later, next to the guard barracks, where Miaari and Kraal were standing waiting for him.  Both of them looked quite serious, and they had been since this plan was devised.  Mrar hopped down the stairs in front of him as he came out, then she headed for the main house to see Jyslin and the kids before getting back to her usual schedule.  “Cousins,” he greeted, stepping down onto the plascrete…which felt a bit weird on his bare feet.

“Cousin.  Nice shorts,” Kraal said.


That made Jason laugh.  “They’re not nearly as uncomfortable as they look,” he replied lightly.  “You have the revisions to the plan?”


“A few, but not many,” Kraal answered as they started for the house.  “We have all the equipment in place and ready, and the pack should be in place just before you arrive, both inside and outside the building.”


“The addition to the plan is a frigate,” Miaari said.  “The Javelin has made the run through E Chaio’s defense network before, and it will be standing by to do so again if you need to be evacuated without using a nexus bridge.  However, it’s not going to be picking you up anywhere near the capitol.  It has to rendezvous with you in a place where it can decloak long enough for you to board.  They’ll have their active sensor network going with you at large, so we have to take additional steps to protect the frigate.”

“And where’s that?”


“About fifty kathra offshore, and about two hundred shakra deep,” Kraal answered.  “It seems that their sensor net has problems penetrating the water due to all the heavy metal pollution.”


“CMS won’t run underwater.  It will blow out the matrix,” Jason warned.


“Normally.  We’ve developed a workaround.  An external pod generating an airskin shield,” Miaari told him.  “They’ll launch the pod just before hitting the water and submerge.”


“What about the pod itself?”


“It’s small enough for an SCM module to hide it from their sensor net,” Kraal answered.


“And how am I getting out there?”


“We have a plan for that.  That’s what you’re about to learn,” Miaari said.


“Then let’s get going.”

Jason was a bit distracted, however, because about halfway through their meeting, the attack began.  He had holos up on the side so all three of them could monitor the progress of the operation, which had two major phases.  Phase one was the initial naval attack, but that was nothing but a diversion for the second phase, and that was the evacuation of the Dreamers using tunnels the Makati had burrowed up into their concentration camp, which led to three separate nexus bridges in the same room.  All three couldn’t operate at the same time else they’d interfere with each other, but they were going to stagger them so one bridge was open at all times, allowing them to cycle through them in four minute intervals.  And the instant the last Dreamer was off the planet, then the bridges would start sending the strike teams to the Syndicate Naval flagships and recover the Oracles from them.  While that was going on, the frigate strike teams would be assaulting facilities holding Oracles on planets or stations.  They would be going in with three frigates per team, one frigate cutting directly into the Oracle’s chamber with its particle beam to disable all power and kill devices to the room as the other two attacked main power feeds into the buildings to cut their power, and the strike teams would go down the holes made by the particle beam, secure or kill the Oracle, and then evacuate back to the frigate.  The three frigates would then bomb the facility with a cased plasma torpedo as they made their escape, which would leave nothing behind but a smoking crater over a kathra across…nearly a kilometer.  The cased plasma torpedoes they were using for the operation were the big ones, the strategic bomb variety, and had the explosive power of 6,000 Hiroshima nuclear bombs.

That was the strategy for Oracles they intended to recover, but for those they intended to kill due to their loyalty to the Syndicate, they’d simply hit them with a stellar collector fired from about ten light seconds away and vaporize the building, the area around the building, and just about everything else around that.  And that side of the operation should be beginning any moment, since it was supposed to start just as the KMS initiated the battle.  They were killing the loyal Oracles first to set the stage, to make the Syndicate think that they were going to kill all of them, and it was Lorna’s hope that it would cause the Syndicate to evacuate some of the personnel from the buildings holding the Oracles and leave the Oracles to die.  That would hopefully let the strike teams get in with less resistance.  They were going to kill 46 of the 118 remaining Oracles in a staggered pattern that established their intent, but then would be mixed in with the recovery team attacks so the Syndicate wouldn’t know which Oracles they were going to kill and which they were going to rescue.  And the solar collectors would make killing the Oracles a simple task, since they could obliterate the entire compound holding an Oracle in the blink of an eye.

Really, the collectors could wipe out entire cities and disrupt the target planet’s climate if they used them at full power, but they weren’t going to do that.  They’d be using them at the absolute minimum power they could…which was still enough to wipe out several city blocks, flash-heat the atmosphere around the beam to create a shockwave of fire that would set the entire city on fire, and no doubt kill tens of thousands…some of them civilians.  But they had no choice in the matter.  If the Syndicate kept even one Oracle, they could clone him or her and they’d be right back in this boat in about thirty years.  For this to work, for them to secure real peace with the Syndicate, every single Oracle and Dreamer had to be removed from Syndicate control. And if that meant that they had to eradicate entire cities…then so be it.  The deaths suffered today would be nothing compared to the deaths that both sides would suffer if the war escalated.


In this case, the military target was worth the civilian casualties.  Jason didn’t like it, but he understood the necessity of it.


They paused to watch the holos.  The fleet had engaged, and in typical Lorna fashion, they had the Syndicate completely confused within the first ten minutes.  She opened up with 3D toys, decoying the enemy’s sizable fleet into a position where the KMS command ships and flagships with KMS and Hrathari escorts dropped into normal space after entering the system in mode two and struck from their flank.  Lorna exploited the fact that the ships could move in mode two with the GRAF cannon fully charged, bringing along the only ships in the CCM that could move with them, those equipped with translight drives.  The GRAF cannons were backed up by a sizable number of stellar collectors seeded into the system and kept hidden with CMS.  The initial attack destroyed or disabled 142 super-ships, including the fleet’s flagship, which was struck by both the Tianne and Kinai’s GRAF cannons, just to make sure.


Then, Lorna had the advance element do something absolutely ingenious.  Since the rest of the fleet was 12 minutes away by mode zero flank, yet they didn’t want to disengage, she had the ships continue firing on the Syndicate fleet from a position where the ships couldn’t protect themselves from both the GRAF cannons and the stellar collectors, couldn’t break line of sight with both, forcing them to decide which way they were going to die.  The logical solution to that was to send ships to destroy the collectors as the main fleet moved attack the KMS ships, and keep their ships moving at evasive high speed until the collectors were knocked out, given the collectors were not easy to aim due to the fact that they had to lead the target.  That was something that the enemy commanders quickly figured out, so the enemy fleet turned to charge the advance element.  And where Lorna was brilliant was that she had the ships continue to fire on the advancing fleet, which was doing a good job evading the stellar collector fire, right until they were nearly in range of missile barrages, and then she had them retreat using mode two just enough to give them time to fire another shot with their GRAF cannons.  And as soon as the cannons fired, they did it again, retreating using mode two about 100,000 kathra, a mode two jump of only a brief moment, which gave their GRAF cannons enough time to charge and fire before the enemy could get close enough to launch missiles.  The KMS and Hrathari escorts could easily keep pace with the command ships, and would be there to protect the ships if the maneuver failed to work.

Lorna was baiting the enemy fleet into chasing ships they would never catch, pulling them further and further away from the planet and shipyard and their orbital defenses!  It was a brilliant tactic!


A tactic the enemy commander seemed to understand after the fourth time the ships retreated out of their reach.  The enemy fleet turned around and retreated back towards the planet and shipyard…but them chasing the command ships had left the orbital systems exposed, and Lorna took advantage of it.  KMS frigates decloaked all around the planet and attacked the orbital weapon platforms with particle beams and cased plasma torpedoes, taking a huge bite out of the planet’s defenses before the enemy fleet could do anything about it.  The frigates struck from complete surprise and destroyed their targets before most of them could even fire at them, and the few that did mostly either missed, used Torsion weapons that did nothing, or fired missiles that the frigate could outrun as it waited for the CMS to recharge so they could cloak.  Only one frigate was hit hard enough to do anything to it, blowing a pretty big hole out of its port bow that must have disabled its particle beam, but the ship turned toward deep space and engaged the translight drive and escaped at FTL speed before a follow-up shot could disable or destroy it.

Again, Jason felt utterly justified in the entire translight program after seeing them used in combat that way.  They added an entirely new dimension to naval warfare, and afforded his ships a very fast way to escape if necessary.


“Lorna already has them outmaneuvered,” Kraal noted professionally.  “She’s split the fleet from their orbital defenses, and that allowed the frigates to slip in behind them and take them out.”


“She commands the CCM for a reason, Kraal,” Jason said proudly.  She was his aunt, after all.  “When does the evacuation begin?”


“It should have just begun,” Miaari answered.  “They were supposed to start bringing Dreamers down into the tunnels as soon as the fleet engaged.  Given how many of them there are, it’s going to take at least two hours to evacuate them all.  Lorna has to hold their attention long enough to get them at least down into the staging caverns, which are both very deep and shielded by SCM.  If they do it right, the Syndicate will have no idea where the Dreamers went.”

He looked to another holo, showing an infiltrator’s minicam catching the first of the solar collector strikes on an Oracle facility.  This one was located at U3B-71, one of their major intelligence centers with the entire planet devoted to the intelligence community, and the camera caught the collector beam lancing in from the heavens and striking the large, imposing building holding the Oracle and the analysts that worked with the predictions the Oracle made.  The building vanished in the blink of an eye, consumed by the blazing light of the collector beam, and then a massive explosion detonated where the beam’s edge struck the ground, the explosive ejection of earth and rock caused by the flash-vaporization of the matter within the beam.  A massive shockwave of fire blasted away from the impact point, moving faster than the speed of sound, and in barely a second, the camera’s image winked out as it was struck by the shockwave.


“By the Denmother,” Kraal said grimly.  “I knew the stellar collectors were powerful, but to see one used against a ground target…” he trailed off.


“Maybe now you understand why I’ve said that the collectors may have the greatest weapon 3D ever invented,” Jason said soberly.  “They’re the most powerful weapon we’ve ever devised for how cheap they are to build and how power efficient they are.  That explosion was produced by a singularity plant about the size of the power plant in your skimmer.”


“Truly,” he agreed with a slow nod.  “And it seems that the Oracle did not warn the Syndicate about that strike.”


“Oracles can’t foresee their own deaths,” Jason reminded him.  “It’s a limitation in their power, and one we’re exploiting.  I just wish we didn’t have to kill them,” he sighed.


“We must, Jason.  And at least this way, it is over before the Oracle even knows what happened.  It is a merciful death,” Miaari told him.


“I know.  I’m going to convince Denmother to give several medals to the Kimdori that broke into the Oracle database on E Chaio and managed to get their locations,” he said.


“Oh, I’ve already done so, cousin,” Kraal said proudly.  Those Kimdori were from Kraal’s clan, and their success would increase the prestige of his clan.


Jason went back to the original holo to see that the Syndicate fleet had returned to the planet, but it was too late. The frigates had already destroyed over half of the orbital defenses, prioritizing the most dangerous ones, and had already retreated and cloaked, hiding them from Syndicate sensors.  The fleet moved past the planet and broke line of sight with the command ships and continued to move, which allowed them to evade the collector fire coming in at them from the star.  The first Syndicate ships sent after the collectors managed to reach their targets—even if the collector was protected by CMS, the beam it generated was easy enough to follow back to the source—but found themselves besieged by automated 3D weaponry set to defend the collectors.  The first ships to reach collector positions were destroyed by mines or other toys, which was a major deviation from the usual tactic the CCM employed by using collectors as expendable assets, self-destructing when the enemy got too close to them.  For the first time, the ships sent to destroy collectors encountered defense around them, and they weren’t ready for it.  That allowed the collectors to continue firing, making it harder for the main Syndicate fleet to maneuver, keeping them effectively in a fully defensive posture until the main body of the CCM fleet arrived.

And that was when the tactics changed.  The CCM fleet came screaming into the theatre in two separate large formations at flank speed from two sides.  It pinned the fleet in at the planet, the only direction from which they were not being attacked.  And that was when things slowed down.  The fleet formed a perimeter, boxing the Syndicate in, but they didn’t swarm forward to attack.  They simply held position and allowed the command ships to continue firing their GRAF cannons, slowly whittling down the enemy fleet by destroying its super-ships.

It was again a wise tactic.  The CCM fleet was there to stall, to hold the enemy’s attention while the covert team evacuated the Dreamers, and doing what they were doing did just that without looking out of place.  They didn’t look like they were stalling, they looked like they were chopping down the Syndicate from outside of their range to respond, which was only smart.


The Syndicate fleet was trapped, and they knew they only had one option.  The entire fleet turned and accelerated towards the closest formation of CCM ships with the intent of getting within the formations to prevent the use of GRAF cannons or collectors, else the shots would threaten the CCM’s own ships.


He looked back at the holo showing the Oracle operations, and saw that the recovery operations had begun.  They would attack the Oracles within super-ships first, since they had to use nexus bridges to get in, and luckily for them there were only 24 of them left.  There were barely 200 Oracles total, and most of them were kept on planet-side facilities where they were kept safe.  Each major fleet flagship, the mind-bogglingly gigantic beasts the size of planetoids, had an Oracle on it, and there were only 33 of them—32 since the CCM captured Sha Ra’s ship.  Seven Oracles had already been recovered from those ships in prior operations, and had not been replaced due to the Syndicate not being sure if it was safe to do so.  Thanks to Kimdori infiltrators disabling cameras and setting up SCM at the arrival points on the super-ships before the recovery teams bridged in, and leaving behind antimatter bombs to eradicate all evidence of their operation, the Syndicate had no idea how the CCM was getting on and off the ships.  They seriously believed that the CCM had some sort of teleportation technology, like transporters from Star Trek.

Which wasn’t far from the truth, to be honest about it.


They watched for another moment, and then they got back to what they were there to do.  Jason learned the changes in the plan and memorized all the details, which would have him getting out there in a small one-man submersible, which he would pilot right into the landing bay of the frigate when he reached the rendezvous point.  The submersible was hidden deep under the artificial ground along the coast about 30 kathra from the capitol complex, which he would reach through a series of abandoned tunnels and service passages that ran from the capitol area all the way there.  He could reach it without coming close enough to the surface for their sensor net to easily locate him.

When they looked again at the operation holos, he saw that only six Oracles on the super-ships remained, but not all of them had been successfully recovered.  Three had been killed by the kill machines before the extraction teams could reach them, two more had been killed in the firefight after the teams pulled them from their rooms, and one more had died when the boarding party was repelled and forced to retreat, killed by the antimatter bomb the team set immediately upon entering the ship.  And it pained him to see that, pained him to think of how close those Oracles were to freedom, only to die all but within sight of their goal.  But this wasn’t a fairy tale.  This was the real world, and in the real world, innocent people died.  People who didn’t deserve it died.  Sometimes the villain won, as the fact to which that the Syndicate controlled most of Andromeda attested.


The real world was not fair.


They had done the best they could with the information the Kimdori brought them, often at great personal risk, and despite that, despite months of planning and practice and training, six Oracles did not make it.  And they weren’t the only casualties.  So far, 27 Marines had been killed in the extraction operations, their bodies and all their gear atomized by the antimatter bombs left behind…and barely a quarter of the operations had begun.  There would be more fatalities, many more, when the strike teams started attacking the planetside facilities holding Oracles spread through Syndicate territory, and not just the Marines.  Given that part of the operations would be to blow up the facilities holding the Oracles, both to send a message and destroy any tech a fallen Marine may leave behind, there were going to be hundreds of thousands of civilian fatalities by the end of it.

He hated it.  But it had to be done.


By the time they finished the briefing, after Jason had learned all the changes to the plan and felt he was fully prepared, the last of the ship extraction operations ended in failure, because it never began.  By then, the Syndicate’s military HQ had enough information to work out what was going on, and they’d ordered the immediate execution of all Oracles.  And the Kimdori confirmed it, much to Jason’s growing anger.  Every single remaining Oracle in Syndicate custody was executed within two minutes of the order coming down, including all the ones in the planetside facilities that had yet to be attacked.  The Syndicate had killed them, had killed them all, to prevent the CCM from rescuing them.

That was just another tally on the scoresheet for keeping the Syndicate locked in their cage.


Clearly, they had the idea to use the Dreamers they had on V3ΔE-31 to find new Oracles, and in a dark way, he could see why they did it.  The war with the Consortium was won, and the Confederation was in another galaxy, wasn’t as much of an existential threat to the Syndicate that the Consortium had been.  They must have felt confident that they could find new Oracles before the war with the Confederation reached a point where they would need Oracles to direct the movements of the fleet to achieve victory.  After all, it didn’t take a precognate to predict that two million ships all hitting the same target was going to wipe  it out.  And that was really all they had to do, send their fleet to the Milky Way and break it into four 500,000 ship mega-fleets, then have them just move from system to system and eradicate all life they found there. It would take years, decades to win a war conducted like that, but they weren’t sending the fleet for strategic capture of resources.  They were sending them as revenge for the personal insult to the Board, and that meant they would have orders to burn the entire Milky Way to the ground.  They must have seen that it was an acceptable short-term sacrifice to keep the Confederation from taking the Oracles, because they’d eventually have more Oracles.

He leaned back in his chair, swallowing that bitter pill.  He had failed Aria’s brothers and sisters.  He had intended to get them out of there, give them a life away from that horror, but he had failed.  They were all dead.  They had only recovered 17 of the 118 Oracles remaining in Syndicate control.

Seventeen.  That meant that one hundred and one tortured children died without ever knowing anything else, had died in terror and fear and pain.


He put Myri up on a hologram.  “Have the frigates destroy all Oracle facilities immediately,” he commanded.  “Have the last strike team enter the Syndicate super-ship and set the antimatter bomb.  Destroy the bodies.”


She gave him a somber look.  “I’ll send it down right now, Jayce,” she nodded.


. Moments later, they watched several holos as his orders were carried out.  Holo after holo showed immense explosions as the frigates launched cased plasma torpedoes set for the minimum possible yield on the facilities that held the Oracles, obliterating them and everything around them for a couple of city blocks.  The fireballs rose high over the megabuildings surrounding the facilities, where the infiltrators had set up the surveillance cameras.

The Oracle operation had ended mostly in failure, so he checked the Dreamer operation…and that was much better news.  All the Dreamers had been evacuated into the underground bunker and were being evacuated as fast as they could run through the nexus bridge portal. Only one could be open at a time, so they were being sent through in groups four minutes at a time, then they paused and waited for the next bridge to open and continued.  The Makati tunnelers were directing the evacuation, and were doing it with typical Makati organization and efficiency.  They’d evacuated nearly half of the Dreamers, and if they held to the schedule and nothing went wrong, they’d finish in about 33 minutes. They were sending through nearly 200 Dreamers per minute thanks to having everything highly organized and having them all right there.

33 minutes.  The naval operation wouldn’t be finished in 33 minutes, which was what Lorna was aiming for.  She didn’t want to have to send ground forces to maintain the illusion that they were pressing the assault, she wanted the Dreamers off the moon before the Navy completely cleared all resistance from space.  She was accomplishing that by having the CCM appear to mass up for a ground attack where the remaining Syndicate defense forces could see it.  Whales and infantry mech jumpers were starting to pour into the theatre, massing up behind the protective screen of the CCM line vessels as the remaining stellar collectors were destroying the orbital defense platforms as they orbited around the planet and came into line of sight without the collector beam hitting the planet itself.  The Iyaneri and Pegasus were doing the same thing, maneuvering around the planet to get a line on their targets so they could destroy them with their GRAF cannons without hitting the planet, so from the Syndicate’s point of view, the CCM was taking its time destroying the last of the orbital defenses as they massed their ground forces and prepared to invade the planet.

It was expertly concealed stalling for time.


The three of them watched in growing anxiety as the counter of remaining Dreamers dwindled lower and lower, then hit the triple digits, as the CCM fleet destroyed the last of the orbital platforms and the fleet began to change its formation, the infantry ships surrounded by the line vessels in a formation clearly appearing to be a protective formation to get the landers into orbit safely.


But they didn’t advance.  Jason gave a sigh of relief as the last group of Dreamers started running through the portal, and behind them, a Makati tunneler set the timer on an antimatter bomb more than powerful enough to wipe out the entire concentration camp and most of the surrounding base.  The last Dreamer went through, and the tunneler activated the countdown timer as the Makati evacuated through the nexus bridge, until only the bomb-setter was left.  He picked up a large backpack, nearly as big as he was, and himself ran through the nexus bridge, which closed behind him.


It was done.  The Dreamers and the Makati team were safely off the planet, leaving nothing behind but the discarded possessions of the Dreamers and the equipment the tunnelers had to leave behind, such as the SCM pods, the beacons, and the observation camera.

And with their successful evacuation, the objective of the CCM’s presence in Andromeda had been achieved.  The Dreamers were removed from the custody of the Syndicate.  They had no more Oracles, they had no more Dreamers to breed more Oracles.  The enemy’s “I win” button had been taken away from them, and it was Jason’s hope that the loss of that supposed guarantee of victory would cause the Syndicate to adhere to a peace treaty.


All that remained was securing that peace treaty.  Jason would try to get one tomorrow, but if he failed, then he was sure that they would have one by the end of the month.


In unison, the CCM fleet turned from the planet and accelerated to flank, retreating from the planet and heading out to jump distance.  Seconds after they started that maneuver, a massive antimatter explosion on the planet’s surface completely destroyed the military base where the Dreamers had been held, making it look to the Syndicate that the CCM had wiped out the remaining Dreamers.


But, that was it.  The objective of the war in Andromeda had been achieved, so the CCM would jump back to Prakka and start the withdrawal operation, returning back home.  The Karinnes and Kimdori were going to keep Prakka as a forward listening post, keeping an eye on the Syndicate, and that would be the only CCM presence left in Andromeda.  And Jason had prepared for this, since it was the Karinnes that set up the forward bases on Prakka’s moons.  All the buildings, all the materials, all the permanent equipment, they belonged to the Karinnes.

“It’s over,” Miaari declared.


“Yup.  All we need now is the peace treaty,” Jason agreed.


They went over a few final details, and then they ended the meeting.  By then the kids were home, and that was the perfect way to spend this last night before the meeting with the Board, surrounded by the very reasons he was undertaking this dangerous mission.  His children, his family, they were everything.  He was willing to do this to protect his children, to save them from having to grow up in the midst of the most horrific kind of war the Syndicate wanted to wage, a war of basic survival against an enemy that wanted nothing less than their complete annihilation…over being insulted.

He came downstairs and swooped down on Bethany as she played with toys in the living room, picking her up and holding her over his head as she giggled, then settled her in his arms as he walked into the kitchen.  “Alright, I’m all done,” he declared.  “What’s for dinner?”

“Barbecued chicken,” Ayama answered as she and Seido chopped vegetables at the island.  Surin wasn’t in the kitchen…probably tending to Sanjira.


“Good, because I’m beyond hungry.  Parri food is delicious and filling, but I’m about ready for food that I can easily identify.”


“How did things go there?” Seido asked.


“Very well,” he answered.  “I’m completely ready for tomorrow’s mission, and thanks to them, I’m certain I’ll be coming home from it.”  He tickled Bethany’s belly with his free hand, making her giggle and squirm a bit.  “That gives me the rest of the day to spend with these little cuties.”


“The others decided to have a community dinner on the deck,” Ayama told him.  “Something of a good luck party.”

“Oh, so the chicken is our contribution,” Jason realized.


“That and some miji,” Seido added, pointing at the chopped vegetables on the cutting board before her.  “Ojipa style.”


“I’ll pretend that I know what that means,” Jason said, which made Ayama give him a bit of a smile.  “All I really know is that I like miji, so we’ll leave it there.”  Miji was a Shio dish best described as a salad on steroids.  It was cooked strips of some meat from Shio Prime served on a bed of chopped vegetables and drizzled with a hearty sauce.  The vegetables they used weren’t like lettuce.  There were six different ones used and each was surprisingly spicy or flavorful, and their flavor combined with the meat and sauce to produce something delicious.  “Now, where’s your sister, baby girl?”

“She’s up in the nursery.  Jyslin is with the babies,” Ayama answered.

[I’m done with the meetings, love,] Jason communed.  [I have the rest of the day to myself.]


[Miaari told me,] she answered.  [I’ll be down in a bit.  Jon’s being his usual fussy self.  Dahnai is on her way over with her family.]

[She must have heard about the barbecue.]


[She suggested it,] Jyslin answered.  [After everything you’ve gone through the last couple of takirs, love, we all want you to just sit back and relax before tomorrow.  And you do love a good cookout with friends and family.]


[I do indeed,] he agreed, noisily kissing his daughter’s cheek, making her giggle and squirm a little bit.

Barely an hour later, he certainly felt completely relaxed, wearing only a pair of swim trunks and sitting on an outdoor lounger on the large deck attached to the house that overlooked the beach as friends and family moved about around him and chatted, while the kids ran around having fun.  Community barbecues were something of a regular thing on the strip, where they all came over to Jason’s deck and enjoyed some grilled food and good conversation, reinforcing the powerful social bonds that made them feel more like a big family than a neighborhood.  It wasn’t limited to just the strip, since quite a few Generations and upper level government officials lived within walking distance of the strip, and they often attended these parties. 


The strip had a new resident since the last barbecue, Jenn, but that didn’t really change anything.  Jenn had moved into Meya’s house, which was in reality her and Myra’s house since it was a single very large house but inside was more like a duplex, sharing a living room, dining room, kitchen, and home gym, with two wings holding the private apartments of the twins.  That demonstrated that Faey twin need to stay together even into adulthood.  Lyn and Bryn were the extreme, twins that still lived together and did everything together, deeply intertwined to where they were virtually a single being inhabiting two bodies, where Meya and Myra were in the middle of the scale, still living very close to each other and sharing aspects of each other’s lives, but maintaining their own personal space.

It wasn’t entirely incorrect to say that Jenn had married more than one woman.  In Faey society, marrying a twin often came with the understanding that it was a two for one deal, and Jenn would have to share parts of his personal life with Myra.  Lyn and Bryn were the ultimate example of that.  When they got married, they’d virtually both be marrying the same man, and the man in their lives would be living with both of them, would in effect be married to both of them.  Faey law even acknowledged the situation.  Polygamy was illegal in Faey law, but when it came to twins, on the official licenses and permits, the first name of the twin was deliberately omitted, using only the surname.  That was on top of special legal status for twins in Faey law where the twins were considered a single legal entity when it came to things like taxes, property ownership, and just about anything where a single person could make a legal claim or case.  It was almost like an alternative form of marriage.

He often wondered where Bethany and Siyae were going to fall in that, or even Jon and Julia.  It wasn’t just identical twins that were deeply intertwined, it was twins in general, who grew up together and shared all aspects of their lives with each other.  Even in a house like his, filled with kids, the twins would spend more time with each other than with their siblings.  In a way, it made him almost jealous of his kids, who would grow up with siblings, with friends, where he had been an only child whose father’s job meant he moved too much to form the kind of deep, lasting bonds they could.  Military brats lived in the moment, knowing that the friends they made today may be gone tomorrow, so they supported each other without getting too close.  His kids wouldn’t have to deal with that.  They would grow up in this house, know only one home, grow up with friends and family, and want for nothing.

Including kids that weren’t his, but he considered his just out of principle.  When Dahnai arrived, he had Reli on his lap, tormenting Bryn’s daughter a little bit as her sister Rini cuddled a juvenile tabi, Marra…which she called Ma-Ma.  Every household on the strip had at least one tabi now, which Aya had more or less arranged to put furry little guardians in every house on the strip.  Marra wasn’t Bryn’s, she was actually Aura’s tabi that had wandered over from her house, and just one of three pets Aura had.  Aura liked animals, so she had three different pets, the other two being a Shio bii-bii, which was a small canine that looked like a cross between a miniature pinscher and a Pomeranian, and the other a Velarian rock bat, which were very popular pets due to their very affectionate natures and exceeding cuteness.  They looked very similar to Terran flying foxes, which were utterly adorable, and were slightly larger, which made them pretty big animals.  Unlike Terran bats, Velarian rock bats weren’t nocturnal, and they also didn’t hang upside-down. They walked on their wings and legs akin to the CGI dragon Smaug from the Hobbit movie, folding their wings enough to use them as limbs to walk around, and able to climb almost anything to get to a perch to take off thanks to the claws on their feet and the fact that they had two fingers and an opposable thumb on their wings, which allowed them to grip things on top of having claws for traction.  They had seven “fingers,” three of which turned their wings to hand-like appendages capable of manipulating objects and the other four forming the elongated bones on which their wing membranes anchored.  Those membranes folded back against the forearm when not spread, extending up over the bat’s shoulders when it was walking on all fours. They had an instinctive den impulse that made them choose a den and stay in it, which meant that they didn’t fly off and get lost.  Aura could let it out and fly around, and it always came home because home was den, and rock bats didn’t leave their chosen den unless forced.

[I take it you’re all done with the Parri?] Dahnai asked as she came up onto the deck carrying Kaen, Kellin, Sirri, and Maer standing at her side, and with Saelle and Evin behind her with Raisha and Miyai.  She brought the whole family…and Saelle and Evin were all but part of her family now.  Saelle and Dahnai were as close as sisters, even more so now that Dahnai was a Generation, and Dahnai had learned that the easiest way to adhere to Imperial custom yet still be around her children was to simply drag Saelle with her everywhere she went.  Dahnai almost never appeared anywhere without Saelle in tow, a fact that many in the Siann had noticed.

[I’m ready,] he answered.  [With luck, I’ll leave tomorrow morning and be back tomorrow night.]


[You’d better,] she retorted, her thought threaded with concern and worry and fear.


[I’m confident in our plan, love,] he soothed.  [The Kimdori have every possibility covered.  All I have to do is get out of the building, and what Mrar taught me will get me out of that building.  I can just walk right through it and nothing can touch me.]


[You mastered the phasing trick?]


[Yes I did,] he answered with a smile and a nod.  [When I’m shifted into a quantum phase, I’m absolutely untouchable by anything that doesn’t match my phase.  I can literally walk right through the guards and right through the walls.  So, I will get out of that building alive, love,] he promised adamantly.


[Aris’ sweet mercy, that makes me feel so much better,] she communed, leaning down and sliding her hand along his face. He smiled up at her and patted her hand before she pulled it away, which made her smile.

Dahnai effortlessly submerged herself into the party after that exchange, which never failed to make Jason feel better about things.  Dahnai had a lot of friends, honest, sincere friends, among the strip girls and the Generations that lived around the strip, and he always felt it was good for her to be surrounded by people that honestly cared for her.  It said a lot both in how Dahnai had changed since Jason had met her, becoming more open and more willing to make friends, and how they had accepted someone of Dahnai’s political stature among them without expecting favors…though just about everyone around the strip was used to galactic rulers given how often Zaa, Kreel, and Krirara were there.


And as if thinking about Kreel summoned him by magic, he burst onto the scene from the walkway leading to the landing pad, and he wasn’t alone.  Zaa, Krirara, Enva, Sk’Vrae, Observer A, and Brayrak Kruu were with him, which was quite an interesting mix.  “Hey now, I heard there was a barbecue going on here!” he shouted, getting everyone’s attention.  “Put the sugar chutes on the grill, Seido!  I’m hungry!”

“Are you crashing my party, Kreel?” Jason asked loudly.


“Of course I am, you dink!  That’s the best way to show up at a party!”


Observer A came up to the table and gave Jason a bit of a contrite look.  “We do apologize for coming unannounced, but Kreel insisted,” he said, demonstrating his Ruu manners.


“That’s alright, A, there’s plenty of food,” he replied.  “I can live with this group from the council.  Now if Anivan was with you, I’d have tossed your butt right out.”


He couldn’t help but chuckle.


He was honest enough about that.  These rulers were either his closest friends on the council or his most trusted allies, and he never minded having them around.  Everyone but Observer A was well versed in these very informal affairs and had little trouble mingling, even Brayrak Kruu—actually, he was quite a popular fellow on Karis with quite a few of his own friends—and they knew that politics weren’t discussed at these gatherings until well after everyone had plenty of time to eat and have fun.  So, Observer A found himself in a purely social situation, and he managed to handle himself fairly well.  Ruu were a lot more social than most on council realized, nowhere near as stuffy and proper, which Jason had learned working with RDX.  Some of the pranks she pulled on the others at Project G were pretty epic, showing both a great deal of imaginative creativity and outright fiendishness…to the point where several in 3D wanted RDX to be brought in.  RDX was exactly the kind of person they wanted in 3D, someone smart, creative, and absolutely diabolical.

By the time things settled down and the rulers gathered at a table overlooking the beach to discuss tomorrow’s mission, Observer A had managed to make quite a few friends among Jason’s family, friends, and neighbors.  Jason went over the mission with them, and stressed that his work with Mrar and the Parri had prepared him very well for his part of it.  “Thanks to the Pai, I’ll be able to literally walk right through the walls, so I’m going to get out of that building alive,” he surmised for them.  “Once I’m out, it all comes down to the plan the Kimdori worked up, which is very thorough.  I’ll know exactly what to do no matter what happens, that’s how deeply they’ve planned this out.  They’ve planned out sixteen different ways to get me off the planet, and each one doesn’t rely on any of the others.  If my preferred escape route is blocked, I can choose the best alternative based on the current conditions and fall back on it.”


“I had no idea that the Pai could do anything like that,” Shakizarr breathed.

“Not all of them, only the Masters,” Jason told him.  “And luckily I’m strong enough to do the trick…just not for too long.  If I stay like that more than maybe a minute, I’ll have such a nosebleed that I might pass out from blood loss.”


“Even with your gestalt?” Kreel asked, reaching over and tapping his forearm.


“I don’t think I could even do it without my gestalt,” he admitted.  “Remember, Kreel, Mrar is naturally stronger than I am.  Like way stronger.  I need the gestalt to do a lot of what she taught me.”


“Then I suppose it’s a good thing that both the Pai and the Muri have officially petitioned for entry into the Confederation,” Sk’Vrae mused.  “I’d rather be allied to beings with that kind of power than opposed to them.”


“Truth,” Kreel nodded.  “Technology schmechnology, the Pai are nasty all by themselves.”


“When did they do that?” Jason asked in surprise.


“Two days ago,” she answered.  “The vote is scheduled for tomorrow.  We plan to be in session the entire time you are on the mission,” she added.  “We want to be available in case any decisions need to be made.”


“And we’ll be here,” Shakizarr added, pointing down at the tabletop.  “Many of us in person, at least those of us that can survive on Karis unaided.  We’re just the first to arrive, and heard about this gathering.  So Kreel convinced us to crash it,” he chuckled.

“Well, this is news to me,” Jason said lightly.  “Just calling a summit without my approval now, eh?”


“We do have that power, Jason,” Sk’Vrae told him a bit cheekily, then she gave him a fanged smile when he turned a dirty look in her direction.


“The main reason we’re doing it is because we want to observe the mission using the micro-cams being incorporated into your robes, and Cybi said it was best if it was done from Karis,” Enva told him.  “She said that she can keep in contact with them even with them being in Andromeda.”


“We installed a biogenic comm array at Prakka, it gives Cybi coverage over the entire galaxy,” he said absently.  “Actually, it gives her coverage over the entire far side of the galactic cluster, it’s one of the hardcore arrays like the one we have here.  The one here gives us range to 56 of the 83 galactic formations in the cluster, including everything on our side of the cluster, and the one at Prakka gives us access to the rest of them.”

“So, we have comm access to the entire cluster,” Krirara noted.


“We do now,” Jason nodded.  “The new array was only put up a few days ago.  That kind of array takes a while to build, and we can’t just pre-produce it and keep it in storage.”


“Why not?”


“Because of how much Terynium is in it,” he answered.  “Terynium decays in normal space, and the more of it you have, the faster it decays.  It reacts to itself and accelerates the decay.  So an array that size has to be made when it’s needed, and the Terynium core that forms the antenna will have to be replaced about every fifteen years.”


“That’s a lot of material,” A said, looking over at him.  “How do you prevent the radiative cascade effect?”


“You have to keep the density lighter than 3.3577,” he answered. 

“Ah.  That’s how we do it, too,” A nodded.


“You have this Terynium?” Enva asked A.


“As in, you know what the heck it is?” Kreel asked cheekily.


“Of course.  We don’t call it Terynium, though, we call it Hestrium,” he answered.  “It’s a hyperspace material that forms the basis of our hyperspace application technologies, since the substance exists as a real object in both normal space and hyperspace.  It refines to something with the appearance and consistency of a soft metal, like lead or gold, and it’s not dangerous or toxic to living things.  It can be handled safely with bare hands, at least for short periods of time.  It can cause frostbite if held for too long, the natural ambient temperature of the substance is low enough to cause frostbite with extended exposure.  Handling Hestrium is similar to handling metal put in a freezer.  It’s the core of our hyperspace comm antennas and hyperspace jump engines.  Any device or system that deals with hyperspace has Hestrium involved somewhere in its construction.”


Jason was honestly surprised Observer A would reveal that much about Ruu technology to outsiders.


“So, you’d better not do anything stupid crazy, Jayce, we’ll be watching,” Kreel grinned.  “And I think there’s a few people at this table that will beat you senseless when you get home if you do.”


“You got that right,” Dahnai said aggressively, which caused some laughter.  “But I gotta say, I’m feeling much better about this since Mrar taught you that phasing trick.”

“You’re not the only one,” he nodded.  “She said it was the one thing she wanted me to learn, the best technique I could learn in the time I had to train, and she was right.  With that trick, I can completely protect myself, at least for short periods of time.  And I’ll use that time to get my ass out of danger.”


“That’s exactly what I wanted to hear, Jason,” Enva said.  “I’m very worried about you.”


“I appreciate your concern, Enva,” he said honestly.  “But I’m confident I’ll be fine.  Mrar and the Parri prepared me well for my role in the mission, and the Kimdori have a very good plan to get me off the planet alive.”


“You better come back, council will be boring as sin without you there,” Kreel joked.


They went over a lot of what Jason expected to happen tomorrow, discussing possible curve balls the Board might throw at him, but he ended up blowing off the serious talk to do what he was here to do, spend time with his children and family before his mission, to remind him exactly who was counting on him to not lose his temper and come back home.  He spent most of the afternoon just being Dad, trying not to think too much about tomorrow while also using every moment to remind him of what tomorrow was all about. Protecting his children from a lifetime of war, saving as many lives as he could…and all he had to do was not lose his temper, to not give in to the hate that had started him down this path.  What he had started in hate, he would finish out of love…not for the Board, but for his children, his wife and amu, his friends, his people.  If he allowed his love for them would guide him tomorrow, the shaman had told him, then he would leave E Chaio a better place, and leave a better man.

By sunset, the party had wound down, the rulers had gone to rest at hotels—except Kreel, Krirara, and Zaa, his friends were staying at the house as usual and Zaa was at her house in Jaxtra—leaving him with the three women that meant the most to him.  He walked along the beach with an arm around Jyslin, holding Dahnai’s hand, and with Symone clinging to his back piggyback style, her arms thrown over his shoulders and her legs wrapped around his waist.  Sometimes it amazed him, even now, that he was in love with three women, nearly as much as he was that the three women involved didn’t mind at all.  You will be careful, won’t you baby? Symone asked, sending so that only the four of them had any hope to hear it.


Of course I will, love, he answered.  I know this is dangerous, but I have a good feeling about it.  I’m doing the right thing, I know it.

And did the Parri tell you that? Dahnai nearly accused.


No.  There are some times you just have to listen to your instincts, and mine are telling me that this is the best course of action.  I appreciate your concern, but don’t worry too much.  There’s nobody on the council more qualified for this mission than me, mainly because only about five of us have any kind of actual combat experience.


Who else would have that kind of resume? Symone asked.


Grran for one.  Remember that he rose to power through the military, he answered.  He started as a gunner’s mate in the Navy, and he fought in several battles against Kypan pirates, both as a sailor and as a ship captain. And don’t forget, he commanded a Jobodi battleship personally during the Second Battle of Karis, so his neck was very much on the line.  Sk’Vrae’s pretty nasty in a fight, to which Dahnai can attest, he noted, which made her both bristle and shiver a bit.  Shevatt served five years in the Ogravian Navy as the Crown Prince, it’s traditional, and he was on a ship that saw action during the Ogravian-Verutan Incident in 4377.  They call it the Two Cycle War, it was all a big accident and misunderstanding, but they did shoot at each other.


How can you accidentally get into a war?


Each side thought the other was responsible for a border incursion, he answered.  The whole thing was because of a single malfunctioning long range sensor.  And it just goes to show you how quickly things can go to hell when you’re not friends with the people who share your border.  He looked pointedly at Dahnai.


Hey, we were fighting the Skaa over the Medalides systems before I took the throne.  Blame my mother for that, she challenged.

While Shakizarr’s never fought in an actual battle, he’s been trained for it, both as a tactician and as a warrior.  Shakizarr might be the most dangerous member of the council in a hand to hand fight…outside of Sk’Vrae and Jokik, anyway, he chuckled.  Urumi were just fucking evolved for close quarters combat with their dermal plates and venom, and Jokik could just stomp someone, or set their hair on fire.  It’s an ancient tradition for the Grand Emperor of the Verutans to be the most skilled fighter in his army, even if he’s the last man that would ever fight.  It’s a tradition that goes all the way back to when their kings did fight with their armies.  Quord would be dangerous for the same reason.  Every member of the Senate is a former military officer, military service is a requirement to enter politics.  Quord may be a politician now, but in his day, he was a brilliant military tactician and one of the Jun Navy’s most respected Admirals.  That’s most likely why he’s Prime Senator now.  That kind of respect transfers to politics in Jun society.

But none of them can do what you can do, baby, Symone said, reaching down and grabbing hold of his forearm.  These are gonna let you wipe the floor with those Benga assholes.


I won’t be there to fight, love.  I’m expecting one, but I’m going to try to avoid one if at all possible.  If the Oracles foresaw what would happen if they piss me off, they might kill me before I even get into the room.  So I have to keep my emotions out of it, and remember that this plan isn’t going to work if I walk into that room with the intent to kill the Board.  But if it comes down to a fight, I’ll be ready.  My rigger training will serve me well, and with what I’ve learned from Mrar, I feel good about my chances.  I will come home to my children, and I will come home to you.


You’d better, Jason, Jyslin sent without humor, her worry bleeding through her thought as she put her head on his shoulder.  You are my life.  Without you, it will have no meaning.

He stopped them, then sat on the sand just above the furthest reach of the waves, and they all clustered around him.  Jyslin on his right, Dahnai on his left, arms around them, and Symone again behind him, arms over his shoulders.  I know you hate this.  All of you, he sent earnestly.  But know that I do this for you.  For you, for our children, for our friends.  I will take this risk to stop this war before it comes to our galaxy and millions die, before it threatens those we hold most dear, before it becomes a nightmare that haunts us all until our dying day.  I love you all, so much that I would risk my life to keep you safe, he told them.


That’s not your job, baby.  That’s our job, Symone told him.


Welcome to the wrong side of the equal rights movement, Symone, he told her, which made her both chuckle a bit and slap his chest with her open palm.  Tomorrow, I need all three of you to think of me.  Pray for me, he told them.  I’ll need your love and support to get through this.  Just knowing that you are thinking of me will keep my head where it’s supposed to be and keep my temper from getting out of control.  You three are my guardian angels, the mothers of my children, and I will need your love in my heart to give the courage to stand before the Board without killing them all in a fury.  Tomorrow, I will need to be the best I can be, and I can never be the best of who I am without you.  Without you, all of you, I would be far less than I am today.  You give me strength.  You give me courage.  You give me wisdom, and you give me happiness.  You are the foundation upon which my life is built, and without you my house would crumble.  Tomorrow, keep me in your thoughts and in your hearts, and the light of your love will light my path and guide me home.

None of them said or sent a word.  They just pulled in close to him, hugging him and each other, sharing a moment that needed no explanation.  It was a moment of wordless, boundless love, and it made his heart sing to feel it.  It brightened his heart, it reassured him, it comforted him.  Feeling their love for him, he knew that he had the strength to get through tomorrow without losing his temper and getting himself killed.


He was sure of it.
